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PREFACE 
 
 
Involvement in the social life of our fellow human beings in the 

current context ceases to be the exclusive remit of specialised secular 
institutions and increasingly becomes an issue of public responsibility 
that all members of society must be committed to, from transnational 
institutions to the individual person who cannot and must not disregard 
the community.  

Leading the way in this field are the institutions which provide 
higher education or vocational training in the domain of social sciences 
and community service. Such educational bodies can design policies, 
provide specialist assessment of social problems and propose methods to 
solve them. The International Consortium for Social Development, the 
European branch, brings experts together and challenges them to 
maintain constant dialogue through biennial conferences, organised in 
various European countries. The priority of such conferences is to ensure 
that the debates are relevant to the local context and also constitute the 
ferment for subsequent meaningful action.  

The 11th biennial conference of the ICSD took place in Iasi, a 
leading higher education centre in Romania. The city of Iasi is a cradle of 
culture and the arts, but equally a place where social outreach and human 
solidarity, on religious or historic grounds, have been given a pioneering 
perspective. From a geographical viewpoint, Iaşi is one of the most 
eastern academic centres of the European Union. From the perspective of 
political and social challenges, it is in the midst of profound ongoing 
change, which is locally referred to as “the transition period”. The state of 
transition seems to have become the norm after the end of the communist 
regime, a sort of never-ending process with which the local community 
has become acquainted as a way of life.  

For some, transition in Romania is a negative process, making the 
transfer from a uniform and stable social system to an unsafe and 
demanding system, with a predisposition towards unregulated economic 
competitiveness and a dog-eat-dog social model. Such philosophy 
provides support for reluctance towards change, regret for the past, and 
the absence of communal responsibility. One can still notice cases of 
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people or groups of people who take state assistance for granted, with 
little awareness of responsible engagement or self-support.  

For others, the transition is largely beneficial, as it represents the 
positive, natural process of passing from a system of censorship and 
control to social involvement where the liberty and dignity of the person 
come first. The Church, a social institution by definition, is perfectly 
integrated in such a process, as the tenets of its doctrine uphold the values 
of peace, understanding, diligence, generosity, solidarity, and empathy. 
This is the reason why theology as an academic science nowadays 
provides specialisation in social assistance; this is why there are 
numerous projects, structural programmes and parish community 
initiatives in the service of disadvantaged and vulnerable groups at risk of 
exclusion.  

The contributions collected in this volume are intended to be useful 
in the Eastern European social context and especially to those who 
experienced the communist rule. Whereas in the old regime the social 
disciplines had been eliminated from the academic curricula, now they 
are widely taught, to restore what was lost in the period of exclusion in 
terms of theoretical qualifications and practical action. However, the 
Eastern European societies have been caught rather unprepared for such 
developments: the transition is fast-paced; sometimes individuals or 
groups oppose it or refuse to be involved; rules are firm and imposed 
according to already established models in the Western European 
countries. Society tends to become more ferocious in content but more 
accessible through media and democratic liberties. From the economic 
and politic viewpoint, change is very swift. From the social and religious 
point of view changes must be slower and need greater attention because 
of the fundamental and structural nature of these transformations.  

Given the ongoing multidirectional crisis at both local and global 
level, it becomes imperative to take firm action. From the Eastern 
Orthodox perspective, where faith still has an important role to play, I 
would like to use Prof. Gheorghe Popa’s proposals to counterbalance the 
effects of the crisis, based on the teachings of the Church Fathers: 

a) To the moral and spiritual crisis manifested today in the 
religion-free society one must respond with the holiness of life and the 
communion with God and with fellow humans.  

One should mention the fact that religion-free society does not 
stand for atheism. It refers in particular to the difficulty in accepting the 
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presence of God in everyone’s life and in understanding the necessity of a 
dialogue with Him. The patristic theological reflection states that 
secularisation starts with the decay of the state of communication with 
God and with the others. 

b) To the individualism, narcissism and self-sufficiency of the 
global society one must respond by intensifying the spiritual life in local 
communities. One should notice that the secularised society is profoundly 
egotistical, selfish and self-contained. The extreme individualism of the 
secularised human being is expressed by the feeling of loneliness and 
abandon or by the unremitting search for things which annihilate any 
feeling of transcendence: drugs, power, wealth and pleasure.  

c) To the present ecological crisis we must respond by asserting the 
fact that the world we live in and the creation in its entirety are 
“sacraments” of the communion with God and with the others and not 
just simple “objects” liable to technological manipulation.  

The severe ecological crisis, mainly due to the irrational 
exploitation of the resources of the planet and to the manipulation of 
nature through biotechnological experiments can be counterbalanced by 
restraint, the sense of asceticism and rationality in using resources and by 
genuine commitment to the continuity of life on earth through the 
generations to come. The Church Fathers stated repeatedly that the world 
was created to be a “sacrament” and a mystical horizon of 
communication among people fully accountable to the Creator.  

d) To the economical and social crisis one can respond by 
emphasizing the dignity of every single person, created in God’s image.  

The rapid progress of biotechnology and the extraordinary 
development of means of mass communication lead today to major and 
unpredictable mutations with significant consequences on people’s lives. 
The advances in the fields of medicine and genetic research generate, of 
course, much hope, but at the same time give rise to many ethical 
dilemmas concerning human dignity. Globalization, as a specific process 
of the post-modern world, built on standardisation and levelling and 
supported by the development in computer-based technologies, must be 
approached with care so that the global economic development does not 
become a totalitarian ideology where the individual’s dignity and the 
dignity of the various peoples and cultures are sacrificed on the altar of 
material profit. 
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Let me conclude with a little story about the changes in the New 
World, which seem to have been similar to what is now happening in 
Eastern Europe. Several Indian tribal chiefs, who normally travelled on 
horseback, were introduced to travelling by train with 50km/h. On 
descending they were told: “Now, back on your horses”, but they replied: 
“No! Not yet! We must wait for our souls to come, too!”  

The protracted transition and the financial and economic crisis 
have a devastating effect especially on vulnerable people who depend on 
community action and social involvement. In the rush toward progress 
and amassing wealth, faith communities must make their voices heard, 
because what matters above all is the human person in its wholeness, who 
is destined for the life eternal.  

 

Dan Sandu, Ph.D. 
Iaşi, 2009 
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PART I 
 

STRATEGIES, MODELS AND VALUES IN 
SOCIAL AND COMMUNITY WORK 

 
LEVELS OF WORK METHODS OF WORK 
ETHICAL ROOTS CROSSING BORDERS 

´GLOBALIZATION` IS MISLEADING 
 

 
C. Wolfgang Müller 

 
Technische Universität Berlin, GERMANY 

 
Abstract: 

The autor reminds us of the four levels of social work intervention: face-to-face 
communication; group interaction; community organization and social development; 
social policy. He mentions different ethical roots underlining social work in the tradition 
of different European countries and societies. He describes different modes of ´transition` 
from one situation (and one method of social work) to another, using his own professional 
developoment as example. He warns, not to misunterstand the catch-word ´globalization` 
as plea for global unification. On the contrary: indigenous traditions should be respected 
and further developed to meet specific target groups and problems in different countries. 
 
Keywords: social care, policies, globalisation, social development, ethics 
 
1. Introduction 

Within the last century Europe has seen and suffered from at least 
four major transformations: After World War No. One, World War No. 
Two, the end of the Cold War and the dissolution of socialism and 
socialist mastery after 1990. 

But not only Europe, large parts of the globe are going to be 
affected and transformed by the internationality and globality of 



Müller/European Societies in Transition - Social Development and Social Work 
 

 14

economic, political, cultural and social processes. Most of us have the 
impression that we are no longer masters of those processes but objects 
and may be even victims. We try hard to soften some of the consequences 
of this transformation and to master it in the end.  
 
2. The four levels of Social Work 

As we all know Social Work is performed at four different levels 
of social interaction: 

- the level of face-to-face-communication between helper and 
client as a problem solving process; 

- the level of small group interaction in order to qualify groups of 
people to work successfully for an identyfied common aim; 

- the level of community organization and development in order to 
built up or to re-construct infrastructure and resources of a given 
community, be it parochial, political, social or just geographical; 

- the level of social policy-making in order to take care of existing 
social problems in general and to promote permanent helps for the needy, 
possibilities for the young, invitation and inclusion for those who knock 
at our doors and who have something to offer. And to take care of the 
application of human equality and human rights to all of us. It is now 15 
years ago that we proudly call ourselves a ´Human Rights Profession`.  

The four levels of Social Work activities are the result of a process 
of professional development more than one hundred years long. Not all 
four levels were developed at the same time. In my country - Germany - 
it started with social case work as a face-to-face helping process practiced 
by members of the women`s movement and professionalized by Alice 
Salomon and Siddy Wronsky (1910-1930). 

Group work as a self-helping and self-educating process was an 
achievement of the outonomous youth movement between 1904 and 
1930. 

Community organization and development was a gift from North-
America, Great Britain and the Netherlands between 1970 and 1980. And 
social policy as a necessity to soothen exploitation of workers and the 
class struggle was installed both by Social Democrats and Reform 
Capitalists between 1870 and 1930. Later on social policy had a second 
prime time with Chancellor Willy Brandt (1970-1980). 
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3. Three phases in Social Work education 
Some different disciplines of human and social sciences are 

involved in the teaching of professional Social Work. In my country I 
mention especially psychology, sociology, education, law and 
administration and political science. In the last century we put different 
accent on different parts of these disciplines. At the very beginning we 
relied very strongly on individual psychology, social psychology and 
psycho-analysis. During the 60th and 70th we switched (in the western part 
of Germany) to a critical theory of society and socio-economical aspects 
of Social Work. We thought it could be possible to socialize all risks and 
costs of the reproduction of human labour and the education of the young 
generation. In the eastern part of my country both functions we part of the 
unified system of education and qualification. A special system of Social 
Work was not regarded to be necessary. 

Nowadays we have switched to the so called ´meso-level` - the 
medium level of Social Work intervention. This means working with 
local people, boards and institutions, with different actors, opinion 
leaders and non-governmental organizations. As it seems to be 
impossible to reshape and reform the whole of society in this transition 
period we try to mobilize local resources, local manpower and local 
economy. Susanne Elsen from Munic, who is a well known member of 
your board, is an outstanding European expert especially in this field.  

 
4. Ethical roots of Social Work 

Social Work ist not just another activity to care physically for the 
hungry, the needy, the forgotten. It rests on strong ethical traditions in our 
different countries. It resta on theories of philosophical, theological, 
human and socialist origin. 

All religions which we know demand their believes to love and 
care for their fellow-believers as if they were brothers and sisters of their 
own family. 

´Charity` is an ever-lasting command of any religious society or 
confession. 

Another tradition roots in the humanistic movements between the 
15th and 19th century all over Europe, which tried to re-discover and re-
vitalize the ancient ideas of freedom, equality and brotherhood of all 
women and men all over the world. 
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Not ´charity` but ´active love to all mankind` was the key word of 
these humanistic movement. 

A third tradition has something to do with the ideas of Marx and 
Enbels (between 1848 and 1890). They had the vision that a new society 
of free and equal citizens, full of empathy and love for each other could 
be the result of an united ´working class` which shows and exercises 
´solidarity` with those fellow-workers who are in the same situation all 
over the world and who show the same activity to change their situation 
collectively. 

This means: ´Charity`, ´active love to all mankind` and ´solidarity 
with those in the same situation all over the world` are three keywords to 
describe the ethical background of International Social Work over time 
and space. 

 
5. Social Work is something to DO 

Social Work, social education and social development is something 
to DO with your hands, your heart and your head. With the Harald 
Swedner Award 2008 you remember and remind others of a pioneer in 
the field of social development who as a brilliant scholar of sociology felt 
a strong notion to transform his scientific knowledge into practice. To 
fight social injustice and economic exclusion in Scandinavia and all over 
the world was the primary motivation for his research, his teaching and 
for the multitude of action research programms he brought underway.  

When I read Harald Swedners life story I feel quite at home with 
my own fifty years of practice and research, of writing and teaching 
Community Organization and social action in Berlin and other parts of 
Europe. During these fifty years of professional life I went through three 
periods of transition in my own professional orientation. May be it could 
be helpful to reconstruct them in this International Conference on 
´European Societies in Transition`.  

 
6. My own periods of ´transition` 

I was born in 1928 in Dresden/Saxonia into a traditional Social 
Democratic family, that means with a firm anti-fascist background. 
Journalism, education and politics were the three main areas of my 
professional interest. I studied European arts and culture, I worked as a 
journalist and I became by chance youth worker and group worker in 
Berlin. I knew political youth life and group work in the shape of Nazi-
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Organizations. And I had to re-learn what a democratic youth group was, 
how kids interact in such a group, which values were persistent, which 
kinds of activities prevailed and how it was decided upon in the group, 
how re-reorientation from the formal ´leader` of the group to an 
autonomous team of cooperating members of the group could be 
established and qualified. And that belonging to one group was not a 
lifelong task without any ´escapade` but a terminable phase of individual 
development which could be ended without unscrupulousness.  

To learn all this I had to do away my old and unloved group 
experiences in authoritarian youth organizations and had to study (for 
instance) the famous leadership-style-research-project of Kurt Lewin 
(1937) and to contact Gisela Konopka in the University of Minnesota in 
Minneapolis, to learn what ´social group work` was at that time (1965) in 
the USA. I am proud of this first transition period of my professional 
development.  

As ´Harkness Fellow’ I also studied community organization and 
social action with Harry Specht in Berkeley/California along the line of 
´aggressive community organization and social action` in the footprints of 
Saul Alinsky (USA) and Danilo Dolci (Italy). This shift from group work 
to community organization was my transition period number two: the 
shift from the small group to larger and more complex communities 
whith larger facilities and power to develop their resources and to define 
the circumstances for their own development. This was for me a step-by-
step strategy on the long road to a better, a more human, a more caring 
society. The ´caring familiy` was supplemented by a ´caring community`. 

This ´step-by-step idea` ended for me in the last decade of the 
century behind us. I had to learn that social development does not 
necessarily mean moving upward and gaining the future but sometimes 
also moving downward and renewing the past. To arrange with this new 
situation with new perspectives and new concepts of development was 
my third transition period. I learn that Social Work is bound to social, 
political and international circumstances which could open or close the 
doors to a society with more charity, more freedom, more self 
determination, more solidarity. Here I am. Here we are. 
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7. Two sides of the profession: Scientist, Craftsman/craftswoman and 
Educator 

Social Work and social developoment have a threefold orientation: 
Workers who engage in this profession should have 

- the scientific competence to furnish a diagnosis of the problems 
they are working with; 

- to develop individual, partner-oriented or collective plans, how to 
work with those problems and how to perceive, that progress in doing so 
is achieved; and  

- how to foster the helping process by teaching clients, groups and 
communities to pursue the helping process for themselves and by 
themselves without further help from outside or to establish a permanent 
helping network with adequate and willing partners in the community. 

This is a combination of analysing- and intervening- also 
moderating - competence, a combination between a scientist, a craftsman 
and an educator. 

 
8. Globalization does not mean equalization 

Taking part in international conferences - of the International 
Federation of Social Work, the International Association of Schools of 
Social Work and the International Consortium for Social Development f. 
e. - I very often hear this statement: 

We are living in one world. All our problems are going to be 
´globalized`. We should think, we should analyse, we should act as a 
unified profession. 

I doubt this statement. Shurely our key concern is in agreement 
with Christian, humanistic and even socialist principles and 
commandments. But our working situation, the problems we are going to 
work at, the resources we can take into consideration, the target groups of 
our work and the political situation - they all are very, very different. To 
unterline this statement I may quote one of the latest publications on 
´International Social Work`: 

“Direct social work practice varies from society to society, 
depending on cultural variables such as politics, the economy, culture, 
and religion. Social work practice in countries where a social security 
systems is in place will vary significantly from countries with limited 
government-funded social security … Moreover, the notion of what is 
social work will vary from society to society” (Borrmann et als. 
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International Social Work. Social Problems, Cultural Issues and Social 
Work Education. Farmington Hills: Barbara Budrich: 2007, p. 9-14). 

The structuralistic idea of a globalized situation all over the world 
may be understandable for economists and marketing experts, who are 
looking for the unification of markets for goods and services unter 
standardized conditions. It may be understandable for internationally 
operating companies which take advantage of qualified but cheap 
manpower in so-called ´developing countries`. For Social Work the idea 
of ´globalization` is as silly as the outmoded concepts of both the United 
States of America and the old Soviet Union, to export their ideological 
assumptions to the rest of the world - hiding their economic and political 
interests in the background. 

On our continent we are faced with a history hundreds of years old. 
We are faced with traditions and indigenous solutions of social problems 
which are deeply rooted in our collective memory and our individual 
practice. We should respect them and develop them into the future. 
Transition of people, of countries, of societies means to cross borders 
which divide the future from the past. Our future was very very different. 
So are the problems we face in our respective transition movements. We 
will learn from each other. We should assist and help each other. My 
concept of international solidarity has nothing to do with unification. But 
this solidarity may be helpful for all of us.  
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SOCIAL WELFARE - AN UNEXPLOITED 
RESOURCE AT THE DISPOSAL OF PUBLIC 

SOCIAL POLICY IN POLAND 
 

Jerzy Krzyszkowski 
 

Institute of Sociology 
University of Łódź, POLAND 

 
Abstract: 

As a result of population ageing, transformations of women’s employment 
patterns the demand for long term care services increases in Poland. The limited supply of 
care proves that social services is not an instrument of integration and indicates 
commodification of social policy through the growth of pressure on cost lowering in 
conditions of market competition, transfer of cost bearing on end-users and development 
of commercial ethos. There are a number of main trends and evolutions of social services 
in long term care sector in Poland: decreasing participation of families in long term care 
of their members, deinstitutionalization of public long term care with a shift of care from 
residential homes to home care services, expansion of long term care provided by 
unpublic services and decentralization of long term care social services. There are spatial 
and economic factors that determine access to care services provision for different income 
groups of users. In urban areas with a bigger number of middle class ageing population 
there is growing demand for high quality care services provision from private sector while 
in poor rural areas the only provider and employer for labour force seems to be public 
sector and voluntary workers from charity organizations. Community care organized by 
local statutory sector with the use of unemployed and excluded women from rural areas 
seems to be a good solution as an arrangement for organizing care services for the old 
people in rural areas. The presentation will based on results of research Diagnosis of 
socio-economic situation of women in rural areas of Poland that has been just completed 
for the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy in Poland and on participation of its author in 
two comparative studies: organized by European Foundation for Improving of Living and 
Working Conditions (Dublin) and Observatory of Social Services (Frankfurt and Vienna).  
 
Keywords: social inclusion, social participation, rural women, the old people 
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1. A specific character of the development process of social welfare in 
Poland 

 
The stages in the formation process of a new system after 1989 
Social welfare constitutes an institution of social policy of a 

welfare state which enables individuals and groups of people to cope with 
difficult life situations by means of material benefits and social work. 
Social welfare developed as an element of socio-economic and cultural 
order of the industrial society which supplemented or replaced family 
support systems and the activities carried out by religious and secular 
charities. The development of social welfare in Poland was marked by the 
dominance of non-public institutions, predominantly related to the 
Church. Whereas in Protestant countries, due to Reformation, religious 
social welfare institutions were replaced by a public system, in Poland the 
victory of Counter-Reformation and the partitions reinforced the 
dominance of the Roman Catholic Church. Poland's lack of statehood 
resulted in the emergence of a different model of the occupational role of 
a social worker as this role was played by a patriot, an amateur 
community worker, a priest or a lay member of the Church or another 
religious community who acts for patriotic and religious reasons. This 
specific context delayed the process of professionalization of social work 
regarded as an occupation endowed with public trust and influenced the 
theory of aid activities. It can be traced in the thought of Helena 
Radlińska who lay the foundations for social pedagogy which is the 
Polish version of social work. The institutionalization of social welfare 
took place only after Poland regained independence in 1918 but a short 
process of establishing a public system was disrupted by the World War 
II and the introduction of a new political system in 1945. In the People's 
Republic of Poland social welfare became a marginal institution in the 
social security system. Due to the nationalization and centralization of 
social welfare in this new political system, the tradition of welfare society 
and its institutions were abandoned. Foundations and associations were 
made illegal, the local government was abolished and due to the fact that 
there were no statutory regulations the occupation of a social worker was 
deprofessionalized. 

The formation process of the social welfare system after 1989 was 
based on the idea of decentralization of the state and the revival of local 
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self-governance. Two public administration reforms of the year 1990 and 
1999 were crucial for forming a new institution1. The legislative work on 
the bills concerning social welfare and the local government (1990) 
resulted in establishing an institution with a new partially decentralized 
organization structure. Communal social welfare centres assumed the role 
of a local partner of central and regional state institutions. Central 
government agencies took on the function consisting in organizing social 
welfare as well as scheduling, regulating and controlling functions 
whereas local government bodies provided services in the place of 
residence. The dual character of targets set for social welfare became a 
major problem, which was reflected in the division of tasks carried out by 
social welfare centres. The performance of communes' own statutory 
tasks was financed from the local government funds and in the case of 
delegated tasks, financial resources came from the central budget. The 
subjectivity of the commune with regard to social policy and social 
welfare was limited to a narrow area defined by statutory tasks, and 
delegated tasks financed by the state reduced the role played by the local 
government's social welfare to an instrument of social support for the 
victims of the systemic transformation, that is to managing and 
supervising social problems at the local level. Local social welfare 
provided within the closest environment fulfilled short-term goals of 
interventional nature directed at new groups in need but at the same time 
it constituted a vital element of the policy of transformation of the whole 
social security system in Poland. The activities were aimed at changing 
common programmes into selective ones which would be available only 
for the people who meet particular income-related criteria. This resulted 
in transferring the benefits which used to be universal from social 
insurance and social security to social welfare. The increase in the 
number of social welfare beneficiaries and in the range of tasks assigned 
to social welfare and the limited amount of resources made the system 

                                                 
1 The division of the development process of social welfare after 1989 into two 

stages i.e. 1990-1998 and 1999 until the present is applied by many authors. Cf J. 
Hrynkiewicz, Zakres i kierunki zmian w pomocy społecznej, [in:] M. Rymsza (ed.), 
Reformy społeczne. Bilans dekady, Instytut Spraw Publicznych, Warszawa 2004; M. 
Rymsza, Praca socjalna i pracownicy socjalni po reformie samorządowej z 1999 roku, 
[in:] K. Frysztacki, K. Piątek (ed.), Wielowymiarowość pracy socjalnej, Wyd. Edukacyjne 
Akapit, Toruń 2002. 
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more bureaucratic. Its role was reduced to distributing funds and 
controlling whether they were assigned in a legitimate way. This 
reduction of the role of social welfare was carried out at the cost of social 
work, non-material services, stimulating economic and social activity of 
customers etc. 

The second public administration reform (1999) was supposed to 
eliminate the above mentioned flaws of the social welfare system by 
introducing full-scale decentralization of the social tasks of the state, 
development of self-governance, subjectivization of local communities, 
imposing on the family the status of the main subject of social policy and 
reconstructing civic society pursuant to the principle of subsidiarity. Two 
new tiers of the self-government system were introduced and the scope of 
operation of the social welfare system was expanded by adding care and 
upbringing of children and teenagers to social welfare's range of 
activities. However, the public administration reform was ineffectively 
prepared. The scope of operation of the social welfare system, its 
competence and the measures at its disposal were defined in a very vague 
way, there were no role models and no patterns of operation for new 
organizations to follow. Staff did not have adequate background to 
perform the tasks imposed on them, and the formation of self-government 
administration units as well as the development of local social policy 
programmes were carried out in a very spontaneous way being at the 
same time to a large extent dependent on local determinants. The 
relations between newly established organizations – district centres of 
family support (PCPR) and communal social welfare centres (GOPS) 
proved vital for the development of local social policy and social welfare. 
A comparative analysis carried out by Marek Rymsza2 proved that the 
institutions which constituted the object of the study differ in terms of the 
form of aid offered by them (basic level in the case of GOPSes and 
specialized level in the case of PCPRs), the kind of benefits they offer 
(financial benefits – GOPSes , counselling – PCPRs), the criteria applied 
to select beneficiaries (income-related – GOPSes , no criteria – PCPRs), 
the kind of social intervention carried out by each institution (salvage – 
GOPSes , prevention – PCPRs), the methods of social intervention 
(casework – GOPSes , community work method – PCPRs). Communal 

                                                 
2 M. Rymsza, Praca socjalna... 
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centres pursue the residual model which entails short-term support 
whereas district centres of family support represent the institutional 
model, i.e. prevention, in which the need which arises is the only criterion 
for offering aid. The customers' background is different in the case of 
district centres from that of the customers of communal centres. District 
centres find their customers in residential social welfare establishments 
whereas communal centres' customers are found in the environment they 
live in. In the course of functioning of the welfare system it turned out 
that district centres of family support did not take over the functions 
consisting in providing assistance for the family as they focused their 
activities on residential social welfare establishments and a few 
categories of statutory beneficiaries: foster families, the disabled, 
refugees and charges of foster care facilities. As Halina Lipke3 pointed 
out the establishment of district centres of family support created an 
opportunity for social services development by the application of the 
community work method of social work and by the participation of social 
services in the formation of local social policy. Favourable conditions for 
development were created when better opportunities for cooperation 
between social services and the non-governmental sector were secured by 
taking into consideration the role of non-governmental organizations in 
solving local social problems. The establishment of local district services, 
whose activity embraces all the families, was supposed to alleviate the 
effects of stigmatization resulting from the fact of being a beneficiary of 
social welfare and to secure a more rational development and usage of 
local social infrastructure. The above mentioned benefits resulting from 
the new organization of social welfare provision after the reform of 1999 
were squandered4 because of the shortage of financial resources needed 
to carry out the tasks, random or politically-biased selection of staff and 
the adoption of the conception consisting in the lack of mutual 
dependence between communal and district social welfare organizations. 

Józefina Hrynkiewicz very accurately indicated the reasons why 
the reform proved to be a failure. She pointed out that the model of self-
government relations requires an organizational culture focused on 
                                                 

3 H. Lipke, Współczesne problemy pomocy społecznej, [in:] D. Piekut-Brodzka 
(ed.), System pomocy społecznej u progu XXI wieku, Wyd. Akademii Pedagogiki 
Specjalnej im. Marii Grzegorzewskiej, Warszawa 2002, p. 57–64. 

4 Ibid., p. 57. 
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cooperation and on abandoning long-standing habits of building group 
identity and social bonds which take into account particularistic 
interests5. When analysing the policy lying behind the reform, Janelle 
Kerlin6 pointed out that centralized fiscal policy was responsible for the 
fact that decision-making competence lied exclusively with the central 
tier and was not delegated to lower tiers. In turn the lack of 
decentralization of the fiscal system imposed constraints on democracy at 
the district and regional tier. The establishment of municipal districts 
(powiat grodzki) resulted in aggravating inequality between rural and 
urban areas with regard to access to financial resources which can be 
allocated to social welfare provision. 

The public social welfare system which was criticized after the 
reform of 1999 was amended in the years 2003-2004 and successive 
changes were aimed at lowering the costs of functioning of the system 
and increasing its effectiveness. In this period legislative measures 
concerning public benefit activity and volunteering as well as social 
employment (2003) and a new Act on Social Welfare (2004) were 
developed. These legislative initiatives were aimed at building a welfare 
state by introducing the representatives of the community, non-
governmental organizations and individual volunteers into the sphere of 
activity of public social welfare organizations, by stimulating the 
economic activity on the part of long-standing beneficiaries of social 
welfare who are threatened with exclusion, and finally by implementing 
the instrument of a contract upon which the granting of financial aid is 
conditioned. This instrument should encourage an inactive beneficiary to 
participate in the process of aiding local communities and in stimulating 
their activity.  
 
2. An attempt at evaluating the potential of social welfare 

In the above discussion concerning the process of development of 
public social welfare there was no reference to the current effectiveness 
of this institution and the degree to which the tasks assigned to it have 
been carried out. The most fundamental question is whether the practice 
                                                 

5 J. Hrynkiewicz, Decentralizacja zadań..., p. 192. 
6 J. Kerlin, Pomoc społeczna po reformie administracyjnej 1999 r.: Analiza 

polityki i jej skutków, [in:] E. Leś (ed.), Pomoc społeczna. Od klientyzmu do partycypacji, 
IPS UW, Warszawa 2002, p. 131–176. 
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pursued in its operations by the social welfare system meets the social 
needs: fighting the problem of impoverishment and exclusion of 
numerous groups and areas. In order to evaluate social welfare provision 
in an objective way it is necessary to analyse human and financial 
resources at the disposal of this institution of state social policy, its 
relations with the environment, i.e. local authorities, non-governmental 
organizations etc. The questions concerning the condition of the Polish 
social welfare system require empirical data, answers which will not be 
anyhow biased or based on stereotypes as they commonly are when being 
discussed in the media. The lack of knowledge concerning social welfare, 
the staff working for the benefit of social welfare and welfare 
beneficiaries is associated with the prevalent negative opinion about this 
institution. Those who criticize Polish social welfare provision use 
economic, socio-cultural, political and effectiveness-related arguments to 
justify their negative opinion. Liberally-oriented economists point out too 
high in their opinion costs of maintaining the social welfare system and 
of financing social transfers7. Researchers conducting socio-cultural 
studies warn against making beneficiaries addictively dependent on social 
welfare and thus impairing their individual responsibility. It is suggested 
that there exists the risk of de-motivation resulting from granting income 
guarantees. It is also pointed out that the operations of the social welfare 
system are influenced by politics, which is evidenced by the strategy 
consisting in granting low benefits to a wide range of subjects (many 
people are given small sums of money) without the necessity of carrying 
out a selection. Such selection could induce those who have been 
deprived of certain entitlements to goods or services which they have 

                                                 
7 Stanisława Golinowaska points out that it is necessary to distinguish two clear-

cut stages in the functioning of social welfare provision. In the first stage, in the years 
1990-1993, there was an increase in the social benefits expenditure (from 0.2% of the 
GDP in 1990 to 0.6% of the GDP in 1993) and the number of beneficiaries (from 4.3% of 
the total population in 1990 to 7.8% in 1993). In the second stage, after the amendment to 
the legislation in 1996, the proportion of social welfare expenditure in the GDP halved 
and the number of beneficiaries decreased by one third. This cost-cutting entailed the 
decrease in the value of benefits and the number of people entitled to benefits and the fall 
in the number of services (from 20.1% in 1980 to 3.8% in 1999). Cf S.Golimowska, I. 
Topińska, Pomoc społeczna – zmiany i warunki skutecznego działania, CASE, Warszawa 
2002, p. 28. 
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hitherto enjoyed to become political opponents8. A negative opinion was 
also expressed about low effectiveness of the social welfare system with 
regard to helping beneficiaries to become self-reliant, to regain the life 
resourcefulness they have lost, which pursuant to the Act on Social 
Welfare was supposed to constitute the main objective set for social 
welfare.  

What is the actual condition of public social welfare? According to 
the data collected by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy which 
were presented on this department's website, in 2007 there were 
approximately 120 thousand people (119 922) employed in 
organizational units of the social welfare system. The highest percentage 
of these social workers (49 796) was employed in nursing homes, 42 907 
in communal social welfare centres and 13 279 in foster care facilities. 
Communal centres are basic social welfare facilities which pursuant to 
the Act on Local Self-government can be found in each Polish commune. 
However, the potential of social welfare provision in communal centres 
measured by the number of human resources ranges from a few 
employees in rural areas and a few thousand employees in big municipal 
communes. The scale on which social welfare benefits are granted is 
manifested in the number of people who in 2007 were awarded the 
decision on granting assistance which amounts to 2 366 055 and the total 
number of people being the members of the families to whom support 
was offered – 4 383 434. The main reasons for awarding assistance 
comply with statutory provisions (income-related and situational 
criterion) and have not changed in any way over the years. They are as 
follows: poverty (2 444 685), unemployment (2 253 734), helplessness in 
child-rearing and running a household (1 209 303), disability (1 067 844), 
chronic or severe illness (964 105).  

The data obtained from the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy 
quoted in this paper showing the prevalence, scale and trends in the 
operations of the social welfare system have been substantiated in the 
study entitled “Social aid in the opinion of the Poles: who should receive 
aid and in what form?”9 carried out by the Public Opinion Research 

                                                 
8 S.Golimowska, I. Topińska, Pomoc społeczna..., p. 61. 
9  “Komu i jak pomagać? Pomoc społeczna w opinii Polaków” Centrum Badania 

Opinii Społecznej 2008. 
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Centre (CBOS) in August 2008. 28% of the respondents surveyed by 
CBOS stated that he or she or a member of his or her family received aid 
within the social welfare system and over a half of respondents (54%) 
knew some beneficiaries of this institution of social security. The 
following groups of people were granted assistance: the poor, the 
unemployed, the pensioners, people with no professional qualifications. 
Women outnumbered men as beneficiaries of social welfare. The reasons 
for awarding social benefits were reflected in the opinions of Poles on 
who needs support. Most commonly mentioned groups included: the 
poor, the unemployed, the sick and the elderly. According to the 
respondents, the following institutions are obliged to support those in 
need: self-government social welfare (82%) and state social welfare 
(72%). More respondents expect the aforesaid institutions to offer 
assistance than it is in the case of family and other traditionally 
recognized care systems (eg. secular and church charities). The scope of 
assistance as perceived by the respondents is still too narrow in relation to 
social expectations as 42 % of the surveyed by CBOS maintain that the 
number of people who receive social assistance is too small (in 2004 56% 
of respondents were of this opinion), and more than half of the surveyed 
(57%) believe that inadequate amounts of public funds are allocated to 
this purpose (in 2004 75% of respondents were of this opinion). The 
comparative analysis of the data collected in August 2008 with the data 
collected by way of a survey carried out in 2004 shows that the 
respondents evaluated the operations of the social welfare system in more 
favourable terms. However, the evaluation of the accuracy of allocating 
benefits resulted in more negative opinions as only 9% of the surveyed 
thought that only those people who really need assistance receive it 
whereas every sixth respondent (17%) thought that only those people 
who do not really need assistance are the beneficiaries of the social 
welfare system. The analysis of opinions on who should be granted 
support from public funds and in what form this support should be 
offered shows that half of respondents believe that using the services 
provided by the social welfare system is only natural and that these 
support services should be available to every person who is in difficulties 
regardless of his or her financial standing. 74% of the surveyed pointed 
out that the form of assistance should be adjusted to particular 
circumstances. The human resources at the disposal of the social welfare 
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system seem to be the key factor which can contribute to the 
improvement of functioning of the system. The opinion held by 
researchers on the professionalism of social workers was different from 
that expressed by practitioners. Marek Rymsza10 maintained that thanks 
to the measures which were adopted and implemented in the period of 
transformation, the process of professionalization of staff is parallel to the 
formation process of social welfare institutions. The process of 
professionalization is conducive to building the professional identity of 
the employees of the institution of social welfare, who as a result of 
assigning social work to this institution have become synonymous with 
social workers. Halina Lipke11 believes that in spite of the 
professionalization process which was initiated in 1990 by passing a bill 
on social welfare, statutory qualifications of the employees of the public 
system pose a problem for the public sector. The conditions of improving 
the qualifications of social workers substantially deteriorated after putting 
into force the public administration reform of 1999. The function of 
training staff was assigned to self-governing bodies at the district and 
regional level, which resulted in reducing the training activity due to the 
shortage of funds and the lack of understanding on the part of district 
local authorities of the importance of the professional development of 
social workers. The professionalization of social services is hampered by 
bureaucratization which entails a peculiar cognitive dissonance: the 
qualifications of social welfare staff improve but at the same time the 
operations carried out within the framework of social welfare provision 
become more and more routine. In the studies on communal social 
welfare carried out by the author of this paper in the years 2000-2004 
fully competent human resources constituted the least numerous group of 
professionals. The predominant group was made up of the employees 
who were of lesser use for the organization and who required a long-term 
professional development policy. The process of formal 
professionalization in educational terms was not accompanied by the 
process of professionalization in terms of skills. A low level of 
knowledge and limited skills of social welfare staff were also connected 
with the reasons for which social welfare staff decided to choose this 

                                                 
10 M. Rymsza, Praca socjalna..., p. 99–110. 
11 H. Lipke, Współczesne problemy..., p. 62. 
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occupation which were not related to its substance. This resulted in 
occupational burnout and decreased job satisfaction, which in turn 
induced staff to give up their job and adversely affected the quality of 
customer service. The evaluation of the activities undertaken by the 
management of social welfare institutions revealed the lack of 
recruitment and staff selection systems and professional adaptation 
programmes for employees, which would guarantee a more effective 
control of the inflow of new employees and facilitate the adjustment 
process they had to go through to meet the demands imposed by the 
organization. There were no training systems with regard to professional 
development and supervision and the working conditions were difficult. 
External determinants, such as the financial standing of local self-
governments, a shortage of jobs and the human resources policy pursued 
by local authorities which hampered professionalization, were only 
partially responsible for such a state of affairs. 

It is possible to verify whether the findings of earlier empirical 
studies are still valid by means of a study entitled “Analysis and 
evaluation of the professional background of social welfare staff in 
Poland” which constituted a report from a research project commissioned 
by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy which was carried out in 
2007 in the Institute for the Development of Social Services12. Within the 
framework of the project researchers surveyed 2521 employees of 362 
establishments which represented 11 types of organizational units. In 
order to present exhaustive empirical analyses the author would have to 
go beyond the scope of this paper but it is worth focusing special 
attention on a few findings. It was evidenced in the survey that the 
profession of a social worker is feminized (86.8%) and that this 
profession is characterized by a low pay. Average gross remuneration of 
the surveyed amounted to 2012.33 PLN but almost half of employees 
(48%) earn between 1000 and 2000 PLN gross. The analysis of the level 
of education of public social welfare staff indicates that there has been an 
improvement in this field – more than half of the surveyed claimed that 
they completed higher master's degree studies or higher bachelor's degree 
vocational studies. The predominant field of study was still pedagogy but 

                                                 
12 Analiza i ocena przygotowania zawodowego kadr pomocy społecznej w Polsce 

(2007), Instytut Rozwoju Służb Społecznych, Warszawa  
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employees also graduated special colleges for social workers (szkoła 
pracowników socjalnych). In the period of 12 years (the previous 
research of this kind was carried out in 1995) the number of employees 
with higher education almost tripled. As regards continuous professional 
development, the situation was less optimistic. Only 13.6% of 
respondents completed post graduate studies and only one out of four 
respondents were specialized in the profession of a social worker. The 
majority of the surveyed (82.3%) did not participate in continuous 
education. This passivity with regard to education may be justified by the 
self-assessment of qualifications held by respondents. Over 4/5 of the 
surveyed regarded their qualifications as adequate. Over 2/3 of the heads 
of establishments in which the survey was carried out also expressed a 
positive opinion on the professional competence of their employees. 2/3 
of employees claimed that in the previous year they attended courses and 
participated in trainings, which should contribute to improving the 
qualifications of human resources. However, it is hard to evaluate the 
quality of the training offer and its usefulness for work practice, 
especially due to the fact that the surveyed participated in trainings only 
once a year. A low level of training activity of the surveyed staff of the 
public social welfare system can be attributed to the fact that only in the 
case of 15.7% of establishments the management allocates substantial 
funds to the professional development of their employees. The findings of 
the study presented by way of territorial and institutional division indicate 
that there exist major differences in respect of the character of the 
commune (municipal or rural) and between particular voivodships. The 
largest number of employees can be found in municipal establishments 
(38.6 on average) and the following voivodships: śląskie, dolnośląskie 
and mazowieckie and the smallest number of employees can be found in 
the social welfare centres in rural communes and voivodships (podlaskie, 
opolskie). The ratio of the average number of core staff to the average 
number of all the employed indicates an increase in the effectiveness of 
core operations of establishments in the poorest voivodships in which 
rural areas prevail over urban areas (świętokrzyskie, podkarpackie, 
pomorskie) as they are not so heavily burdened with administrative 
expenses. 

In the course of the process of decentralization of social welfare 
provision which has been carried out in Poland since 1989 attempts have 
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been made at the subjectivization of social welfare perceived as an 
instrument of developing social policy in its self-government, local and 
regional aspects. The provisions of the Act on Social Welfare of 12 
March 2004 (Articles 17.1, 19 and 21) facilitate the realization of this 
objective as they impose on the commune the duty of developing and 
implementing the strategy for coping with social problems. The 
development and implementation of the strategy were the tasks assigned 
to the district authorities and to voivodship self-government as stipulated 
in the aforesaid Act. The task of coordinating the implementation of the 
strategy for coping with social problems was allocated to communal 
social welfare centres, district centres for family support and regional 
social welfare centres. However, the statutory provisions do not specify 
the standards of the strategy, the procedure for developing and 
implementing the strategy, time limits for these activities, and what is 
most important they do not prescribe any method of fulfilling this duty. 
The strategies for coping with social problems and their role in 
developing local social policy were analysed in the research project 
carried out in the Institute for the Development of Social Services. Within 
the framework of the research project 500 communal strategies and 99 
district strategies became the object of quantitative and qualitative 
analysis. The findings of the study on these strategies which were 
presented in the report by Halina Lipke and Agnieszka Hryniewiecka13 
are not optimistic. A small number of strategies (40% of communes and 
over 60% of districts drew up such documents) and low quality of these 
strategies forced the authors of the above mentioned report to advance a 
thesis stating that there is no clear vision of solving social problems in an 
effective way and to question the idea that the documents being the object 
of the analysis are an instrument of designing local social policy. The 
authors of the report considered the idea that these strategies play the role 
of a long-term programme of social welfare provision. These strategies 
are developed on the basis of the reports drawn up by self-governments 
and statistics collected by these bodies rather than on the basis of a 
reliable diagnosis of the social situation. They do not try to predict social 
phenomena, needs and problems. In many cases they can be regarded as 

                                                 
13 Lipke, H., Hryniewicka, A. (2008), Raport Analiza strategii rozwiązywania 

problemów społecznych, Instytut Rozwoju Służb społecznych, (an unpublished report)  
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examples of wishful thinking, formal documents which are of no use 
from the point of view of local social policy. The situation with regard to 
the aforesaid strategies is particularly grave in rural areas, which is 
evidenced by the findings of a nationwide research project “Diagnosis of 
the Social and Professional Situation of Rural Women in Poland” carried 
out in 2007 under the supervision of the author of this paper within the 
framework of the Sectoral Operational Programme for Human Resources 
Development (activity 1.6 b)14. The majority of the documents which 
became the object of the analysis did not meet the basic requirements of 
the strategic planning method .These documents did not include any 
method of monitoring the degree to which the objectives were realized, 
the sources of funds and estimate costs of pursuing strategic objectives. 
Only a few strategies were developed with the application of the 
participatory method which makes it possible to build local partnership 
focused on the activities aimed at solving local social problems. Many 
documents were drawn up with the application of the managerial method 
(local authorities and officials) or the expert method (hired consultants)15. 
In the light of the findings quoted in this paper it may be stated that the 
strategies for solving social problems which theoretically constitute a 
perfect instrument of social policy planning and of mobilizing local 
resources do not fulfil the functions attributed to them with regard to 
integration, building local partnership and social education of self-
government bodies and social actors. 

 

                                                 
14 Krzyszkowski, J. ed. (2008), Diagnoza sytuacji społeczno-zawodowej kobiet 

wiejskich w Polsce, Ministerstwo Pracy i Polityki Społecznej, Departament ds. Kobiet, 
Rodziny i Przeciwdziałania Dyskryminacji  

15 Przywojska, J.(2008), Strategie gminne i powiatowe jako instrumenty polityki 
władz lokalnych wobec kobiet wiejskich, in: Krzyszkowski. J. ed. (2008) Diagnoza 
sytuacji społeczno-zawodowej kobiet wiejskich w Polsce  
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3. Problems and prospects of public social welfare 
The above discussion shows that although there have been many 

reforms implemented after 1989 researchers and practitioners point out 
long-lasting flaws of the institution of social welfare. Jakub Wygnański16 
grouped these flaws under two categories: structural and systemic faults 
and functional constraints. The first category encompasses the following 
faults: the lack of social problems diagnosis, social bureaucracy, a more 
and more fragmentary nature of of local welfare, badly-made social law 
and the lack of local, regional and central social policy. As regards the 
category of functional flaws, they include unequal access to social 
services, the routine character of activities, the lack of local social policy 
and budget-oriented instead of task-oriented planning. Joanna Staręga-
Piasek17, who was one of the people responsible for developing a new 
social welfare system after 1989, criticizes the functioning of the system 
with regard to fighting poverty and social exclusion. In her opinion social 
welfare in Poland does not fight poverty and exclusion. It is an institution 
whose structures of beneficiaries are ossified, which leads to decreasing 
the activity undertaken by the beneficiaries and finally to creating social 
pathology. The critical opinions presented in this paper are legitimate but 
they do not devote enough attention to the vital issue of managing social 
welfare establishments. If the legislative measures aimed at improving 
the functioning of the social welfare system are to be effective this 
complex institution must be well managed. If the way in which social 
welfare is managed improved it would be possible to enhance the 
organization of work and to prevent overburdening of social workers with 
administrative activities carried out at the expense of their core activity – 
social work and thus to minimize the risk of occupational burnout. One of 
the faults of the system is the focus on short-term activities and the lack 
of long-term strategies and solutions. The course of action for the system 
is defined with reference to the so called “fiscal year” and there is no 
strategic planning at the district and communal level. The issue of 

                                                 
16 Wygnański J. a talk delivered during the Sociological Convention, Zielona 

Góra, 2007  
17 Starega-Piasek, (2005), Pomoc społeczna. Próba oceny funkcjonowania 

pomocy społecznej w zwalczaniu ubóstwa i wykluczenia społecznego, [in:] Golinowska, S. 
Tarkowska, E. Kopińska, I. Ubóstwo i wykluczenie społeczne. Badania metody wyniki, 
IPSS  
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strategic planning is a problem which urgently needs to be solved because 
of the requirements imposed by the European Union for using the EU 
funds. The cooperation between public institutions of social welfare 
provision and non-governmental organizations constitutes another issue 
which needs to be dealt with. In order to be able to solve social problems 
at the local level it is necessary to foster cooperation and partnership 
between public and non-governmental subjects operating in the field of 
social welfare. The analysis of the functioning of communal 
organizations dealing with community social welfare indicates that they 
focus their activity on the disbursement of benefits. The process of 
stimulating economic activity in the beneficiaries is hampered by 
insufficient amount of social work based on cooperation with the local 
environment and its resources. Low operational effectiveness poses the 
risk of maintaining the situation of dependence on social welfare, 
marginalization and exclusion of whole social groups and regions of 
Poland. Social work focused on building social capital in the local 
community with the purpose of solving the social problems pertaining to 
this community seems to be an alternative to the application of the 
community social welfare method which has been applied hitherto. The 
analyses18 of local social welfare organizations in terms of the possibility 
of using them as an instrument of solving the problems of the customers 
of these organizations and their social environment show that the most 
effective method of operation consists in using the social capital 
pertaining to social welfare i.e. the professionalism of managers and 
social workers, the network of social relations. The findings of a survey19 
carried out among the beneficiaries of social services indicate that there 
are two fundamental elements which can secure the satisfaction of 
customers. One of them is connected with subjective treatment of 
beneficiaries and the other with the quality of service which must be 
reliable and competent. Other factors which contribute to the satisfaction 
of customers encompass professional and well-organized welfare 
provision and the character of the relations with social workers which 
should be based on partnership. This need for subjective treatment 

                                                 
18 Krzyszkowski, J. (2005), Między państwem opiekuńczym a opiekuńczym 

społeczeństwem, Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Łódzkiego. 
19 Ibid.  
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expressed by customers and their willingness to participate in the process 
of social intervention in a conscious way was evidenced by the 
importance attached to the access to the information on the guidelines and 
procedures for granting assistance. The beneficiaries of social services 
pointed out how important is the privacy in the relations connected with 
providing assistance, which should be secured by appropriate 
organization of a social welfare centre. This need for subjective treatment 
and enjoying the right to dignity induced researchers to question the 
opinion that financial factors are the important for satisfying the needs of 
customers and solving their problems. 

The social relations between the environment, local institutional 
actors and the local community in the territory where social welfare 
facilities operate are vital for the quality of social welfare provision. The 
findings of research20 prove that the quality of relations between social 
welfare facilities and the environment is low. Local authorities do not 
constitute a suitable partner for managers and social workers, which is 
manifested in the attitude of local political elites as well as in the 
strategies adopted by self-government bodies for social welfare provision 
which ensue from this attitude. The relations between social welfare and 
non-governmental organizations which operate in the commune 
constitute a source of social capital. However NGOs cannot be regarded 
as a significant partner of social welfare centres due to the fact that there 
is a very limited number of them and they are characterized by a small 
potential. The negative attitude of social welfare staff to the members of 
associations and foundations also hampers the development of useful 
relations. They are regarded as unreliable and incompetent and as the 
rivals of social welfare centres in the fund-raising battle. Other public 
subjects of social welfare seem to play the role of a natural source of 
social capital and an operational partner but the analysis carried out in 
this field point out that there is no cooperation between public subjects as 
regards social welfare provision. In order to build local partnership it is 
necessary to improve the relations with customers, local authorities, 
public subjects and social organizations. Good relations with the 
aforesaid partners may result in an increase in the effectiveness of the 
social welfare provided within the local community and augur well for 

                                                 
20 Ibid. 
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the changes introduced to the system, financing, the role of the employee 
and the customer as well as the role of the environment. Social welfare 
depends on local authorities and the public opinion and occasionally it 
may become the subject of the political game, which requires special 
knowledge and skills with regard to public relations.  

The authors of the report drawn up by the Institute for the 
Development of Social Services which was quoted before recommend 
undertaking activities aimed at promoting education and at increasing the 
availability of continuous education. However, this requires the allocation 
of additional funds to the professional development of social welfare 
staff. The aforesaid activities should be accompanied with the measures 
aimed at improving the financial standing of social welfare staff. One of 
the most important measures should be the Act on the Profession of a 
Social Worker which would improve the social perception of this 
profession, guarantee higher remuneration and improve the image of a 
social worker. The organizational structure of social welfare institutions 
also needs to be amended. The activities aimed at enhancing social 
welfare provision by self-government bodies with regard to its 
organization and financing should be carried out in the areas 
characterized by a low level of urbanization.  

It is necessary to support the development of the non-public sector 
in social welfare provision i.e. non-governmental organizations and to 
promote valuable private initiatives in the areas struck by the shortage of 
public services (eg. home care services). However any attempts at 
uncontrolled marketization or privatization of care services provision or 
at handing over the provision of certain social services to the non-public 
sector should be prevented. In order to carry out a rational privatization 
process we cannot focus only on the capital on the part of investors and 
potential customers but it is also necessary to secure a public system of 
supervision which would enforce the conformity with adequate standards 
and availability of services offered by non-public subjects (the scandals 
which take place in private nursing homes prove that there is no such 
supervision). 

All the conclusions and recommendations presented in this paper 
which are targeted at the authorities, managers and social workers can 
produce fruitful results as long as social welfare provision is regarded not 
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as a cost but as an investment in human resources aimed at reducing 
social exclusion. 
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Abstract: 
There are many faces of exclusion in contemporary social life: economical, 

juridical, human rights etc. Regarding the phenomenon we very often pass over the most 
important dimension of the process of exclusion that is social communication. Being 
excluded person means not only living in poverty (below minimal monthly income), 
without own physical space (home) or without full citizen/human rights. „Outsiders” are 
very often excluded from symbolic (communicational) space both on everyday and public 
level. 

Although I am conscious that the two levels are strongly linked, in my 
participation I will focus only on public discourse because on the level many mechanisms 
of communicative exclusion is clearly visible and conference's speech limitations force to 
hard choices. I will adopt theoretical and methodological perspective of conversation 
analysis. 

Public discourse is main source of our citizen knowledge, very often the only one 
source. The knowledge consists of the facts (recent events, viewpoints, arguments, 
figures) but also of argumentative structures (how minorities are presented and 
commented, what type of identities/labels are connected with particular viewpoints, what 
system of values dominated). Unfortunately location of public discourse between policy 
and business makes accomplishing the informational and educational mission very 
complicated. Detailed analysis of the complications seems necessary preliminary 
condition of positive or negative answer to the title question, because  at first excluding 
tendencies (at least possible) of public discourse should be assessed. 

Being out of public discourse means being out of contemporary society and out of 
democracy, as a consequence. Regarding, on the one hand, mechanisms of public 
discourse (dynamics of topics: appearance, existence, disappearance) and, on the other 
hand, possible usage of public discourse as a platform for exclusion protection and 
including activity, it seems possible to elaborate some indications for practitioners 
working in the field of citizenship education. 
 
Keywords: exclusion, public mechanisms, politics, discourse, mission 
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Introduction 
At the beginning of the history of social work we searched for 

reasons of social problems in a person or rarer in a group. The main 
stream of professional activities was focused on individual or social 
diagnosis and medical-like treatment (Richmond, 1917). The only one 
duty of society it was to find material/financial/organisational resources 
for social work and delegate well-educated professionals. After years of 
not very successful fight for better life quality of unprivileged individuals 
we learnt from the field that social work meant much more than a case 
work. 

In 50's the idea of community work was strong enough to inspire 
important part of American and European social workers. Many of them 
found that individual treatment is pointless if not connected with 
increasing social participation of the client. Socially excluded person 
becomes step by step an outsider and the process, often beginning from 
the labour market and social settings, always finishes on social 
communication. At the stage, excluded person is not only an unattractive 
entity but is perceived as dangerous by the rest of the society. 

Nowadays there is no doubt, that the phenomenon of social 
exclusion can be dangerous for whole society, especially for political 
(democratic) order. We are more and more conscious two levels of 
communicative exclusion: common sense communication and public 
discourse. My contribution will be focused on the second level. 
 
Language and society 

The issue of communication seems to be very popular last times. It 
has started at the beginning of twenty century with many very influential 
philosophical concepts i.e. by John Austin, Ludwig Wittgenstein or 
Jürgen Habermas. These authors found that language is not only a 
medium, not only a tool for communication, but language and exactly 
speech acts are major kind of human activity. 

John Austin shifted field of interest of communication theoreticians 
from semantic into  human activity. In his concept he divided speech acts 
into three categories: locution, illocution, and perlocution. The main idea 
of the diversification it was to show that in speech acts people not only 
inform others about something (locution) but very often they tend to 
influence other people, force them to do something, to rise positive or 
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negative impression, to disturb or empower emotions etc. (illocution). 
From the perspective of presenting in the text viewpoint, the most 
interesting is the third type of speech act, because the performative 
speech act is an example of “pure” activity (the massage itself is an 
action), perlocutionary acts are the side-effects of acting in saying 
something. Illocution represents indirect activity, actor uses words to 
force someone's activity, act of perlocution is a social act in deed with no 
respect to consequences (appears or not), see. sacramental “yes. I do” 
during wedding ceremony. (Austin, 1962, 13) 

John Austin was not able to asses the quantitative size and range of 
the phenomenon of perlocutive speech acts, but he drawn clear picture, 
how people use language, how they use words. 

The importance of communication for philosophy (epistemology as 
well as ontology and axiology) was very emphasized by Ludwig 
Wittgenstein, another twenty century philosopher. In his concept thinking 
about structure of the world rises epistemological questions about sources 
of knowledge in society. He found that language is only one source of the 
knowledge, and concluded that the structure of the language (everyday 
grammar) is the structure of our world, because language picturing the 
way things are (Wittgenstein, 2006, 2.1). The way how we used to use 
words describe the world we live in. Plural in the last sentence is very 
grounded, because Wittgenstein opposed to philosophical individualism. 
For him language is not constructed individually, language is social 
“from the nature”.  

Many authors claim that there were two Wittgenstein (“the early” 
and “the late”) and two Wittgenstein's philosophy of language – 
mentioned earlier the theory of structural identity of language and world 
and the language-games concept. Regarding questions how people learn 
language, Wittgenstein changed his ideas, he discovered that words have 
no dictionary meanings in common-sense communication. The meaning 
of the words is constructed, appears in usage, in communication. The 
same word (for example “game”) have many contextual meanings and 
people rather play words, than adopt some definitions of them. In the 
light of the concept, language competence should be perceived as 
knowledge about the rules of the game, not about meanings of the words. 
So the important subject of scientific (philosophical) investigation should 
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be “grammar” of the language, common-sense rules of using language in 
everyday life (how people play words). 

The third mentioned before philosopher Jürgen Habermas 
represents assumptions not so clearly connected to my point of view, but 
his very important work on communicative actions can't be cancelled in 
the text. 

Regarding social actions Habermas distinguished four types: 
teleological (strategic) action, normatively regulated action, dramatur-
gical action, and communicative action. 

In teleological action, oriented to success actors make a decision 
“among alternative courses of action, with a view to the realization of an 
end, (...) based on an interpretation of the situation” (Habermas, 1984, 
85). They strategically anticipate what other actors will do. Because 
people usually live in society, their action have to be normatively 
regulated. That kind of action often is performed automatically, and is 
regarded as unproblematic by the actors. Sometimes the actor is  
interacting with people who are “constituting a public for one another, 
before whom they present themselves” (Habermas, 1984, 86). In the 
context, people conduct stylized (with a view to the audience), 
dramaturgical action. But the most important for my theme there is 
communicative action undertaken when people “seek to reach an 
understanding about the action situation and their plans of action in order 
to coordinate their actions by way of agreement.” (Habermas, 1984, 86)  

The very sophisticated analysis of communicative action leads 
Habermas to two distinctive categories i.e. practical and theoretical 
discourse. In modern mass societies important, complicated or 
controversial claims are submitted to specialist theoretical discourses (eg. 
legal procedure, public debate, journalistic investigation). There are also 
practical discourses in which claims to normative rightness are made 
thematic and tested. Such processes, especially on theoretical level, rely 
on rational participants, and we call a person rational if she or he 
interprets the nature of her/his desires and feelings in the light of social 
accepted and  established standards of value. Such a person also needs to 
be 'free from illusions' and self deceptions.  Communicative action also 
presupposes that actors are capable of mutual criticism. (Habermas, 1984, 
39-51). Both types of discourse are crucial for modern democracy, 
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because give possibilities of argumentative or political representation in 
real social life. 

Present and still empowered positions of language in modern 
theory of society allows to formulate some theoretical conclusions. 

The first and probably the most important conclusion is that 
speaking is the same as acting. We chat everywhere with everybody, 
because we can't keep silent more than few seconds, even most of us 
work using words in contemporary information world. The conclusion 
seems to be very clear at the level of individuals but it is also valid at 
social and political level. We live in very talkative societies (maybe 
overtalkative) and all important social mechanisms are grounded in 
communication. Nowadays rational social participation is hard to imagine 
without access to main sources of information i.e. television and internet. 
Real political representation is possible only at the level of public 
discourse. 

Second conclusion concerns epistemology. World we live in is 
created or displayed (dependently on concept) in language. We don't 
describe world around us in language, we create it  playing words. For 
instance, if I insult someone my behaviour is negative because I use 
insulting words/language. 

The next finding is that language is almost our only one source of 
knowledge about world. The structure of the language (common-sense 
grammar) delivers general information about the structure of reality 
around us and limits our expectations and imaginations in that aspects. 
For example, question “when do you want to go back?” is appropriate 
only for those who are out of home (national minorities, homeless 
people) and can't be used to someone who is “home”. The “grammatical” 
rule creates a structure of social world: someone is a guest and 
will/should go home earlier or later (the question has sense) but the other 
is a host because it is her/his motherland (the question is a nonsense).1 
“Grammar” of our language addresses general social relations and it's 
good starting point for further conclusion. 

                                                 
1 The example is taken from provocative Internet film “Philharmonie Köln - 40 

Jahre Einwanderung” prepared by Turkish minority in Germany (http://www.kanak-
tv.de/popup/philharmonie_video.html) 
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Social relations consist of speech acts. Even if someone uses 
physical aggression usually before, during or at least after the proceeder 
communicate with the victim. Very often the speech acts are much more 
important, much more painful than physical pain. Conducting research 
into social relations or changing the relations always means scrutinising 
or reconstructing structure of communication. 

The last conclusion of theoretical introduction seems to be the most 
important. Exclusion from the society is always a set of communicative 
acts at the level of common-sense communication as well as at the level 
of public discourse. How long the majority “discuses” (even argues) with 
minorities, the communities are not excluded and still negotiate their 
social status. So social inclusion always means establishing 
communication at general (political) level and in everyday reality. 
 
Public discourse 

In twenty century mass media changed the way people 
communicate totally and created new perspectives for public discourse 
development. The phenomenon of public debate is very old but mass 
communication and complicated political structures reconstructed the 
place and range of the debate in social settings. 

Concerning philosophical definition, discourse is a set of linked 
parts ordered one after another (one-line order), so discursiveness is a 
conditio sine qua non of each language (words have to be ordered in 
sentences). In the context of mass communication, discourse may be 
perceived as a set of logically linked arguments or debates on the same 
topic. Theoreticians of discourse pay attention to the context of each 
element of debate (micro context) and, in general, cultural, political, and 
economical frames of reference (macro context). 

At the micro level each previously used argument creates a context 
of  the next one. Understanding of the discourse is contextual, it means - 
depends on knowledge on previous argumentations or presentations. 

The special interpretative context of the public discourse is 
knowledge about participants of the debate. Even very comprehensive 
understanding of the arguments might be reconstructed by some bias or 
attitude to speakers. In mass media the effect is emphasised, because the 
most of public actors is well known to the audience: they are popular, 
controversial, icons of the pop culture, hated but watched, perceived as 
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smart or wise etc. In that point it is hard to clearly distinguished is the 
(pre)knowledge micro or macro context. 

The macrocontextual influences on discourse and its interpretations 
are much more complicated. There is economical impact on public 
discourse, primary on the time an duration of the programmes. Some 
programmes are very popular and are recommended to appear in the most 
expensive “prime time”, some of them are not so popular but very 
important and can appear by night, and there are unpopular and 
inappropriate programs that can't be on air at all. Some programmes are 
“live” without multilevel control, others can not be presented without 
elaborated procedures of evaluation and highest bosses' permission. But 
economy influences public discourse also as a frame of reference, many 
concepts used in debates have economical origins and economical 
perspective and the arguments are perceived by both direct participants 
and audience as very important. Of course economy is only an example 
of macrocontextual influences on public discourse and similar analysis of 
cultural, religious, political etc. influences might be successfully 
undertaken, limited size of the work forced me to leave the analyses for 
further study. 

But one notion should be done right now. Relations between 
policy, economy, etc. and public discourse is not one-way influence, 
because public discourse influences mentioned disciplines as well. The 
best example of the mutual relation is fashion: we can't imagine any 
fashion without promotion in mass media but at the same time we are 
very conscious that some parts of public discourse are a result of the 
fashion. Media creates social reality but parallely the media are a product 
of the reality. 
 
Citizens' knowledge, attitudes and activities 

For about one hundred years sociology of knowledge has been 
involved in search for sources and mechanisms of social knowledge. 
Without any ambition to present results of the long-term investigation I 
would like to focus on relation between common-sense knowledge and 
public discourse. 

There is no doubt that mass media are the main or even the only 
one source of our political and macroeconomic knowledge. We learn 
from television programmes: who is the president of our country, what is 
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her/his political orientation, when is economical crisis and when Stock 
Exchange Bullish. But the observation is much more universal. Public 
discourse delivers information about almost everything: social structure, 
minorities, world and cosmos. Our knowledge of our place in social 
structure and our dreams are results of mass communication because we 
still compare to pictures of other people in television. Even taken for 
granted and very strong belief that the Earth is a sphere is a part of our 
mass medial education (television, books), because there are only very 
limited number of people, who has seen the globe from the space, and our 
everyday experiences go against the fact rather than confirm it. 

It would be a mistake to limit mass medial influence only to social 
knowledge. Structures of our thinking are the very important field of the 
influences. According to Wittgenstein's concept, the structure of the 
language is a structure of thinking and, in consequence, structure of world 
we live in. Public discourse shapes structure of our language, rebuild 
system of our associations, establishes language/social relations, makes 
some discourses dominating and other hidden or not present. In the result 
our world consists of elements (arguments, groups of people, ideologies, 
etc.) and structures (rules of correctness, strategies of degradation, styles 
of life, etc.) that have appeared in mass communication. For example, our 
attitude to Muslim neighbours often more depends on structure and 
context of medial massages then our everyday experiences, we are afraid 
or we feel that we should help, because we have watched terrorists' attack 
or troubles of Arabian people. Even if we oppose the medial massages it 
influence our mind and our communicative actions. 
 
Social problems 

The question of social issues in public discourse is worth a little 
more detailed analysis, because the issues are the main field of social 
work. 

Traditionally social problem is defined in quantitative manner as a 
trouble concerning large group of people, but if we look at contemporary 
social and political reality we found that there are many quantitatively 
small but socially important problems. Thomas Rauschenbach described 
the mechanism of social service development in Germany after Second 
World War (Rauschenbach, 1996). He pointed out that great expansion of 
social work in last few decades can't be explained increasing number of 



Public Discourse – A New Field of Social Work 
 

 49

important social problems, because after the war people needed much 
more support than in 80's. Rauschenbach concluded that one of important 
reason of the growth is social advertisement and promotion of social 
work. Taking into consideration the fact and powerfulness of public 
discourse, the definition of social problem should be changed. 
Quantitative criterion should be replaced with mass medial one, because 
nowadays the most important is not how many people is in the trouble, 
but how many people is informed about the trouble and perceived it as 
very important. If many people feel they are responsible for resolving a 
problem, even if it is not their problem, the problem should be regarded 
as social problem. But social assessment what is important and need to be 
resolved is shaped by mass media,  so the conclusion that social problems 
are created in public discourse will be not very exaggerated. 

Mass medial influence on social problems is not limited to naming 
them. In public debate are determined strategies of solutions. Some of 
them are the rational result of the discussion, others are the result that the 
problem was made public. If a problem appears in media, the 
political/expert discussion starts, but in the same time bosses of different 
organisations responsible for resolving the problem focus their activity on 
the problem and in result their neglect other tasks of the organisations 
maybe much more important from classical point of view. 

The result of mentioned above public discussion is usually not 
clear, during debate participants collect different strategies of problem 
solving without indication what is the best solution. Because the 
discourse is very often never ending, collection of the solutions is still 
reconstructed and only informally influence praxis. But on the other 
hand, because of politicians involvement the debate influences and even 
creates social policy, so public discourse affects both practical activities 
and political projects (social policy) (Diagram 1). 

 

Diagram 1. From individual problem to social policy  
 
Importance of public discourse in searching for problem solutions 

motivates to deeper analysis of mechanisms of problem selection.  

Social 
problem Individual 

problem 

Social 
policy media media
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Mentioned previously economical and audience dependency of 
mass media rises well grounded suspicion that some conditions of the 
selection make the process irrational. The direct sources of social 
problems in public discourse there are: 

• sensation events (news) ; 
• experts' voices; 
• political (governmental) priorities; 
• social advertisement and medial activity of organisations; 
• own activity of redactors of television programmes. 

Regarding direct sources of social problems in public discourse we 
necessary find sensation events (news) . The unusual facts, often exotic, 
have nothing in common with real life of an average family, and then the 
events can't represent social problems in traditional meaning. News is 
attractive if is extraordinary. But there is other kind of sensation events in 
media, there are extremal facts. The occurrences represent some sort of 
social problems but in extremal, very often bloody, variant. 

Both kinds of  mentioned medial events are very attractive for 
audience, but don't represent real social problems and make the 
discussion on solutions irrational. First, because the debate, possibly very 
interesting, will be not representative, and very much public energy will 
be waste, second, because extremal examples produce special solutions 
that are not effective or even useless in case of not so extremal example 
of the problem. 

Another source of social issues in public discourse are voices of 
guests-experts. It seems that the voice could be rational, and from time to 
time really is, but if we take into account that experts are invited to 
discussion on topic very restricted by extremal examples, the hope for 
rationalisation gets weaker. Another limitation is a consequence of the 
fact that experts are a part of audience with almost the same emotions and 
structure of knowledge. Similarly, representatives of government and 
redactors of programmes are maybe not so limited in initiating new topics 
(new social problems), but their carriers depend on audience's voice, so 
they often pay more attention to be attractive than to be rational. Some 
redactors even strategically conflict participants of the debate, if 
discussion seems to be too rational (boring for audience). 

Different organisations, especially non-governmental, create 
another social problems. They are relatively independent of audience's 
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assessment, but they are restricted by possibility of found rising. So the 
organisations promote problems indicated by founders (usually by 
government). 

After mentioned above, there are some natural, usually periodical 
factors influencing public discourse. The example of the type is weather 
or season. Same seasonal changes of weather make some social problems 
actual, for example, in Polish public discourse, homeless is subject of 
debate every early winter when the first ground-frost appears. 

Resuming, mutual relations of public discourse and social policy 
and their conditions can be presented like on Diagram 2. 

 
 

 
Diagram 2. Public discourse–social policy relations and conditions 
 
Public debate on social questions is a good opportunity for the 

problems validation. Some of them are highly evaluated others degraded, 
similarly solutions are criticised. But the important part of the debate 
usually is focused on looking for responsible or „guilty” institution or 
person, especially if the reason for the discussion is a extremely tragic 
case. In the context, very popular is so called “someone else problem” 
strategy (Czyżewski, Dunin, 1991). Participants create interactional 
patterns of speech acts and argumentation (logic, economic, rhetoric, 
based on conversation violence or social expectations, etc.)  
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Public discourse and democracy 
Modern, sustainable and deliberative democracy demands public 

discourse to eliminate fluctuation between elections. Only ongoing public 
discussion with respect to audience's voice creates suitable circumstances 
for presenting different viewpoints, sets of values or arguments on 
important questions. But similarly to “classical” democracy, discursive  
democracy works correctly only if all groups of people, all minorities are 
proportionally represented in the public debate. (Barber, 1989, 358) 

The question of participation in public discourse is as well 
important as social participation. If some groups of people are not 
represented in public discourse, their perspective, arguments and 
problems are not taken into account, and in result they have no influence 
on political decision. Of course, they are still audience and their voice is 
important, but they can select only other people solutions (passive 
participation). Paradoxically, the result of the exclusion is that homeless 
people don't participate in the discourse of homelessness, blind, deaf or 
disabled person in the discourse of disability and worker class 
representatives in discourse on labour market. 

It is possible that not very high and often decreasing level of 
political involvement (for example in elections) is the result of the 
absence in public discourse, because mentioned groups of people feel 
they are not represented in public debate (their values, perspectives and 
interests). The lack of the discursive representation between elections 
decreases chance to create and to promote a real representative, who will 
be able to win an election. 

General effect of the limited participation of widely defined 
minorities in public discourse is that middle-class values are 
overrepresented. The “white collar” style of live has dominated mass 
media, even soap operas mostly promoted lawyers' or doctors' 
perspective, in contrast, “blue collars” are presented rather in sitcoms. At 
the very structural level, mass media are completely colonised by 
elaborated code that is another middle-class insignia2. 

 

                                                 
2 The term “elaborated” and “restricted” code is derived from Bernstein excellent 

theory of codes and social control (for example, see: Bernstein, 1971, 1980). 
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Public discourse and social work 
It seems completely clear that public discourse is not perfect tool 

for problem solving and democracy developing. Mass media are usually 
high-profit concerns and the most important criterion for making decision 
what should be widespread is the audience rate. Even so called public or 
governmental media are at least semi-profit organisations often politically 
controlled. Public debate is usually not representative because of the 
domination of middle-class values and elaborated code. The way 
language is used within a particular societal class affects the way people 
assign significance and meaning to the things about which they are 
speaking (Bernstein, 1971, 76).  

“People learn their place in the world by virtue of the language 
codes they employ” (Littlejohn, 2002, 178). So public discourse is not an 
appropriate place for working class, they should only watch and learn 
without any possibilities of expression their point of view, except 
situation they accept dominated values and become “well-educated” 
workers3. 

In result the incomplete argumentation and the market demands 
provide to presenting complicated questions as simple, irrational 
validating of social problems and inadequate solutions. Forced by mass 
media reactions of organisations are usually spectacular (visible) and 
oriented on short-term effects (because audience's memory is very short). 
But there is no other way then mass communication for modern „mass-
societies”. 

First of all, we need research into public discourse, because the 
empirical knowledge in the field could be very useful not only for social 
work but also pedagogy, sociology, psychology and political sciences 
(Granosik, 2007). But now could public discourse be a useful tool for 
social work? 

 Active participation of social work practitioners in public debate 
seems necessary. On the one hand, the activity will be a kind of 
promotion and PR building, on the other, it gives a chance for influencing 
processes of social problem creating and resolving. Social work 

                                                 
3 The same mechanism was observed by Labov in American schools. Black 

pupils, because of their language, were excluded from class discussions by representing 
middle-class values teacher (Labov, 1972). 
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practitioners' voice will be very important supplement of ongoing 
discussion and to some extent provisional representation of clients' 
perspective. We can't forget that public discourse is the most powerful 
tool for reconstructing social imaginations, attitudes and, in result, 
activity. Appearing and disappearing in social work idea of work with 
society could come true. There is the only one question, how to create 
attractive and effective programme or debate. 

Public discourse should be also a field of indirect activities of 
social workers. Social work is naturally placed between a client’s 
everyday life and an institutional/political order (Granosik, 2006). Public 
discourse seems to be new and very important field of social 
empowerment. It is impossible to imagine successful social  integration 
(inclusion) of vulnerably groups without appropriate space in public 
discourse. Social work practitioners should motivate and empower clients 
to active participation in public debate, the groups being excluded have to 
be visible, only then they obtain a chance for social acceptance and own 
place in social structure. But not only excluded groups benefit from the 
participation, generally if social participation increase quality of 
democracy is higher, more flexible social organisation (structure) effects 
less number of conflicts.  

We need many different minorities programmes instead of 
programmes about minority. 
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Abstract: 

If it is true that rights do not create a community, but presupposes a community, it 
is nevertheless the fact that rights can deepen the community feelings. This paper 
discusses the two ways that human rights can strengthen these feelings. In order to do so, 
it will be distinguished between a classical, static way of considering human relations, and 
a dynamic way, which involves a more direct commitment of the acting subject. 

The paper is divided in four parts. After a brief statement of the problem, the first 
part deals with the traditional way of conceiving human rights: as inborn and inalienable 
rights pertaining to every individual. This part focuses on the passive and abstract role 
assigned to human rights. Rights considered in this way do not imply an active 
commitment to give help and support when needed.  

The second part of the paper deals with a dynamic way of considering the society 
and the question of values. It will be argued that traditional conceptions of human rights 
conceive of rights in the frame of an absolute and abstract individualism, presupposing a 
mechanical conception of man. This way of looking upon man will be confronted with a 
broader conception of the human consciousness, implying that the human-rights 
commitment is not only the outermost arc of our obligations, but that they also represent 
an inner commitment towards ourselves. 

The third part will examine more profoundly this new way of looking at the 
question of human values and rights. It will be pointed out that rights understood in this 
way get their deeper meaning when they are carried out in active commitment. The 
essence here is the formal and abstract character of the values, namely that they are 
universally human, which means that they can be found as goals and guiding factors for 
all humans, and the material character of the values, namely that they are only concretized 
when they are realized through human actions: It is just this aspect of them that links 
humans to their rights as living human beings. 

Finally, in the fourth part it will be argued that this philosophy favours a 
representation of the societal in terms of process or movement, implying that 1) human 
rights do not impose boundaries between people but include the whole universe, 2) human 
rights are founded upon action and lived experience, 3) human rights are not only 
something one has, but far more something one is, 4) human rights are learnt in social 
settings, 5) human rights are a constant challenge, as they are at all times threatened by 
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stagnation and human conformism. All these components of the human rights 
commitment imply that the society has an obligation to develop those social settings or 
experiences that can foster further development of social learning, commitment and 
dialogue and hence to further the idea of a new, dynamic society. 
 
Keywords: Human rights, community feelings, commitment, moral values, moral 
identity, human consciousness, social learning. 
 

In the last sixty years, human rights have increasingly emerged as 
an international norm. At the same time, the transformation towards an 
acceptance of human rights has been accompanied by an increase in 
scholarly research devoted to the study of those rights. Essential to this 
discussion is the fundamental issue: What are human rights? This 
question should be the first one to be answered, since before we can 
engage in a meaningful dialogue regarding human rights, we must first 
agree on what we mean by that term. 

The question as to what human rights are is highly contested within 
both political, moral and sociological discourses and the field of human 
rights research. The debate tends nevertheless to presuppose a mechanical 
view of the human being. In this paper it will be argued that this view, by 
creating a contradiction in the way the question of the nature of human 
rights is formulated, leads to an abstract and theoretical conception of 
human rights. The problem at issue here is the following: Is it possible to 
consider human rights in a new, pragmatic way, which involves a more 
direct commitment of the acting subject within society? And would it, on 
these premises, be possible to lay down the foundation for more practical 
implications of the concept of human rights, implications that in turn can 
help us to a better understanding of social processes in terms of 
commitment and responsibility?  

My answer to both of these questions is yes. In order to show why, 
I will discuss two ways of understanding human rights. I shall argue that 
only one of them can create a true community feeling. 
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I. Human rights as traditionally conceived 
Human rights have traditionally been conceived of as inborn 

inalienable rights pertaining to every individual – set up in America in 
1776 and in France in 1789 as the foundation for the laws of the state. 
The beginning of any formal recognition of the human rights regime 
came in 1948 when the UN General Assembly unanimously adopted the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This declaration, which still 
provides one of the most sweeping guarantees of human rights 
worldwide, begins with the statement that the “recognition of the inherent 
dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of the 
human family is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the 
world”.1 And the first article in the same declaration stipulates that “All 
human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are 
endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another 
in a spirit of brotherhood”.2 

Considered as inborn, human rights have been looked upon as 
something static and inherent in human nature, meaning that they are 
conceived of as not being subject to change or relative to anything else: 
Indeed, human rights are understood as absolute rights. As I will argue 
further down, a problem arises when one transfers this static perspective 
to a living and complex reality. 

Nevertheless, there are also other problems attached to the concept 
of human rights. The first problem concerns the term itself. What are 
human rights? There is a significant disagreement on this point, revealing 
an inability to come to a consensus which would serve as a basis for 
practical actions within a program of application of the human rights 
throughout the world. As a matter of fact, most definitions are definitions 
of convenience as people (or states) carve out meanings and conceptions 
that serve their best interests.  

From a theoretical and philosophical perspective, we find one 
prevalent definition of human rights as simply the rights one has because 
one is human, these rights being understood as universal rights, 
irrespective of any rights or duties individuals may (or may not) have as 
citizens, members of families, workers or parts of any public or private 
                                                 

1 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Adopted and proclaimed by General 
Assembly resolution 217 A (III) of 10 December 1948, preamble, linea 1. 

2 Ibid., article 1. 
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organization or association.3 Still, it is a very abstract formula: The 
definition fails to provide any specificity of what actually constitutes a 
human right. 

In a more pragmatic fashion, states have consequently turned to the 
international treaties and opted for the types of enumerated rights that 
reflect their respective ideologies. In the West for example, there is a 
tendency to emphasize civil and political rights, while marginalizing 
economic and cultural rights. The ideology of the former communist 
states, by contrast, called for an emphasis on economic and social 
equality, eschewing the needs of the individual for the greater good. This 
preference has since been expressed by the developing countries, often to 
the extent that they support a short-term suppression of civil and political 
rights in order to ensure stability necessary for economic prosperity. 
(Civil and political rights encompass, among other rights, the right to life, 
to self-determination, the right to a fair trial, freedom of expression and 
freedom of religion. By economic and social rights are in general 
understood the right to work, equal remuneration for work, the right to 
fair compensation, the right to join trade unions, the right to education, 
the right to participate in culture along with the right to food, clothing and 
shelter.)4 

                                                 
3 See Jack Donnelly: International Human Rights, Boulder (CO), Westview Press, 

2nd edition, 1998, p. 18; see also idem: Universal Human Rights in Theory and Practice, 
Ithaca/London, Cornell University Press, 1989; Julie Harrelson-Stephens and Rhonda L. 
Callaway: “What Are Human Rights? Definitions and Typologies of Today’s Human 
Rights Discourse”, in J. Harrelson-Stephens and R.L. Callaway (editors): Exploring 
International Human Rights, Essential Readings, Boulder (CO) / London, Lynne Rienner 
Publishers, Critical Connections: Studies in Peace, Democracy, and Human Rights, 2007, 
p. 5;  Maurice Cranston: What are Human Rights, London, Bodley Head, 1973. 

4 The divide between the West and the East, between giving preference to civil 
and political rights or to economic and social rights led the UN to create two more 
statements on human rights besides the Universal Declaration of Human Rights: the 
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights and the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, both of which went into force in 1976. The three 
documents together are collectively known as the International Bill of Human Rights. 

Additional international human rights covenants include the United Nations 
Convention on the Prevention of and Punishment for the Crime of Genocide (1951), 
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
(1965), Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(1979), Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment 
or Punishment (1984), and Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989). See also the 
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The conclusion is that there is no universal agreement on which 
values the rights are supposed to promote. Most of the preferences are 
given to a utilitarian approach, which in turn logically would end by 
rendering relative the meaning of the concept of human rights, and thus 
creating a self-contradiction since the concept of human rights from the 
very outset was supposed to be universal. 

But there are other problems as well. Human rights were from the 
outset never inclusive, but rather exclusive: They omitted large parts of 
the earth’s population; women, children, people from other continents 
than Europe and North America, etc. They also distinguished between 
humans and the rest of nature. The former had, to a certain extent, rights, 
but the latter did not. Additionally, the human rights set people up against 
one another: Where, one might ask, did the other’s rights end, and where 
did mine begin? Finally, the rights confront western culture with cultures 
on other continents: It has been argued that in the name of the abstract 
concept of human rights, western colonial powers have promoted their 
own values, especially in Asian5, African6 and Latin American7 countries, 
as an attempt to impose their own values, with no respect for the unique 
heritage of these countries themselves. Or even worse: that the rights 
reveal a new colonialism with the purpose of causing “instability, 
economic decline, and poverty” in Asia or Africa.8 

From these remarks I conclude that the classical conceptions of 
human rights amount to a collection of abstract rights, which are 
impossible to define in universal terms. Moreover, it seems impossible to 

                                                                                                              
website of the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights at 
www.ohchr.org/english/law.  

5 See Rhonda L. Callaway: “The Rhetoric of Asian Values”, in Exploring 
International Human Rights, Essential Readings, op.cit., p. 112-121. See also Fred 
Halliday: “Relativism and Universalism in Human Rights: The Case of the Islamic 
Middle East”, Ibid., p. 122-126;  Imam Zaid Shakir: “American Muslims and a 
Meaningful Human Rights Discourse in the Aftermath of September 11, 2001”, Ibid., p. 
127-131. 

6 See Bonny Ibhawoh: “Restraining Universalism: Africanist Perspectives on 
Cultural Relativism in the Human Rights Discourse”, Ibid., p. 132-140.  

7 Klaas Dykmann: Human Rights Policy of the OAS in Latin America: 
Philanthropic Endeavors or the Exploitation of an Ideal, Princeton (NJ), Markus Wiener 
Publishers, 2008. 

8 Kenneth Christie: “Regime Security and Human Rights in Southeast Asia”, 
Political Studies, 43 (1995), p. 206. 
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specify which specific duties correspond to any given right claimed by 
someone. Who should fulfil these duties? And can it be demonstrated that 
they can, realistically, be fulfilled? Human rights are, it is urged, merely 
“manifestoes“; claims, and not proper rights.9 As a consequence of this, it 
would seem that they do not create a community, or a brotherhood. They 
are dividing, creating boundaries between different conceptions and 
cultures. Instead of uniting they cause a “diaspora” of values. 

Hence, the task is to understand human rights from a new 
perspective. This new understanding must imply a conception of human 
rights in view of relationships, and, as I will argue, relationships as 
dynamic processes rather than static relations between people. 
 
II. Human rights must be understood in a new philosophical frame 

Traditional conceptions of human rights conceive of rights in the 
frame of an absolute and abstract individualism, i.e. an atomistic 
conception of man. This means that the rights are not conceived of as 
relative to the situations in which the persons are engaged, or to the idea 
of men forming a common brotherhood. In this way my rights have a 
tendency to become your obligations. For instance, when we claim a right 
to expression, we do so in a way that implies, if necessary, the refusal of 
the rights of somebody else (for instance to freedom of religion). This 
conception of human rights stems from a certain mechanical 
representation of society, which regards society as a mere exterior 
aggregation of beings who exist independently of each other.  

This mechanical conception of society has been questioned by 
several philosophers throughout the 20. century. For instance, the French 
philosopher Henri Bergson (1889-1941) distinguished between what he 
calls “the open” - and “the closed society”.10 By “closed society” he 
means a society synonymous with natural society; that is a society which 
is closed upon itself and is characterized by an external and hierarchical 
authority, by discipline and distance towards strangers and other cultures. 

                                                 
9 See David Beetham: “What Future for Economic and Social Rights?” in 

Exploring International Human Rights, Essential Readings, op.cit., p. 11. 
10 See Henri Bergson: Les deux sources de la morale et de la religion, Paris, Félix 

Alcan, 1932. English translation by R. Ashley Audra and Cloudesley Brereton: The Two 
Sources of Morality and Religion, London, Macmillan, 1935. Reedited Notre Dame 
(Ind.), University of Notre Dame Press, 1977. 
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The individuals, who together form this society, are bound together not 
with interior, but with exterior bonds, that is through social and economic 
interests rather than through true love for their fellow men. 

This society, Bergson contrasts with what he calls “the open 
society”. “The open society” is based upon a moral feeling of kinship 
with the rest of the human world: It consists in a movement towards an 
increasingly bigger expansion of a universal, living human society where 
each human being is not bound by his obligations towards a particular 
state but towards the whole of humanity. This fundamental, open 
morality is described by Bergson as being a morality of love, where love 
is conceived of as a sense of community with the rest of the world. 

This universal community spirit, which is Bergson’s main point in 
his treatment of moral and political philosophy, has its roots in a new and 
deeper understanding of human consciousness11. Bergson stresses the 
dynamic of consciousness. The deeper consciousness is for him life, 
movement, creation and freedom, whereas the part of consciousness 
which is turned towards the outer world, consists of layers of stiffened 
forms; conventions and habits. Such rigid, static and mechanical forms 
play a decisive role in the human being’s practical functions. But at the 
same time they act as a covering of the real life, that is life’s own creative 
force. It would, in other words, be totally wrong to consider the rigid 
forms that the consciousness presents in day-to-day life to be the only life 
of consciousness.  

The atomistic and individualistic representation of man is a result 
of the mechanical part of the consciousness, and not of the deeper layers 
of mental life. But what is more, these layers are consisting in processes 
which are purely spiritual and cannot be understood in the terms that we 
use to describe movements and changes taking place in the outer world. 
As we cannot divide a mental process, it is clear that the processes which 
constitute a particular consciousness are the same as those which are 
going on in each other human consciousness. We cannot tell where 

                                                 
11 The word consciousness is here used as a general term to designate any mental 

state or whatever it is about a state which makes it mental. Hence consciousness includes 
not only awareness of our own states, but also these states themselves, whether we have 
cognisance of them or not. If a man is angry, that is a state of consciousness, even though 
he does not know that he is angry. To be aware of the fact that he is angry, is another 
modification of consciousness, and not the same. 
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another person’s dreams stop and ours begin. This means that each 
consciousness is reflected in the consciousness of the others, that they 
mutually receive impressions from each other, and that this reception of 
constantly new mental impressions results in changes of quality in each 
individual personal consciousness. With a philosophical term these kinds 
of impressions, which are purely mental movements, are called intuitions. 

To sum up: The classical view of human rights is a result of a 
limited and narrow conception of man and consciousness. In a broader 
perspective man is tied up with other human beings in a particularly 
intimate way, which consists in a purely mental relationship. This 
relationship is nothing but the natural unfolding of human consciousness, 
while it is the condition of an expansion and enrichment of human 
consciousness. Regarded from this point of view there is beyond the 
static representation of society a deeper and more true conception, which 
depicts society as consisting of people being inwardly engaged with each 
other: Each consciousness must be understood as consisting of processes 
that constantly mingle with the processes of the others. Altogether these 
movements form a whole, of which each individual consciousness is a 
partial process. 

The task of philosophy is to recapture the spontaneous contact with 
the deeper part of consciousness, and through this contact, to try to 
understand human beings as related to other human beings. In so doing, it 
would find laid down a dynamic in forms and a creative power, 
intimately tied to the effort of consciousness. It is because of this 
dynamic that the closeness to other human beings and the community 
spirit which it creates, represents an extension and a fulfillment of human 
consciousness. 

 
III. A processual theory of human rights 

The question now becomes: What are the consequences of this 
processual theory of man and mind, for the question of human rights? 

The traditional view of human rights implies that they should be 
some kind of property, belonging to the human subject much as material 
or economic possessions do. That this is a false assumption is proven by 
the fact that the latter can be taken away from the individual or even 
annihilated in a way that the former cannot. Hence, we do believe that 
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human rights belong to the subject in a more intimate way than being 
merely something you can claim as “property”. 

On the contrary, let us consider human rights as pertaining to the 
intimate life of human consciousness. On these terms human rights must 
be looked upon as being linked to the inner nature of consciousness itself: 
They must in some way be related to the processes in which 
consciousness consists. 

Let us then think of rights as something common to human beings, 
and even more, let us consider them as a product of the relationships 
through which human beings interact, meaning that human rights have 
their origin in these relationships and that their aim is to foster new and 
broader relationships. 

This means that human rights do not belong to a subject as a 
consequence simply of this person being a human, but as a consequence 
of this person engaging in concrete, living relationships with other 
persons. Moreover, they belong to him as a consequence of the very 
nature of his consciousness, whose existence is inwrought with the 
consciousness of every other person. If we then think of man as having a 
moral obligation towards the people with whom he interacts (if nothing 
else, at least the obligation to secure their life, freedom and 
independency), this interaction being as I said, a kind of a mental 
relationship which is the very condition for the expansion and the 
enrichment of his own person, it would follow that some fundamental 
rights have to be ascribed to every human being, by virtue of his being a 
part of this common relationship of duties binding each human to 
another: Hence we would have to say that human rights are rights that 
pertain to every individual as part of a common and universal community 
of consciousness, and which are thought of as necessary conditions for 
the human being to fulfil his (or hers) commitment and responsibility 
within this community. 

Several consequences follow from this view: The first one is that 
the subject of human rights is not the concrete individual, but the 
community within the individual. This means that a right is a 
fundamental right only to the extent that it is general and valid for all the 
members of the community. 
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Secondly, this community being understood as the community of 
all human beings in general, a right is a fundamental right only to the 
extent that it is universal and valid for all human beings generally spoken. 

Thirdly, considered from a formal point of view, human rights 
consist of an obligation towards the community. This means that 
individual rights are only formal statements of the conditions necessary 
for you to fulfil your obligations towards other people.  

Fourthly, if we understand rights in terms of the conditions 
necessary for you to fulfil your obligations, then rights are only realized 
through a person’s actions within a community as a whole. This means 
that even if you can claim universal, human rights for yourself, these 
rights do not become meaningful, i.e. they do not materialize themselves 
as rights, but through your concrete actions towards another.  

To sum up: From a formal point of view rights consist in an idea of 
a universal brotherhood of beings whose existence the very notion of 
human rights is supposed to bring about. More specifically a right 
pertains to the disposition in a human being to realize this aim. This 
means that fundamental human rights as civil and political rights (for 
instance the right to life, to self-determination, freedom of expression and 
freedom of religion) must be considered as belonging to a subject as 
fundamental premises for his commitment to his fellow men. From a 
material point of view a right gets its deeper meaning as it is carried out 
through this lived experience and commitment. 

 
IV. Human rights as lived community experience 

On these terms, the answer to the initial question of whether rights 
can create a community feeling is given. The answer is yes. What is 
more, however, is that the question does not even arise in the first place: 
Understood from the point of view which has been set forth above, 
human rights create a community feeling because it is of their very 
essence to do so. When human rights are looked upon not in the frame of 
an abstract atomism, but of an organic consciousness theory, they do not 
divide; they do not create schisms and even less “diasporas”. A right is 
only a right with regard to a law. Human rights are rights as to the most 
fundamental human principle, and this very principle is implied by the 
very nature of human consciousness, which teaches us that every 
individual being is a part of a bigger unity, this unity being understood in 
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terms of universal, interchangeable and interrelated processes between all 
kinds of existence.  

From what has been said so far, some general conclusions follow, 
which might help us specify the nature of human rights and what 
perspective is at stake here. 

A concept of human rights that is exclusive in an age where 
globalisation has become universal, must create problems; it even seems 
self-contradictory. The large mistake of the traditional human rights view 
is that it placed boundaries between those who were included in the 
concept, and those who were not. A new human rights view must 
therefore take as its starting point a dynamic view, according to which 
human rights are seen as a process or movement. A process places no 
boundaries between one person and others; it can, in theory, expand to 
include the whole universe, and even embrace the whole of nature. 

Secondly, such a definition of the concept of human rights cannot 
be founded on the thought of an inherent human value. Rather, it must be 
founded on human action. Human rights, we will say, are rights that get 
their full meaning by virtue of their accomplishment through actions.  

Thirdly, human rights are not something one has, but something 
one realizes. As such, they are not something one possesses, but 
something one is: Human rights are a lived experience or a form of life. 

Fourthly, human rights are learnt in social settings. In other words, 
this philosophy represents a dynamic way of looking at society and social 
and community work. It favours a representation of the societal12 in terms 
of processes or movements, which educates man in order to make him 
really human. Hence the good reason for calling the values bestowed 
upon man through this education, true human values, and the rights which 
follows from them, true human rights.  

Lastly, human rights are constantly challenged, as they are at all 
times threatened by stagnation and human conformism. This fact is 
caused by the tendency of human consciousness to stiffen, and to create 

                                                 
12 The term “societal” is to be distinguished from the term “social”. While 

”social” refers to the various dimensions of the outward productive capacities of the 
human being and of communities (health, poverty, employment, hunger, etc.), “societal” 
refers to the inner relational capacities of a citizen and of a community (capacity for 
plurality, acceptance and affirmation of the value of otherness, relativization of one’s own 
identity, values and visions, etc.).  
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habits which cover up the real inner life and the life’s creative forces. 
Therefore, society has an obligation to develop those social settings or 
experiences that can enrich the creativity of consciousness. Moreover, 
society has an obligation to commit to dialogue and to further the idea of 
a dynamic society, in order to foster new development and social 
learning.  

In other words, if it is true that rights do not create a community 
(you need a common history and shared experience for that), but rather 
presupposes a community, it is nevertheless the fact that rights in various 
ways can deepen and strengthen community feelings. 
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Abstract: 
As it is not a secret for anyone, conflicts are a well-known area of human’s living. 

Even old societies could experience many disagrees and argues. So, we can easily say that 
if that kind of problems had been experienced through the ages, if our ancestry tried to 
solve that problems, we should not have to worry about that anymore… in theory… 
because even wise ancestry’s brains, even theirs good advices can not give us a good 
solutions for that unpleasant events as conflicts definitely are. Nowadays we still have a 
lot of fights and situations, in which people can not find a common language, in which 
people need some kind of support to make thinks better, to improve their life-situation and 
relations between them – and this is one from the mainly challenges for social work .  

If we take a look at the social policy (because in our reading social work should 
be treated as one of the institution to work out the problems) we can observe that problem 
of conflicts, especially in family, is a big problem in our life. Suddenly, few years ago, 
when there took place a large transition in many European countries, we could see some 
moves to make the conflicts more “soften”. In 90’s social workers and the psychologists 
introduced in Poland an interesting idea, which is “mediation”. That kind of negotiations 
were used even by people from Sparta and Athens, but contemporary people thought that 
there are many better solutions for solving problems, for example to referral case to the 
court. But, fortunately, during the transformation period, many people decided to become 
a social workers who wants to try some modern solutions in relations between people. 
Social workers use the mediation especially for solving familiar problems. This institution 
has many advantages – for example both sides (people who are fighting) can make a deal 
- its gives a change to make them happy. If conflict takes some time, mediation increase 
possibilities for happy ending and decrease possibility of recurrence the problem.  

Family mediation gives many opportunities for marriages, for example can help 
in solving problems like alimony or separate for example. Many countries in Europe use 
mediations since ages but in Poland this kind of institution has just appear. Poland has a 
lot of work to improve mediations but unfortunately we need more specific education, 
more people with necessary skills. We, as a social workers, want to inspire support from 
different professions (as we can observe in others countries). But we still have a long way 
to make that situation better, we have to show through the practice and researches to our 
society that mediation is a good alternative for the court trial. 
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I want to have a chance to present deeper that topic and discuss that problem with 
people of science from all of the world. I think it is a new trend in social policy so it is 
worth take a look of that from the social work point of view. 
 
Keywords: conflict, family, social responsibility, marriage, couples 
 

As it is not a secret for anyone, conflicts are a well-known area of 
human’s living. Even old societies could experience many disagrees and 
argues. So, we can easily say that if that kind of problems had been 
experienced through the ages, if our ancestry tried to solve that problems, 
we should not have to worry about that anymore… in theory… Because 
even wise ancestry’s brains, even theirs good advices can not give us a 
good solutions for that unpleasant events as conflicts definitely are. 
Nowadays we still have a lot of fights and situations, in which people can 
not find a common language, in which people need some kind of support 
to make thinks better, to improve their life-situation and relations 
between them – and this is one from the mainly challenges for social 
work .  

If we take a look at the social policy (because in our reading social 
work should be treated as one of the institution to work out the problems) 
we can observe that problem of conflicts, especially in family, is a big 
problem in our life. Suddenly, few years ago, when there took place a 
large transition in many European countries, we could see some moves  
to make the conflicts more “soften”. In 90’s social workers and the 
psychologists introduced in Poland an interesting idea, which is 
“mediation”. That kind of negotiations were used even by people from 
Sparta and Athens, but contemporary people thought that there are many 
better solutions of solving problems, for example to referral case to the 
court. But, fortunately, during the transformation period, many people 
decided to become a social workers who wants to try some modern 
solutions in relations between people. A modern solution, of which  
I’m talking about is MEDIATION.  
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What the mediation is? 
First, I want to explain, what that term means. I’ll start from 

looking at polish literature, which treats about that topic. In our books we 
can find a different term to explain mediation, axially “negotiation with 
one extra person”, which is MEDIATOR1. Mediation is a kind of way, 
which has to turn us to good results, which is solving conflict2. What is 
important, mediation is a non-obligatory form of solving problems 
between victim and perp. Mediation bases on an idea/background, that 
mediator and the others participants of the negotiation have to find that 
kind of solution, which will be satisfied to both sides of procedure3. 

Our law describes mediation as an alternative, peaceful way of 
solving civil problems. It is a process of solving problems, in which, by 
the negotiation, mediator try to find a good solutions for sides of 
crisis/conflict. People do not have to take a part in mediation, if they  
do not want to. Additionally, they can drop the negotiation in every 
moment of that process 4. 

What is important, and we should not forget this, that mediation is 
not a therapy but some kind of showing a good ways of solving 
problems5.  
 
Who the mediator is? 

The necessary point of that kind of negotiations, is, as I said 
before, mediator. It is a man, without who is not possible to put across 
well effected negotiation6.  The mediator helps in take a conversation 
between argue people on a peaceful way. That person try to keep 
everyone in good moods, without necessary, bad emotions.  

Who can become a good mediator? 
- a person, who people can trust, who is honest, who can easily 

speak with new-meet people, who can listen other people and 
is patient 

                                                 
1 Pietrzyk A. (2005), Family mediations,  “Psychological News”, No. 4, p. 46. 
2 Dunajska A. (2006), Mediation as a good method of solving conflicts, “Social 

Worker”, No 5, p. 3. 
3 Kordziński J. (2007), Mediation instead of isolation, “School Director”, No 12, 

p. 13. 
4 Act of Parliament, 25 July 2005.  
5 Pietrzyk A. (2005), op. cit., p. 46. 
6 Banaszek A. (2003), Mediations after the judgment, “Social Work”, No 1. 
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- should have a special qualities to become a mediator (should 
take part in some courses or special lessons 

- should be a master of psychology, pedagogy or sociology7. 
Mediator is a person, who do not prefer no one from sides of 

conflict, who is neutral and has a good base to put mediation across the 
good way.  

From the law point of view, we will not find a definition which 
describe a mediator. All we can read is that mediator is a physical person, 
who has all rights from the law point of view8. 

In my opinion, all those skills we can find when we look at the 
social workers. Personally I feel that kind of profession, as social work is, 
should educate people also in that way- to help people, to help families. 
Conflicts between people are a social problem, so we, as a social workers 
can not ignore that part of life as relations between people are. In Poland, 
usually, when people want to divorce they are direct to the court trial- 
they need a helping hand, which will try to solve with them the problem, 
they need social worker as a mediator. Direct them to the court trial is 
very mechanic and non-human procedure, which destroys human’s life. 
That’s why I think that social work has to open more the eyes and do 
more with that problem, because family’s health is our business, not 
lawyers. 

There are some countries, Canada for example, where family have 
to go to mediator, obviously, because, in other case the court trial will not 
give them a divorce. I think the same requisite should be introduce in 
every country.  

It is not a new idea that mediator should have a theoretical base 
from psychology and other human sciences, but it could be more 
effective if mediator additionally knows an important information from 
the low. So, maybe the best solution could be to create some kind of 
mediation’s teams, in which can work psychologist, social worker and the 
lawyer. That kind of group can be really useful and can improve a 
mediation effects. 
 

                                                 
7 Dunajska A. (2006), op. cit., p. 4. 
8 Act of Parliament, 25 July 2005. 
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How does the mediation go? 
Mediation is a process created by the well-educated mediator. His 

goal for this is to make the process of communication more easier. He 
does not express any emotions to no one from the sides of conflicts. He 
can not evaluate the people and their behavior. He has to be neutral to the 
end of the session. Additionally, he has to accept all solutions, which are 
propose by the concerned people (even when there is not any solutions). 

Mediation has a confidential character. The time of one meeting 
takes usually about 2 hours. It is good if there are min 3 sessions, but 
there are some cases, where people find good for them solution even after 
2 meetings. At the beginning, mediator informs about rules of mediation 
and both sides start to explain what the problem concerns to. At the end 
of first meeting, mediator decides if the problem can be solve by the 
mediation9. 
 
The rules of mediation 

Mediation has also an interesting rules, which are deffinitely good 
alternative for the people who are interested of mediation. Mediation is 
restricted, what means taht every information from the meeting will stay 
only between the participants. Besides, what is really comfortable for the 
people, mediation has a private character. Both sides can controll  
the situation all the time and they take a part in every decision, which is 
taking during the meeting. Very important, from the participants point of 
view, is that everyone can resign from the mediation in every moment10. 

Social workers use the mediation especially for solving familiar 
problems. This institution has many advantages – for example both sides 
(people who are fighting) can make a deal - its gives a change to make 
them happy. If conflict takes some time, mediation increase possibilities 
for happy ending and decrease possibility of recurrence the problem.  

As I said before, in Poland for a long time we could not here and 
read anything about mediation. The government was not even interested 
of that kind of solving problems. The term of mediation was introduced 
to our law in 199811. But we still have mediation on a very low level. 
People often do not have any idea about the madiation, they are not  
well-informed by the people who are responsible for the informing 
                                                 

9   Dunajska A. (2006), op. cit., p. 4. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Pocent T. (2003), Mediations in conflicts with children, “Blue Line”, No 2, p. 6. 
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people. And here we have the social workers. If they are interested of the 
mediation, if they practice that kind of negotiation with, for example 
familiar problems, they will informed people about that kind of method 
for solving problems. So here I see a big necessary to educate social 
workers in that way. It is really successful, especially in familiar 
conflicts. In that cases we benefit from the family mediation. 
 
What does the family mediation mean? 

Family mediation gives many opportunities for marriages, for 
example can help in solving problems like alimony or separate for 
example. Many countries in Europe use mediations since ages, but in 
Poland that kind of institution has just appear. As I wrote before, our law 
described mediation in 1998, but we still do not have any term concerned 
family mediation, from the law point of view obviously12. But family 
mediation is especially important kind of helping people, becouse, if 
mediation is effected, we can save many people before their life drama. 
There is many cases, where mediator saved the family from divorce. 
Mediation helps also people to make a deal when they are fighting about 
their child-who will take them with after the divorce. During the 
mediation people are talking with each other, so thats why they can find 
the solution. In other ways, where people are fighting all the time and 
they do not talk with each other, they do not have a chance to stop 
fighting and listening to each other. Mediation gives that opportunity and 
takes down the pain which always exists in that kind of problems.  

There are much more advantages of mediation. One of them is to 
prevent of making conflicts deeper, stronger and makes, that they are not 
so long. Besides, it is not so expensive as a court trial is, because you do 
not need to contact with the lawyer (in court trial people  
are treating not like an individual person but like an another number, 
without feelings). Additionally, mediation is not so”formal” as court is. 
Imagine a child, whose parents are fighting with each other  and he/she 
has to choose between the parents – it is very stressful for the child and 
has a big influence on his self-condition13. 

But mediation has also some disadvantages, namelly, people do 
not have trust to that kind of process. They do not believe that the 
conversation can help them with their problem, so they do not really want 
                                                 

12 Pocent T. (2003), op. cit., p. 6. 
13 Dunajska A. (2006), op. cit., p. 4. 
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to try this kind of negotiation. Polish people are afraid of talking about 
their feelings to the strange person, so they are attitude to the mediation. 
So here again is the place for social workers to make people sure that 
they can trust us. 

What kind of problems can be solved by the mediation?: Pre-
marital contract, divorces, children’s care, familiar problems, adoptions, 
violence at home. 

Many European countries has improved family mediation to the 
very high level. In my opinion, one from the best example is Great 
Britain, where first mediations took place in 70’ns and nowadays they 
have a really good results of mediations. In 1998, The European 
Commitee advocate, that every country, who is a Union Member, has to 
introduce a family mediation to the national law. The Commitee took that 
decision, because researches in United States, Australia and New Zealand 
showed how effective and successful mediations are. For example, those 
countries showed that mediation gives an opportunities to improve 
communication between family members, mediation can limit number of 
conflicts and is much cheaper that court trial (both from the economical 
and social point of view). Besides, for the effects we do not have to wait 
so long.    

Many countries, not only from Europe, had to change their law, to 
make the mediation more effective. Mediation is strictly connected with 
the law, so to make that kind of negotiations more popular we have to try 
change our law. We, as a social workers, have to show, that it is one from 
the best solutions for many families, for many children, to make their life 
more easier after hard experience. 

Another country, which is good to recamend are United States of 
America. In 1990 the number of divorces increase to 50% from all 
mariages. Americans were looking for an good solutions for that really 
serious problem. Finally they try mediation, which minimize divorces to 
30%14.  

Why do I wanted to discuss taht problem? Becouse I see that 
mediation can help many people with their problems, but we have to 
improve that process and take the education of social workers on a higher 
level.  
 
                                                 

14 H. Przybyła-Basista (2003), Changes In family act In the world, “Mediator”, 
No 24, p. 5-18. 
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How family mediation have been created in Poland? 
Family mediation in Poland are still “at the beginning of their life”. 

But what we can observe, the situation has been changed since last 3 
years. The development of family mediation is very dynamic and that 
gives us hope to make this process better in the future.  
In 2005 our government accepted the act, which has changed a lot in our 
country. Some people created a few organizations which encourage to 
resign from the court trial and try to solve the problem by the mediation. 
Polish people, who want  to improve family mediation in our country, are 
still organizing some programs to show that mediation is an effective 
form of solving problems. As an example I will use an experiment, 
concerned to marriages, who want to divorce. To make sure, that it will 
not be done badly, 26 mediators, who want to take part in that project had 
to take a part in very strictly course with a lot of useful theory and 
practice. 

The goals for that project were:  
- to decide about divorce 
- to make a decision, who will take care about the children 
- to make a decision about finance     
In experiment took part 166 couples, but only 86 wanted to take a 

part in mediation. The results of mediations are satisfied, namely 71,6% 
of mediations had finished by the agreement. That result is close to the 
world’s effects in family mediations, where 50% to 80% of mediations 
are succeed.  

What do people think about mediations? 
Around 90% of people, whose mediation was successful, was 

satisfied from that kind of negotiations. What is interesting, even if 
mediation was not effective, almost 56% of people was satisfied. 

Is not that interesting? 
Why people who could not make any decisions, with husband/wife 

were still satisfied? The answer is easy-they finally felt comfortable, they 
could said whatever they need to say (mediation gave them that 
opportunity), and they knew that mediator is listening to them (69% of 
people). About 78% of people said that mediation is much better solution  
for their children (not so stressful)15. 

                                                 
15 H. Przybyła-Basista (2006) Clients’ resistance to divorce mediation: General 

mediation in specific family context. European Congress on Family Mediation.  
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People feel satisfied even if they can not make a decision, because 
more important is opportunity, which is talk, when people can say what 
they think about their situation and can make some balance in relations 
with partner. 

Poland has a lot of work to improve mediations but unfortunately 
we need more specific education, more people with necessary skills. We, 
as a social workers, want to inspire support from different professions (as 
we can observe in others countries). But we still have a long way to make 
that situation better, we have to show through the practice and researches 
to our society that mediation is a good alternative for the court trial. 
 
Why does the family mediation is still not so popular in Poland? 

First - lawyers do not know enough about that method of solving 
problems 

Second - there is still much more cases in court trial than in 
mediation 

Third - Poland still do not have enough of well-educated 
mediators. 

In 2007, in Poland more than 900 couples who wanted to divorce 
were directed to mediation. 42 of them decided to be together, 34 were 
wondering and 223 found a good for both partners solution.  

I think it is a new trend in social policy, so it is worth take a look of 
that from the social work point of view.  

Nowadays, Poland is still poor if we talk about mediation. How we 
can convince on that mediations are brilliant solution for many people, if 
we do not have researches to compare situation in Poland before and after 
1989.  

We have to talk more about mediation, and I do not mean only 
Poland but also other European countries. If all Europe speaks about 
mediation, Poland will follow the same way. And we have to ask about 
that people from other countries, You, because we, social workers in 
Poland, are not strong enough to “move” that topic. 
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Abstract: 

The implementation of new legislation in Welfare System, and  Child Care 
System in Poland, which has been included in social services since eighteen years – has 
determined a new paradigm connected with replacing the responsibility for a child to 
family and to professional residential, non-residential, as well as a local social support 
system. Due to new legal regulations related to organization, task and functions of child 
care institutions e.g. residential intervention centres, children homes, foster families -  
should undertake cooperation between all components of socio-educational environment, 
which are involved in child development and the process of her/his inclusion. It means 
that care institution more than it used to be in the past times should become an integral 
element of the environment, where child was behaved and where it is located approaching 
full socialization of the child taken under its care. New solutions in child’s care system 
should be also friendly for family reintegration including even dysfunctional families in 
process of care and underline the role of social child care institution in creating better 
conditions for respecting individual cultural, ethnic and religious needs for maintaining 
his/her own traditions and habits of child family and environment. These new paradigms 
based on humanistic approaches in social work with children and families has found its 
applications not only in some reforms of social care system, but also in concept of 
education of social workers.  

Social professionals working at child’s care institutions should teach children how 
to plan and organize ordinary life, spare time activities, participate in recreational, cultural 
and sport events and  should develop their own responsibilities for behavior, as well as for 
their own choices. They should also try to equalize developmental deficits  and discuss 
important issues related to children under care with their parents or foster parents, being 
aware of better cooperation with different socio-educational institutions which have had 
direct or indirect contacts or have been engaged in social work with families of children 
parentage. These new approaches in social work with children under social care system 
require new professional competences, 

This paper will reflect on some issues related to indicated areas of social work in 
child’s care system in Poland. 
 
Keywords: children, education, foster family, scoial work, intervention 
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Introduction 
The social care system in Poland has undergone a lot of changes 

during the last eightteen years, not only as a consequence of socio-
economical and political changes, which have influenced many social 
problems of the population, but also in accordance with the modern 
legislation in Welfare in 1990 and in 2004 (before entering the EU). 
Transformation in the field has also created the need for new professional 
competences, qualifications and tasks for social pedagogues and social 
workers, who are responsible for the implementation of the new 
approaches to social practice. 

In the Child Care System, which has been included in social 
services since 2000, a new paradigm has appeared, connected with 
replacing the responsibility for a child to the family and to a professional 
residential, non-residential, local support system. The new paradigm, 
which is based on eco-system and cognitive-behavioral theories in social 
work with children and families, has found its applications not only in 
some reforms of social care system, but also in concept of the education 
of social pedagogues and social workers dealing with child protection. 

This paper will try to analyze some issues related to the in child’s 
care system in Poland, giving some examples of changes in the field of 
social work practice with children and families in prospect of the new 
concepts and paradigms in Welfare System and in training social 
professionals. 
 
1. Background of the Welfare System in Poland 

In the prospect of the European democratic context, the social 
welfare system in Poland has many features of the institutional one and is 
aimed at enabling individuals and families to overcome difficult 
conditions which they are not able to overcome using their own 
resources. Social welfare is organised by the State in cooperation with 
social organisations, religious and charity associations, foundations and 
individuals. The first Social Welfare Act (Ustawa o pomocy spolecznej) 
passed in 1990 was intended to provide government aid to the most 
vulnerable. The new Social Welfare Act of 2004 delegates many of the 
responsibilities to local communities.  

Besides the Social Welfare Act in Poland, the Constitution 
guarantees special protection to children and families (Articles 71, 72).  
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The Family Code (Kodeks Rodzinny i Opiekunczy) is the basic 
legal document regulating family relations and child protection, and in 
2000 a Children’s Ombudsman, who plays an in promoting child 
important role rights, was appointed. The state government exercises its 
statutory obligations of control over the social welfare system through the 
Ministry of Social Policy. Since the year 2000, the organisation of child 
welfare services has been the responsibility of the Ministry of Social 
Policy. Under the communist regime, child welfare was part of the 
national education system.  

 
2. Genesis of the Child Care System in Poland 

Poland has valuable traditions in founding a child care system (e.g. 
Janusz Korczak, Czeslaw Babicki, Kazimierz  Jezewski, Helena 
Radlinska), which come from the period between the first and second 
world war of last century, as well as  in defining concepts of the 
protection of the rights of the child (in 1978, Poland applied to UN for 
Convention on the Rights of the Child and governed the commission of 
its draft until 1989). 

After Poland gained its independence in 1918, many foster care 
programs were established, the best-known being the Lodz program, 
founded in 1926 by the municipal authorities. In this program, the 
qualifications required of foster families were set out, as were rules for 
systematic professional supervision. Foster children were guaranteed free 
schooling, medical care, medicine and hospitalisation, and even summer 
camps, with costs being covered by the city and foster parents receiving 
remuneration (Majewska 1948, 157-162). In 1931, the Committee of 
Foster Families was founded in Warsaw, and this helped to expand the 
idea of foster care on a country-wide basis.  Starting in 1934, the then 
Ministry of Social Welfare mounted a Campaign for Foster Families to 
help to promote the idea of fostering throughout the country (Babicki and 
Woytowicz-Grabinska 1939; Kepski 1991). By 1938, there were already 
10,617 children being fostered by 8,447 registered foster families, some 
of them additionally qualified (and paid) to care for sick or disabled 
children (Kelm 1983, 74; Majewska 1948, 137). 

Foster care played a crucial role in the care of war orphans. During 
both World Wars, the lives of thousands of children in Poland were saved 
when they were placed with foster families. 2,500 Jewish children 
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smuggled from the Warsaw ghetto found refuge with Polish families 
(Grochowska 2001). After the war, some of the children returned to their 
families while others found permanent homes with their foster carers 
(Gładkowska et al. 1995). During that period, foster care continued to be 
very common: in 1949, there were about 73,000 children in the care of 
foster families in Poland (Safjan 1982, 13). 

However, with the establishment of the Communist State, the 
policy changed dramatically. The newly-formed Department of Child 
Welfare was placed under the control of the Ministry of Education. At the 
beginning of the 1950s, all child-care institutions were nationalised. Child 
care programs were no longer encouraged and were replaced by large, 
state-run children's homes. For many years thereafter, fostering was not 
an area of interest to those responsible for child welfare in Poland.    

The revival of democratic society in Poland after 1989 and the 
ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child in 1991, 
favoured the rise of child advocacy groups and the deinstitutionalisation 
movement. The movement began in major cities such as Warsaw, 
Krakow and Gdansk in 1993, with the aim of influencing the Government 
towards the reform of the child welfare system. The strategies included 
advising politicians dealing with children’s issues at the parliamentary 
level, responding to consultative documents and popularising the idea of 
care by educating society at large (Stelmaszuk and Klominek, 1997).  

General child welfare reforms were implemented in the year 2000. 
Child protection services and the management of child-care institutions 
were delegated to the social welfare sector. District bureaus for children 
and family services (Powiatowe Centrum Pomocy Rodzinie) were 
instituted. Funds have been allocated and training programs have been 
designed for prospective foster carers. The regulations concerning foster 
care (Order by Councils of the Ministers, 26 September 2000; Order by 
the Minister of Labour and Social Policy, 14 September 2000) 
emphasised the rights of children to maintain contact with their families 
and to have efforts made towards family reunification. Young people 
were entitled to special assistance, including financial support when 
leaving care. Initially, all funds were provided from the central budget but 
gradually subsidies and responsibilities were transferred to local 
governments. The New Social Welfare Act (Ustawa o Pomocy 
Spolecznej) of 2004 and the associated regulations (planned to come into 
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effect in October 2004) promote further expansion, professionalisation, 
and specialisation in child’s care system (Wyrwicka 2004).  

 
3. New Standards in Social Child Care System  

Due to new legal regulations related to the organisation, task and 
functions of child care institutions, which can be called “new standards 
for the child care system”, institution of child care (e.g. residential 
intervention centres, children’s homes, foster families and others) should 
undertake cooperation between all components of the socio-educational 
environment which are involved in child development and protection. 

It means that the institution should become more of an integral 
element of the child’s environment than it was in the past, aiming for full 
socialization of the child taken under its care, and being friendly towards 
family reintegration, including even dysfunctional families in process of 
care (Kantowicz 2006, s.941). 

It is also important from the perspectives of care continuity and of 
creating a child’s socio-cultural identity that the child care institution  
should give possibilities for regular, personal and direct contact with 
parents and others close to the child – unless it is forbidden by the court. 

New standards underline the role of the social child care institution 
in creating better conditions for respecting the child’s individual cultural, 
ethnic and religious needs, so that he/she can keep/maintain his/her own 
traditions and the habits of his/her family and environment. 

Social child care institutions should teach children how to plan and 
organise ordinary life and spare time activities, participate in recreational, 
cultural and sports events, and to become responsible for their own 
behaviour as well as making their own choices. Professionals working 
with children should try to equalize developmental deficits and discuss 
important issues related to children receiving care with their parents or 
foster parents. 

Due to legal regulations, professionals should be aware of the 
better cooperation with different socio-educational institutions which 
have had direct or indirect contact or which have been engaged in social 
work with children’s families, including: 

 Individual forms of social support in place of family life; 
 consultative-therapeutic family centres ; 
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 schools which the children attend now and previously 
attended; 

 official court departments and curators looking after the family 
and/or child; 

 non-governmental organizations, the Catholic Church and/or 
other public or non-public institutions and organizations, 
foundations or associations which organize any kind of social 
support in child’s/family’s environment.  

The social pedagogue and social workers working at the child care 
institution should realize an individual plan of care, which is based on 
case study and which considers the child when acting in all levels of 
his/her social life: the psycho-physical development of the child; personal 
and school possibilities/achievements; special interests and important 
activities at school, in the care institution and in the local environment; 
relations and acting with colleagues/educators; relation with parents and 
relatives; special needs; important events in the child’s life. 

The individual plan involves a social pedagogue who works 
directly with a child in the institution of care, keeping close contact with 
the child, his/her family and other professionals at institution 
(psychologist, social worker, speech therapist, curator, director etc). 

The social pedagogue (direct care worker) and social worker 
(responsible for contact with the dysfunctional families of children placed 
in foster care institutions), should reflect and evaluate on the situation of 
a given child, exploring the effectiveness of previous methods of the 
child care process and should modify the plan in accordance with the 
changing situation of a child and his/her familyi. 

These tasks and the new paradigm in child care, replacing 
responsibility for the child to the family and professionals working with a 
child and family, become fundamental for realized care treatment and for 
changes in the attitudes of people participating in a process of care. We 
have in mind changes based on eco-system approaches, which underline 
the role of a family and child’s social environment in the process of care 
and education, and which promote many forms of socio-educational 
support and social work with the family e.g. consulting, supervisions, day 
centres, recreation centres. 

Important modifications are also related to the promotion of foster 
families and of independent flats for older children under the protection 
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of pedagogues/social workers. They involve professionals in projects for 
multifunctional social care institutions, which can offer residential and 
part residential forms of care, therapy and consulting. 

 
4.  New paradigms in child’s care system and their consequences in 
social care practice with children and families at risk 

Reconstruction of child care system,  ongoing in Poland, but also 
in other European countries, is related - in general, to decentralization of 
care institutions and moving the responsibility for child and family social 
support to local authorities. New paradigms in child’s  care are based on 
the “New ethic for children”, which comes from Convention on the rights 
of the child (1989).  

It has got implications, e.g.  in individual approaches to a child and 
her/his family; ecological and holistic concepts in social practice with 
children and families; projecting and planning actions for children care; 
looking for alternative forms of child care institutions like foster families 
(new types of foster families), familiar houses of care, daily support 
centers. 

Consequences of those changes in the new child care system in 
Poland can be shorten to: 

1. new type of responsibility in child care system and removing 
tasks of child’s care from educational system to welfare system 
(new institution coordinating child’s care in the local 
environments, which is called “Centers of Family Support”); 

2. institution of child’s care becomes an element of child’s life 
environment and development, being friendly for creating 
her/his socio-cultural identity and  her/his (re)integration with 
natural family; 

3. institution of child’s care is responsible for keeping proper 
contacts of a child with her/his parents and supporting family 
through other social institutions with cooperation with other 
professionals, especially social workers; 

4. child’s care institution is introducing new standards in the 
care and implements new forms of child’s and family assessment 
(diagnosis), which includes card of the social development of 
each child and plan for care for the nearest future (3-6 
months) - elaborated with a child, professionals who are engaged 
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in care process and parents of the child. 
5. child’s care institution is responsible for implementing  “the 

new ethic for children” through educating children about their 
rights (implementing the right of the child to knowing her/his 
rights) 

 
5.  Traditions and new approaches to the education of professionals 
for child care in Poland 

The education of social pedagogues and social workers in Poland 
has always had many significant features related to the valuable traditions 
of academic training in the Second Polish Republic since 1925 (e.g. 
Helena Radlińska’s concepts). Even in the “old” educational system in 
place until 1989, the education of social workers was neglected and 
mostly belonged to the secondary school system, some academic forms 
which were established in the seventies and some which had existed since 
the sixties in the field of the academic training of social pedagogues, 
pedagogues of care and special pedagogues/educators. 

According to E. Marynowicz-Hetka, at least two educational 
options (models) in which to analyse the various approaches to education 
for social professions have emerged: the adaptive model and the 
developmental model (Marynowicz-Hetka E. 1996, 191). Nowadays the 
developmental model of training, represents heuristic-probability thought, 
where methods of discovery and action is applied in academic education. 
Training for a developmental model of social work has been applied in 
Poland for the last sixteen years, even though it was promoted by 
Radlinska as the “polyvalent model”. This model requires the use of 
skills of creativity and alternative thinking in the professional educational 
process and it can be useful, for example, in social planning, as well as in 
social projects. In this context, we can find ontological, epistemological 
and axiological sources of social functioning and acting in professional 
education for the social professions..  

In the work of educating social professions working with children 
and families at risk, the concept of developing such competences and 
attitudes which correspond with reflective, professional practice. 

There appear to be some questions related to these changes in the 
education of social workers who deal with children from risk families: Do 
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social workers possess the proper knowledge and skills related to new 
standards in child care? 

 How do they react to the new paradigm in the child care 
system? 

 Do they agree with sharing responsibility of the child with 
family and different social institutions in the child’s best 
interests? 

 What are the new practices in coordinating social projects 
for children and families at risk? 

It means that during the academic education, social pedagogues 
and social workers are trained to be able to deal with these new tasks and 
challenges.  

For many social pedagogues and social workers in Poland during 
last years, the main object of diagnosis and evaluation is the family – its 
needs and social, economic or educational threats, which are described in 
different monographic editions. Social workers have an unquestionably 
important role in those analyses. Through their “micro diagnosis” in the 
local communities, they are developing new knowledge which is founded 
on a theoretical background and which is useful for new social projects. 
Social pedagogues and social workers become aware of the main threats 
to family development and, through social diagnosis, highlight those 
categories of families that should be supported. At the practical level, 
they are planning and projecting the most adequate forms of socio-
educational help, mostly for the families “at risk”, to create better chances 
for children and youth development, social participation and activities for 
adults, handicapped and old  people (Kantowicz 2003, s.569).  

Children in social care are often come from dysfunctional/risk 
families, where they have usually experienced different kinds of abuse 
and neglect. Child abuse and neglect in a family usually has a long 
history and symptomatic signs of prejudice, so it needs reliable 
investigation. In the process of diagnosis of child abuse, a pedagogue or 
social worker has to know not only the factors of children at risk in a 
family, but also that he or she should assume friendly attitudes towards 
the protection: a sensibility and readiness to turn against the facts of child 
abuse; a willingness to protect a child and to give them effective help; an 
acceptance of the possibility of cooperation with other institutions 
engaged in child abuse; a readiness to cooperate with specialists having 
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contact with the child and his/her family; and responsibility for the 
process of intervention. 

On a positive note, current socio-pedagogical assessments indicate 
that even parents who occupy lower social positions and are at “social 
risk” show quite high levels of concern for the care and education of their 
children. It means that even if the life quality of the family and the living 
conditions are not sufficient, parents are aware of the importance of 
higher education and of the possibilities for their children possessing 
professional qualifications for a better future life. 

 
Conclusions 

“Child protection” does not mean the same in every country. In 
general, the term is used to include protective measures in the context of 
legislation, with a specific connotation of protection from every form of 
discrimination, neglect and abuse. Child welfare covers the wider field of 
support for children and families where there are social and psychological 
problems, and can be inclusive of “child protection” (Hetherington 
1998,.72). Besides aspects of the necessity to undertake social, 
educational and therapeutic actions against the child’s prejudice in 
accordance with the best interest of the child, the protection has to be 
based on solid legislative regulations which allow a legal intervention and 
adequate help, and which allow sanctions to be applied to adults who are 
responsible for child and his or her abuse or neglect. 

The new ethic for children widely considers special rights for 
children, and underlines the meaning of prevention and compensative 
actions for children, especially concentrating on support for families 
which show symptoms of risk for deprivation (Kantowicz 1998, 81). 

In analyzing the child care system in Poland, we should underline 
the role of different socio-educational institutions in the context of the 
diagnosis and supporting process. Firstly, the contemporary social 
welfare system allows families at risk to be looked after and supported   It 
means that in local social service departments there is a register of 
families in care and outreach social workers are obliged to collect data 
about the situations in those families. With regular contact with 
dysfunctional families, it is easier to undertake early intervention in a 
situation of abuse and neglect. Secondly, Polish educational and social 



Traditions and New Approaches in Child’s Care System in Poland 
 

 89

institutions, through professionally educated staff, are very aware about 
the protection of abused and neglected children.  

Anyway, the ongoing process of change in the child welfare 
system has not yet resulted in many research projects. The first published 
cross-national study was undertaken through the initiative of the 
Children’s Ombudsman by the Institute of Public Affairs (Raclaw-
Markowska & Legat 2004). Overall, the research that has been 
undertaken documents a general acceptance of the reforms and the 
difficulties with implementation. It confirms, however, that the new 
paradigm in the child care system in Poland is expanding and is perceived 
as a promising acceptance of social/care professionals and local 
authorities. 
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Abstract: 
In the last decade Western European households have come to rely increasingly 

on paid domestic labour, mainly women working in the informal sector, for services such 
as childcare, eldercare, cleaning etc. Many of these women are migrants and 
transmigrants from Eastern Europe, and a number of them have families themselves.  

In this workshop we would like to explore the consequences of these domestic  
workers’ migration, which has been described as a ‘care drain’, on their own family 
members. Recently, media attention has focused on a number of child suicides in 
Romania, with these suicides directly attributed to their mothers’ working as domestic 
workers in other European countries. We suspect that the situation is more ambivalent, 
with many families depending on domestic workers’ remittances on the one hand, but also 
forced to come to terms with mothers’ (and daughters’) absence, often for extended 
periods of time. How can social work in Romania and in Western Europe react to this 
situation? Which issues need to be addressed, which research questions do we need to ask, 
which strategies should social work develop, in Eastern as well as in Western Europe, to 
deal with the consequences of this migration pattern? What type of cooperation would be 
useful between social workers in the countries that send and the countries that receive 
migrant domestic workers?   
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The focus of our paper is on the domestic workers currently 
migrating to Germany and the issues we would like to raise here are quite 
straightforward: We would like to explore the consequences of domestic 
workers’ migration, which has been described as a ‘care drain’, on their 
own family members.  

How can social work in Romania and in Western Europe react to 
this situation? Which needs have to be addressed, which research 
questions do we need to ask, which strategies should social work develop, 
in Eastern as well as in Western Europe, to deal with the consequences of 
this migration pattern? What type of cooperation would be useful 
between social workers in the countries that send and the countries that 
receive migrant domestic workers?   

In order to discuss these questions in a systematic way we think 
information on the demand side of this process is important and this is 
what we, coming from Germany, can provide. So we will start out by 
talking about social policies and the situation of families that has lead to 
the influx of migrant domestic workers in Germany and will point out 
some characteristics of the German welfare state and show what this 
means in practical terms for German working women today. 

Then we will ask what aspects of the current employment of 
domestic workers is a new phenomenon. 

Finally, we will address the possible political implications of the 
current migration of domestic workers as we see it.    
 
I. Some Basic Assumptions of the Construction of the Welfare State 
in Germany  

The German welfare state is an institutionally conservative 
construction (Epsing-Andersen 1990), with social policies still following 
the “strong breadwinner model” (Lewis 1992). In this model, basic 
institutions of social policy assume that the traditional family is the 
fundamental unit providing welfare, i.e. it is the role of one member of 
the married couple (usually the husband) to be the main provider of 
income for the family through his participation in the labour market, 
while the role of the other half of the couple (usually the wife) is to 
concentrate her efforts on taking care of the household, the children and 
elderly family members and either not participate in the labour force at all 
or not work more than part time. There are many facilitators of this “ideal 
type” of family in our welfare system, e.g. this is the family that the 
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German tax system encourages, it is the family that our school system 
takes for granted, it is the reason why there is a lack of affordable official 
household services for the elderly and so on.   

Today, this traditional model of the family is becoming 
increasingly problematic as the basis of social policy.1 For many factors 
have played a role in changing the structure of family life in the last 
decades, and families cannot provide many of the services that are 
expected of them without outside help. We can only point out some of the 
more important developments here. One crucial factor is women’s labour 
market participation which is closely intertwined with women’s higher 
level of education in the younger generations. Married women’s labour 
force participation in (the Western part of) Germany went up from 25% 
in 1950 to 52% in 2004 (Datenreport 2006:89, Engelbrech 1999). If you 
break down the numbers according to age groups, today you find more 
younger women in the labour market, more mothers working outside the 
home and even when they are unemployed, today’s young women not 
tending to simply disappear into the housewife role, as some would 
expect, but continuing to look for paid work (this, of course, applies 
especially for the Eastern part of Germany, where virtually all women of 
working age were in the labour force during the GDR). Women’s labour 
force participation in (West) Germany still is not as high as in other 
European countries, but the changes we have seen do have a slow and 
ongoing impact on the gendered division of labour in the work force2. On 
the other hand, however, we can note virtually no parallel increase in the 
participation of men in housework and family work (Künzler 1994, 1995, 
Blossfeld 2006). So this is one source of a vacuum in the area of 
household work, as working women simply do not have the time to do 
not only their own housework but the work for their elderly parents and 
parents-in-law as well. 

Another is the changing time and space of everyday life2 and the 
structure of households, with new time and mobility patterns 
(Bauer/Gross/Schilling 1996) and decreasing household sizes. We find an 
increase in single person households (many of them elderly people), with 
the birth rate down and divorces increasingly commonplace, leading to a 

                                                 
1 Born (1989), Born/Krüger/Lorenz-Meyer (1996) and Krüger et al (1987) have 

shown that historically the traditional model was never an uninterrupted pattern. 
2 Jurczyk/Rerrich 1993, Projektgruppe Alltägliche Lebensführung 1995, Voß 

1991, http://www.arbeitenundleben.de/alf-start.htm 
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larger number of single parent families, usually single mother households 
with their children. Living together outside of marriage or ‘living apart 
together’ have also become quite normal, so we now also have a larger 
variety of household and family structures (Bundesministerium 1997, 
Nave-Herz 2002).  

The result of all this is that the prevailing image in West Germany 
of the typical German household, with the traditional male breadwinner 
working a full working day continuously and a housewife staying home 
to look after the children is simply no longer the dominant pattern of 
everyday life in Germany (even though of course it is still very common). 
However, German social policy remains based on this assumption of one 
family pattern of a traditional family nonetheless. This is where paid 
family helpers play an important role.   

For one of the most important factors structuring women's partici-
pation in the labour market today is their access to other women's paid 
and unpaid work. Originally, as women’s labour force participation 
started to increase markedly, family sociologists started out to study this 
phenomenon by asking: how are patterns in the division of labour in 
families being negotiated and maybe changing between mothers and 
fathers when both parents are in the labour force? (and of course that 
remains an interesting research question). But empirically, we found that 
the essentially more interesting area of analysis was the complex process 
in which work is being redistributed between women when mothers go 
out to work. The extent to which women can be employed at all depends 
to a very large part on the extent to which they could fall back on other 
women to "substitute" for them at home. These other women could be 
grandmothers3, neighbours and friends in their informal mothers' 
network, paid child minders, babysitters, au pair girls, cleaners etc. - there 
is often a combination. All in all, reallocation of family work within the 
kinship network is more important for lower class women, whereas in 
middle class families, childcare activities tend to be negotiated within 
mothers’ informal networks. And, of course, employing other women to 

                                                 
3 Currently, the redistribution of housework and family work is still mainly taking 

place within the family network. Grandmothers are the main souce of childcare for 
employed women with children under the age of three in Germany (Moss 1990, 
Tietze/Roßbach 1992)). However, for many reasons this pattern of support is not likely to 
be as available in the future. 
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perform household and childcare activities is very much more important 
in middle class households for financial reasons.  

Here are two examples of how these patterns come together in two 
families: 

Barbara Sommer  
Barbara is the main breadwinner of a family with 4 children 

between the ages of 1 and 9. She works as a very successful journalist, is 
married to another journalist and lives in a large house on the outskirts of 
Munich. She and her husband long ago agreed that she would be the 
‘career person’ of the family and he - being neither particularly ambitious 
nor particularly successful in his career - would be the one to adjust his 
schedule to hers and the family’s needs. Barbara’s husband invests far 
less time in his job than she does, works out of his office in the house and 
is there most afternoons when the children come home from kindergarten 
and school. The household also includes a live-in au pair from the 
Ukraine. The family employs a transmigrant Polish cleaner who comes 
twice a week and a local German woman to do the ironing. Plus, there are 
many mothers in the neighbourhood carpooling for the children’s 
activites and, if push comes to shove, there is always Barbara’s mother 
who lives 500 kilometers away but is willing to come to stay and cope 
with emergencies. Barbara is in the hub of this network organizing 
everything with a tremendous amount of energy, her full time job 
notwithstanding. Her lifestyle works for her, but it probably wouldn’t for 
everyone. Often, if she has a deadline to meet, Barbara goes to bed 
directly after supper the same time as her children at 8 o’clock and sets 
her alarm clock for 2 or 3 o’clock in the morning to be able to get in some 
hours of work at her desk without interruptions. 

The second example: 
Petra Ullmann 
Petra works full time as a school teacher and has a fourteen year 

old daughter. She used to work part time, but went back to a full time 
schedule after her husband, who was also a teacher, was killed in a car 
accident several years ago. She lives in Munich next door to her mother, 
who was her main support after she became a widow and who now needs 
Petra’s help after a major operation. Because of her job, Petra’s schedule 
is very compatible with her daughter’s, but with the added responsibility 
for her ailing mother and two households to care for, Petra says she can 
only work full time thanks to her two wonderfully reliable Polish cleaners 
who take care of most of the routine household chores in both her and her 
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mother’s home. Why two cleaners? These two women are sisters, who 
both used to have jobs for the Polish state administration that disappeared 
with the collapse of socialism in Poland. For many years the sisters have 
been taking turns travelling from Poland to Munich and back again in a 
revolving door type of system, sharing their black market cleaning jobs in 
Munich as well as their family work in their Polish home town, with one 
sister looking after both sisters’ families at home and the other cleaning 
for ‘their’ families in Munich for several weeks at a time.  

What do we see here?  
Barbara’s case points to the fact that the new division of labour 

between women is not simply a zero sum game, with one group of 
women being freed from household work by simply handing it over to 
another group of less privileged women. Instead, we see a complex 
tableau of women cooperating in varying roles – paid & unpaid, family 
members & non-family members – and in this case we can also see a man 
who is very involved. However, even when men take on an unusual 
degree of responsibility for everyday life in the family as in this example, 
it is still typically the mother’s job to coordinate the various threads and 
strands of the work of everyday life, even when she has a full time job 
and she is the main breadwinner.      

Petra’s case, on the other hand, points to the obvious fact that 
mothers’ labour market strategies are not only dependent on support from 
older women in the family network, but are can also be restricted by their 
responsibilities for the elder generation. It is also a typical case in the 
sense that we see a middle class German professional working mother 
with a secure job in the formal economy allocating domestic work for pay 
to foreign women working informally.4  

                                                 
4 Saskia Sassen points out: “The expansion of the high-income workforce in 

conjunction with the emergence of new cultural forms has led to a process of high-income 
gentrification that rests, in the last analysis, on the availability of a vast supply of low-
wage workers. This has reintroduced - to an extent not seen in a very long time - the 
whole notion of the ‘serving classes’ in contemproary high-income households. The 
immigrant woman serving the white middle-class professional woman has replaced the 
traditional image of the black female servant serving the white master.” (Sassen 
1998:190f.)  
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A new ‘servant class’ of  immigrant women, many of them 
transmigrants5 of East European origin, are emerging as an important 
resource for middle class German households. 

Womens’ participation in the labour market of one nation thus very 
much depends on the circumstances and strategies of women in the 
labour market of other nations and vice versa, as the case of these 
transmigrant domestic workers shows. In other words, the threads of 
interdependence between working women are often enmeshed in a 
transnational pattern.  

We know that many of the foreign women German mothers hire to 
do domestic work in order to be able to participate in the labour market 
are mothers themselves, employing quite complicated labour market 
strategies of their own. And these strategies, too, are part of an extremely 
complex pattern of everyday life that these foreign mothers are 
constructing as transmigrants moving back and forth between two 
countries. Here we think it is important to see how objective and 
subjective options are intertwined. The Polish sisters do not want to leave 
their home town, but their economic circumstances and their local labour 
market leave them very few alternatives. So they are establishing an 
intricate pattern of everyday life for themselves as transmigrants, who, as 
Morokvasic (1994) would put it, are people who leave home in order to 
be able to stay at home. And they are also establishing a certain lifestyle 
for the family members who are left behind, about which we know very 
little so far. 

 
II. An Old or a New Pattern? Or an Old New Pattern? 

Which of these patterns are old, which are new? This question is 
easily put, but difficult to answer, because we do not have enough 
historical research with a focus on these issues. Older feminist studies in 
Germany on women’s family work, for instance, usually did not look for 
signs of other women’s work in the household but stressed the aspect of 
the housewife and mother’s contribution to society as a type of work in 
its own right, and if the mothers studied were involved in the labour force 
                                                 

5 See Rerrich (1999), Rerrich (2006), Lutz (2007), Lutz (2008). For a discussion 
of concepts of transmigration, see the contributions in Pries (1997), especially Schiller et 
al. (1997). For a discussion of the relationship between German professional women and 
their East European domestic workers, see Friese (1995a, 1995b) and Thiessen (1997). 
See also Behning (1997), Hillmann (1996), Morokvasic (1994), Odierna/Baumann 
(1992), Odierna (1998). 
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as well, the focus of research was usually on the working mother’s double 
day and the search for changing patterns in the division of labour between 
working mothers and their partners. But once one starts to look for it, one 
can see examples of a pattern of women supporting women in varying 
forms and at many different times during the whole of the 20th century. 

For example, forced labour in the National Socialist period in 
Germany included half a million East European women forced to work in 
large German family households (Mendel 1994). A study of working 
mothers in the 1960s (Pfeil 1961) mentions grandmothers and paid 
domestic workers as these mothers’ main support on the level of the 
everyday.  

Transnational migration of domestic servants is also certainly not a 
new phenomenon. For a long time it has been a typical feature of 
women’s migration processes (Bochsler/Gisiger 1989a, 1989b, 
Chaney/Castro 1989, Katzman 1978, Orth 1993, Wehner-Franco 1994, 
Wierling 1987).  

But are any characteristics of the patterns we are witnessing today 
new? Three aspects may be not completely new, however they are much 
more important than they used to be.6  

First, the aspect of widespread substitution (as opposed to support). 
Women working in the household today are not mainly assisting 
housewives, very often they are substitutes for (part of) the housewife 
and mother’s activity and often the major resource setting German 
women free and enabling them to participate in the labour market. So this 
is not just a new version of the historical case of women working for and 
with other women within the context of the household but a rather new 
pattern in the division of labour, of cooperation and of mutual 
dependence between women, as well as a very different everyday 
experience for all concerned.  

Second, the aspect of flexibility. We need to note the increasing 
flexibility of everyday life as a whole, e.g. as a result of increased 
mobility. For instance, often patterns of cooperation seem to be structured 
in very short cycles and adjusted and readjusted according to the demands 
of circumstances that can change very quickly.  

Third, the aspect of qualification. Today we see not only 
unqualified women performing domestic work in the households of 
                                                 

6 For a more comprehensive discussion:  Ehrenreich/Hochschild (2002), Rerrich 
(2006), Gather, Geissler, Rerrich (2008), Lutz (2008). 
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qualified women, but, at least in the German case, many qualified women 
working in the households of other qualified women. For one thing 
today’s women are more qualified than their grandmothers of former 
generations were. And for another we can see educated women of some 
nations leaving their country of origin after their educational achievement 
has become worthless or less valuable in the context of their local or 
national labour market, in order perform domestic work for pay in other 
countries.  

 
III. Towards a Modernization of Patriarchal Family Structures? 
Some Possible Political Implications 

What do we make of the redistribution of work between women as 
we have tried to describe it in the political analysis? Several obvious 
conclusions come to mind.  

First, although there has been a great deal of political talk about 
increasing equality between women and men, more participation of 
women and mothers in the labour market is not yet leading to a 
significantly more equal distribution of household and family work 
between women and men, at least not in Germany. But important 
processes of redistribution of family work are taking place nonetheless. 
We are witnessing a modernization of patriarchal family structures as 
family work is redistributed mainly between different groups of women. 
If this hypothesis is supported by further research we would have to 
recognize that (at least German) women's progress in the public sphere is 
not happening thanks mainly to increasing equality between the sexes, 
but more likely mainly due to increasing inequality between women. 

Second, a number of factors point to the assumption that the new 
“demarcation lines” emerging between various groups of women follow 
some of the classical dimensions of social inequality such as age, class, 
race and ethnic background (Glenn 1992). Younger, wealthier German 
women and men will be increasingly likely to delegate family work to 
older, socially disadvantaged and/or foreign women. (And we wonder 
whether this is not also the case for the migrant domestic workers 
themselves, when they look for care arrangements for the children and 
the older people left behind in their home countries.)  

Third, we think it is not primarily women themselves who are 
responsible for such emerging new patterns of inequality between 
women. Rather, new hierarchies are the result of the interaction of the 



Rerrich-Sagebiel/European Societies in Transition - Social Development and Social Work 
 

 102 

situation of two structurally disadvantaged groups in the labour market.7 
With little or no support for women with family responsibilities in the 
labour market by social policies still defining work as only taking place 
outside the home, of course working women will resort to seeking 
support for family work individually, wherever they can find it. On the 
other hand, for many groups of migrant women private households are 
the only part of the economy providing any type of employment at all. 
Thus, we are witnessing a meeting of supply and demand in a situation 
that is, it seems, not the result first and foremost of one group of women 
exploiting another, as some would argue, but first and foremost the result 
of the problematic structure of the German welfare state in conjunction 
with the economic hardships and labour market policies of less affluent 
countries. 

In the short run this meeting of supply and demand may be helpful 
for both groups, providing much needed day-to-day support for some 
women and much needed income for others. But in the long run, the 
patriarchal division of labour in German families is simply being 
modernized rather than challenged in any significant way, as new patterns 
of social inequality between women are established.8 Housework, 
childcare, care for the ill and the elderly remain mostly women's work in 
Germany, whether in the public or the private sphere, for love or for 
money. 

And the cost of this “solution” to the housework vacuum in 
Germany for the countries that many of our domestic workers come from 
is an open question that we would like to turn to in our discussion now.  

 

                                                 
7 It is important to emphasize that this is not a problem women themselves are 

responsible for but, rather, the result of a structural one because currently, both groups 
tend not to politicize this situation but to treat it as their “dirty little secret” - working 
mothers maybe because they do not live up to the superwoman image, helpers maybe 
because working in other people's homes offers little prestige and is often illegal. 

8 This idea was first put forward in Rerrich (1996). 
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