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Evolution of the generational distribution of income,
consumption and lifecycle deficit in Poland

between 2004 and 2016: Facing the EU convergence
and demographic challenges

Abstract
The National Transfer Accounts approach is used to assess lifecycle deficit in Poland 
between the EU accession in 2004 and 2016. In this period, the overall consumption 
remained relatively stable relative to wages while labour income increased, mainly due 

1 This article is based on research carried out within the project POLNTA “Narodowy Rachunek 
Transferów oraz Narodowy Rachunek Transferów Czasu dla Polski”, financed by the National Sci-
ence Centre (UMO-2013/10/M/HS4/00466), and research at the Institute of Statistics and Demogra-
phy at Warsaw School of Economics (SGH), supported from the state budget funding for research in 
2018. Authors would like to thank professor Irena E. Kotowska and anonymous reviewers for their 
comments and suggestions. Correspondence: Institute of Statistics and Demography, SGH Warsaw 
School of Economics, al. Niepodległości 162, 02-554, Warsaw, Poland; email: achlon@sgh.waw.pl.



Agnieszka Chłoń-Domińczak, Wojciech Łątkowski8

to the increased economic activity at higher ages. There is a shift in the generational 
distribution of consumption and public transfers towards the older age groups, that reflects 
the changes in the age structure of the population. At the same time, the per capita age 
profiles of labour income, consumption, life cycle deficit and public transfers in Poland 
converge to the average levels observed in Europe, however, the gap remains, particularly 
in public transfers, including public consumption on health. With the continued population 
ageing it is important to maintain policies that stimulate growth of the labour income that 
is faster than consumption increases in order to maintain the balance between lifecycle 
deficit of the young and older generations and lifecycle surplus of the active generation.

Key words: national accounts, national transfer accounts, population ageing, generational 
accounting

Introduction
Population ageing in developed countries raises concerns about maintaining 

intergenerational stability. This is mainly related to the need of financing the increasing 
aggregate consumption of the more numerous senior generations, that is relying mainly on 
public transfers, such as pensions or public health care. The population ageing in Poland 
is an important concern from the perspective of both intergenerational stability and ability 
to meet the consumption needs of the non-active population. It is a rising challenge for 
social policies that shape the public transfers addressed to people at different stages of 
their life course.

In the paper, we focus on the evolution of the consumption, labour income and 
resulting lifecycle deficit in Poland between 2004 and 2016, as well as public transfers that 
finance a part of consumption of different generations, with particular focus on generations 
in non-active ages, who are the main beneficiaries of intergenerational transfers. These 
changes indicate the future challenges for the public policies from the perspective of 
maintaining generational stability in the light of the projected population ageing.

This article contributes to the generational economy by providing an assessment of the 
development of lifecycle deficit in Poland — the country that faces very dynamic social, 
economic and demographic changes. We focus on the period from 2004 to 2016, i.e., 
after the accession to the European Union until recent time. During these years Poland 
experienced dynamic economic growth and remarkable social progress. The real GDP 
increased by 56.1%, the employment rate for people aged 20–64 increased from 57% to 
69.3% while the unemployment rate declined from 19% to 6.1%. The real average wage 
increased by 53.9%. At-risk-of-poverty rate declined from 20.5% to 17.3% from 2005 to 
2016 (compared to an increase from 16% to 17.3% in the EU). Even during the 2008 crisis 
the economy in Poland performed quite well and contrary to other EU Member States 
the economic growth rate remained positive. At the same time, the age composition of 
the population changed: labour force shrinking as well as population ageing progressed 
and maintaining a generational balance in the future is increasingly challenged.
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The economic, social and demographic changes also have an impact on the generational 
distribution of income and consumption and as well as an intergenerational balance. The 
article aims to reflect on the following three research questions:
1) How generational distribution of lifecycle deficit and consumption were affected by 

economic, social and demographic changes?
2) Is there a convergence of the outcomes of public policies in Poland to a particular type 

of welfare state in Europe, as measured by labour income, consumption and public 
transfers?

3) Do the observed changes in consumption, labour income and lifecycle deficit indicate 
that the economic dependency will be sustained in the future with progressing popula-
tion ageing?
The article is structured as follows. First, we present the main issues related to 

generational economy and generational transfers. Then, we present the methodology 
and data used for the estimation of the age profiles in Poland. This is followed by 
a short description of major demographic trends in Poland. Then, the changes in the 
main national accounts aggregates between 2004 and 2016 are analysed, including the 
impact of demographic and per-capita age profile changes on their overall change. In the 
following part, we focus on the evolution of the per-capita and aggregate age profiles of 
consumption, labour income, and the resulting lifecycle deficit. This includes also changes 
in the distribution of resources between generations through the public transfers. We 
compare the results for Poland to selected countries in Europe representing different 
welfare regimes as well as to the EU average. In the conclusions, we present implications 
from the social policy perspective.

Generational transfers in the literature
Measuring and projecting the balance of intergenerational transfers have drawn 

particular attention of economists, who subsequently have developed different conceptual 
and analytical proposals contributing to the generational economy. One of the first 
approaches to measure the net wealth of current and future generations was presented by 
(Auerbach et al., 1991), who proposed how to measure the net present value of payments 
of existing and future generations to the governments. They concluded that, unless policies 
are altered, the future generations will face a net tax burden that will be by a one-fifth 
larger compared to the generations born in 1990. (Diamond, 1996, p. 597) underlined that 
the development of generational accounts has three strands: (i) normative considerations 
of government activity, (ii) use of generational accounting in a positive theory of human 
behaviour and (iii) presentation of a generational balance as a both normative criterion 
and a useful target for a political economy.

An important contribution to the generational economy, along to the three strands 
of deliberation defined by Diamond, are the National Transfer Accounts — NTA (Lee 
& Mason, 2011) that provide a comprehensive accounting for not only public, but also 
private resource reallocation by age.
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The NTA approach is based on the assumption that at each stage in their life, 
generations have different patterns of consumption and labour income that result in 
the lifecycle deficit. The main focus of the NTA approach is to identify lifecycle deficit 
(LCD) and sources of its financing. This follows the basic equation that relates to the 
main national accounts’ aggregates. Namely, at each stage of the lifecycle generations 
show different patterns of consumption and labour income, that result in lifecycle deficit. 
This can be denoted as:

 LCD(x) = C(x) – Yl(x) = t+(x) – t–(x) + YA(x) – S(x), (1)

where:
LCD(x) — lifecycle deficit
C(x) — consumption
Yl(x) — labour income
t+(x) — transfers received
t–(x) — transfers paid
YA(x) — income from assets
S(x) — savings

The left-hand side of the equation (1) denotes lifecycle deficit, while the right-hand side 
is comprised of net transfers (t+(x) – t–(x)) and reallocation of resources (YA(x) – S(x)). 
The NTA method is designed to assess these flows, divided to public and private parts, 
taking into account cross-sectional age profiles for each of the variables in the equation (1).

The NTA show a more complex picture of government activities in the lens of public 
transfers paid and received, extended by activities at a household level, and the role 
of intra-household private transfers in financing consumption of the young and senior 
generations. This area of research is dynamically developing, both by covering a wide 
range of countries worldwide and by widening the analytical approach, focusing not only 
on generational differences, but also, among others, taking into account the gender and 
the socioeconomic status of households (Lee & Mason, 2019).

An application of the NTA approach in the historical context by comparing the age 
profiles at different points in time, allows for better understanding of the development 
of government activities, measured by public transfer flows addressed to different 
generations, as well as interactions between public policies and cross-generational transfers 
at a household level. Such studies for European countries were performed for France and 
Sweden (d’Albis et al., 2015; Lindh et al., 2011). Moreover, the NTA quantify lifecycle 
deficit, i.e., the part of consumption of two population groups (young and old) that is not 
financed by labour income. That approach allows comparing the allocation of public and 
private resources to finance lifecycle deficit over the life course: at the beginning and at 
the end of the life course.

In Europe, the harmonised National Transfer Accounts for majority of countries were 
assessed in the EU-funded AGENTA project (Istenič et al., 2016), for year 2010. These 
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estimates were then applied to identify clusters of countries with regard to the generational 
focus of public policies (Chłoń-Domińczak et al., 2019). They identified three clusters of 
countries: (i) European, 14 countries in which the age profiles of public transfers are 
close to the EU average. This cluster is comprised of both liberal and continental welfare 
regimes that seem to exhibit similar age patterns for public transfers, including for levels 
of public consumption (including Poland, Germany and Spain), (ii) Underdeveloped 
cluster, which is characterised by below-average transfers by age, with five new member 
states2 and (iii) Scandinavian, which is characterised by above-average publics transfer and 
consumption levels by age (including Sweden). This analysis contributed to the literature 
discussion of the welfare regimes, that was initiated by the seminal book by (Esping-
-Andersen, 1990).

Data and methodology
In the article, we use the NTA estimates in Poland for years 2004 and 2016. The 

estimates were made following the common methodology, which is presented in the NTA 
manual (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs Population Division, 
2013). The assessment is based on existing administrative, demographic and survey data, 
including income and household budget surveys. The estimates for Poland were made 
using three main types of data sources:
• the survey data (EU-SILC and Household Budget Survey — HBS) to estimate age 

profiles of private consumption and labour income,
• the public sources, including the data from National Health Fund, to estimate public 

consumption on health and education statistics to assess the public consumption on 
education, and finally,

• the national accounts to calculate aggregates aimed at adjusting the survey-data-
derived age profiles to match the total flows in the economy.
The main source of data for private consumption was the Household Budget 

Survey (HBS). The HBS in Poland is conducted annually on a sample of 37.5 thousand 
households. From 1992 on the survey is based on the monthly rotation — each month the 
survey covers over 3.1 thousand households. The methodology of the HBS is comparable 
annually, which ensures comparability of the obtained estimates (Statistics Poland, 2018).

The age profiles of the consumption components have been estimated by use of 
different analytical methods. The private education consumption profile has been obtained 
using the regression method, following the recommendations from the NTA manual (UN, 
2013, p. 98). It is calculated from age 0 until age 54 (we also include expenditure on 
lifelong learning). The education expenditure for each household member is allocated 
according to the obtained regression coefficients. The private health consumption for 
all ages is assessed by use of an iterative approach — an alternative to a regression 
method (UN, 2013, p. 100). Other private consumption by age is calculated according 

2 Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Romania, and Slovenia.
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to a piecewise linear profile, with weights for private consumption ranging from 0.4 for 
children aged 4 and younger and increasing linearly to 1 for adults aged 20 and over. Public 
education consumption profiles are calculated for each year. They are based on the data 
on education expenditures for each level of education, coming from the state budget and 
local government budgets’ reports, which are combined with information on enrolment at 
different stages of education by age from Eurostat. Public health consumption is assessed 
on the data from the National Health Fund. Other public consumption obtained from 
national accounts (i.e., defence, police, justice) is distributed equally over the population 
according to the NTA methodology. The labour income of workers and self-employed 
are estimated using the EU-SILC data on individual income.

The obtained profiles are smoothed across ages using the Friedman (1984) method, in 
line with the approach proposed in the NTA manual. Public consumption on education 
is an exception, as remaining unsmoothed allows for capturing differences resulting 
from different expenditure at different educational stages. At the end of the estimation 
procedure, all age profiles are adjusted using the relevant aggregate from national 
accounts.

In the analysis we use:
(i) the per-capita age profiles, which reflect the average levels of labour income, con-

sumption, lifecycle deficit and transfers for representatives of each age cohort.
(ii) the aggregate age profiles, which take into account the population age structure to 

investigate, how demographic changes affect the aggregate distribution of the anal-
ysed flows.

Age profiles are estimated in nominal currency values (nominal profiles) as well as in 
relative terms, using the labour income of prime-aged cohorts in the age groups 30–49 as 
normalisation factor (normalised profiles). The normalisation method follows the NTA 
manual. The normalisation allows comparisons of the age profiles between countries as 
well as in time. As shown in the Table 1, between 2004 and 2016 the real income used 
for normalisation increased by 38.4% in per-capita terms and 49.7% in aggregate terms, 
which are below the real GDP growth between 2004 and 2016 (56.1%).

Table 1. Average labour income (30–49) in real value for 2016

2004 2008 2012 2016 Index 2016/2004

per-capita (in PLN) 35 726 43 426 42 433 49 458 138.4

aggregate (in million PLN)  4 769  5 700  5 827  7 140 149.7

Source: Own calculations.

The normalised data also allows international comparisons. For the comparison 
purpose we use the normalised NTA age profiles developed within AGENTA project 
(Istenič et al., 2016) to identify relative differences stemming from different socio-
economic developments and the welfare regime characteristics. The following countries 
are used for comparisons: Germany (continental regime and European cluster), 
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Spain (Mediterranean regime and European cluster) and Sweden (socio-democratic 
Scandinavian regime and Scandinavian cluster). The reference year for the EU estimates 
is 2010, so the 2016 age profiles in Poland are compared to the ones observed 6 years 
before in other EU countries. The comparison of the normalised values still allows to 
provide valid comparisons. While comparing national normalised data it is important to 
keep in mind the nominal differences between countries. The average labour incomes of 
those aged 30–49 vary significantly between countries, which is shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Average labour income of people aged 30–49 in EUR in Poland and selected countries

Country Average nominal income in EUR

Poland (2016) 11 337

Germany (2010) 32 979

Spain (2010) 24 255

Sweden (2010) 40 525

Source: Own calculations for Poland, for other countries (Istenič et al., 2016).

As one can see, the ratio of labour income used for the normalisation between 
the country with the highest nominal income (Sweden) and the lowest one (Poland) 
exceeds 3.5. This also has implications for comparisons. Namely, the share of labour 
income needed to finance consumption needs in Sweden is much lower compared to 
Poland. This also means that the Swedish population can devote higher share of the 
income to savings, which in turn affects the ability to finance consumption of the senior 
generations from asset-based reallocations.

Results

Demographic developments in Poland between 2004 and 2016

The evolution of the population in Poland between 2004 and 2016 is an important 
factor shaping the aggregate consumption, labour income and lifecycle deficit by age, 
contributing to the changing need for the inter-generational allocations. The Polish 
population is characterised by two large baby-boom generations, one composing by 
cohorts born after World War II and the second by cohorts born in the end of 1970s and 
the beginning of the 1980s. Since 1989, fertility remains below replacement, approaching 
in 1998 the low fertility levels (TFR below 1.5). As a result, the size of the youngest 
generations (below age 20) is gradually declining while the two baby-boom generations 
progressing in age with time impose changes in the age structure of the population.

Between 2004 and 2016, the number of people below the age of 20 declined by 
1.7 million and the population above age 65 increased by 1.3 million. The population 
in working age (20–64 years) was increasing to reach its peak in 2011 and started to 
decline afterwards (Figure 1, Table 3). Consequently, the young dependency ratio declined 
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from 39 to 31 people below 20 years per 100 people aged 20–64 years while the old-age 
dependency ratio increased from 21 to 26 people older than 65 per 100 people aged 
20–64 years.
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Figure 1. Age profile of the population in Poland, 2004 and 2016

Note: people aged 80 and over are not shown for the clarity of the picture
Source: EUROSTAT [extracted on 15.12.2019].

Table 3. The size of the broad age groups and demographic dependency ratios

2004 2016

Number of people in age groups

0–19 9 357 711 7 693 130

20–64 23 797 851 24 436 457

65+ 5 018 273 6 303 405

Demographic dependency (per 100 people aged 20–64)

Young DR (0–19) 39 ¯31

Old-Age DR (65+) 21 −26

Total DR 60 −57

Source: EUROSTAT [extracted on 15.12.2019].

Change of the main NTA aggregates

As highlighted in the introduction, Poland experienced the remarkable economic 
growth after the EU accession in 2004. This also translated into the significant growth of 
the real aggregate consumption and the even faster growth of the real aggregate labour 
income. As a result, the real aggregate lifecycle deficit grew by around a fifth (Table 4).
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Table 4. Real value of main NTA aggregates in 2004 and 2016 and their change

Million PLN* 2004 = 100

2004 2016 2016

Lifecycle Deficit  49 682  60 186 121.1

Consumption 208 240 301 798 144.9

Public Consumption  53 683  83 068 154.7

Public Consumption, Education  13 159  19 275 146.5

Public Consumption, Health  11 150  19 560 175.4

Public Consumption, Other  29 374  44 233 150.6

Private Consumption 154 557 218 730 141.5

Private Consumption, Education  2 112  2 140 101.3

Private Consumption, Health  6 476  12 208 188.5

Private Consumption, Other 145 968 204 381 140.0

Public Transfers, Inflows 100 499 155 169 154.4

Public Transfers, Outflows 101 787 158 648 155.9

Labour Income 158 559 241 612 152.4
* Measured according to real PLN of 2016
Source: Own calculations.

The increases in aggregate consumption and lifecycle deficit were not equally 
distributed across generations, defined according to the NTA limits of the economically 
active age for Poland, that is young, active and senior generations. The generations 
divided according as the ages at which the LCD turns to negative, that is the ages when 
labour income exceeds the consumption. These limits in Poland in 2016 were estimated as 
27 years and 57 years. To demonstrate these changes the ratios of main NTA aggregates 
for people aged 57 and more (senior generations) to people below 27 (young generations) 
are derived (Figure 2).

Comparing the ratios of lifecycle deficit (LCD), consumption and public transfers 
attributed to young generations and senior generations shows a clear change in the 
generational pattern. There is a steady shift towards higher consumption and also lifecycle 
deficit of senior generations in relation to young ones. By the same token, the share of 
public transfers received by senior generations also increased.
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2004 2016
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Figure 2.  Ratios of the aggregate consumption and the aggregate lifecycle deficit of senior 
generations (57 and over) compared to young generations (below 27) in 2004 and 2016

Source: Own calculations.

In 2016 the aggregate LCD of the senior generations was higher than the young 
generations (by 7 points), while in earlier years the young generations had the higher 
aggregate lifecycle deficit (the LCD of the senior generations was 21 points smaller). The 
generational change in the aggregate consumption was even more pronounced. In 2016, 
the senior generations consumed 30 points more than the young generations, while in 2004 
the aggregate consumption of younger generations was higher, as the senior generations 
consumed 21 points less than young generations. There is also a significant generational 
shift in public consumption and public transfers. The public consumption on health of 
the senior generations increased from almost 2 times to more than 3 times of the young 
generations between 2004 and 2016. In 2016 the senior generations received 2.3 times 
more public transfers than the young generations, compared to 1.73 times more in 2004.

These results clearly confirm that with population ageing the aggregate consumption 
and lifecycle deficit of the senior generations increases relative to the young generations, 
along with the increase of public transfers that are to a large extent used to finance 
consumption of this part of the population.

Impacts of the age structure and per-capita age profiles
on the NTA aggregates

In order to identify the impact of changes in the age structure and the per-capita 
age profiles on the dynamics of the NTA aggregates, the observed growth of the NTA 
aggregates is decomposed into: (i) the change of the population age structure, (ii) the 
impact the per-capita age profile and (iii) the impact of the per-capita normalised age 
profile, that is deducting the impact of the wage growth of people aged 30–49 (Table 5)3.

3 According to the NTA manual (UN 2013), the normalisation used for the age profiles is labour 
income of people in age group 30–49.
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Due to the change in the age composition only, lifecycle deficit would increase by 
5.2%, while the total aggregate consumption and labour income would decline by 1.7% 
and 3.5% respectively. Interestingly, only education consumption would increase, following 
the increase of the number of children in the school age resulting from the temporary 
increase in births in 2004–2009. The public transfers (both inflows and outflows) would 
also decline.

Table 5.  Indices of changes in the NTA aggregates between 2004 and 2016
and their decomposition to demography and per-capita age profile impacts
(according to real PLN of 2016)

Total change
(2004 = 100)

The isolated effect of change in

population
age structure

per-capita
age profile

per-capita
age profile
normalised

(i) (ii) (iii)

Lifecycle Deficit 121.1 105.2 115.2  76.9

Consumption 144.9  98.3 147.5  98.5

Public Consumption 154.7 102.9 150.5 100.5

Public Consumption, Education 146.5 128.4 114.1  76.2

Public Consumption, Health 175.4  89.4 196.2 131.1

Public Consumption, Other 150.6  97.7 154.2 102.9

Private Consumption 141.5  96.5 146.6  97.9

Private Consumption, Education 101.3 124.4  81.4  54.4

Private Consumption, Health 188.5  89.9 209.7 140.1

Private Consumption, Other 140.0  96.6 144.9  96.8

Public Transfers, Inflows 154.4  92.9 166.3 111.0

Public Transfers, Outflows 155.9  94.9 164.2 109.7

Labour Income 152.4  96.6 157.8 105.4

Note: The multiplication of (i) and (ii) provides with the total change.
Source: Own calculations.

The decomposition shows that the per-capita age profiles in real terms (the column (ii) 
in Table 5) had a larger impact on the growth of the analysed aggregate values compared 
to the age structure changes. In particular, the development of per-capita age profiles 
led to the remarkable increases of consumption and labour income while it resulted 
in a smaller increase of lifecycle deficit. The largest increases caused by the evolution 
of per-capita age profiles are due to the changes in health consumption, both public 
and private, which doubled. At the same time, the public consumption on education did 
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not grow substantially, showing that overall growth of the economy and wages did not 
translate to public investments in human capital development. The private consumption on 
education declined, which may indicate the policy changes — namely children in primary 
and lower secondary schools were equipped with textbooks by schools and parents do 
not need to buy them anymore. It is also worth noting that the growth of public transfers 
(both inflows and outflows) was higher than the growth of labour income. This indicates 
a fiscal expansion, which leads also to higher public transfers. These issues are discussed 
later in the article.

The impact of per-capita age profiles is even more visible when changes of the NTA 
aggregates are investigated using normalised values (the column (iii) in Table 5). The 
normalised age profiles allow to estimate the effect of the change in the age profile, rather 
than its shape combined with the growth of wages. Using normalised age profiles, we find 
that the lifecycle deficit declines, following the small drop in the aggregate consumption and 
the rise of labour income. Even when excluding the impact of the wage growth, the high 
increase of consumption on health, both public and private, is revealed respectively by 31 
and 40 p.p. and the drop of consumption on education, both public and private, respectively 
by 24 and 46 p.p. The public transfer inflows and outflows increased faster than wages.

The evolution of the normalised NTA age profiles in Poland
compared to selected EU countries

In this section, our focus is on the evolution of the per-capita and the aggregate age 
profiles of consumption, public transfers, labour income, and lifecycle deficit in Poland. 
We analyse the evolution of the age profiles for Poland between 2004 and 2016, referring 
to normalised values of per-capita and aggregate age profiles. We also compare the 2016 
per-capita age profiles in Poland to those in selected EU countries representing different 
welfare regimes (Germany, Spain, Sweden). The age profiles are designed for the broad 
age groups: 0–19 years (young generations), 20–64 years (working-age generations), 
65 years and older (senior generations). Contrary to the previous section, here we use 
traditional borders of the economically active age to derive some comparable age-specific 
and cross-country indicators.

Consumption

The evolution of the per-capita consumption age profiles in Poland between 2004 
and 2016, similarly to most of developed countries, shows consumption increases for 
older age groups, but also in case of young age groups, particularly in the ages related to 
participation in public education. Last but not least, it also increased for the people in the 
prime-aged group (30–49), which is presented in Figure 3 (the left panel).

Looking at the aggregate consumption, we see the visible shift of consumption 
peeks related to the two baby-boom generations (Figure 3, the right panel). In 2016, 
the aggregate consumption of young people declined (below 30), but also those between 
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ages 43 and 57, following the population decline in these groups. The age shift of the 
baby boom generations translated into increased consumption of people between ages 33 
and 44, as well as 57–72 years.
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Figure 3. Normalised age profiles of consumption in Poland, 2004 and 2016

Source: Own calculations.

The normalised per-capita consumption by the three broad age groups in Poland slightly 
differs from the other EU countries (Table 6). Consumption of the young generations is 
below the EU average, but higher compared to normalised levels in Germany or Sweden. 
This difference is explained by higher nominal labour income of people in ages 30–49 in 
the latter two countries. Consumption of the senior generations (65 and more) in Poland 
in 2016 is relatively higher compared to the EU average, but similar to the one observed 
in Germany.

Table 6. Normalised per-capita consumption by the broad age groups, Poland vs. selected EU countries

Age group
Poland EU 25 DE ES SE Poland

(EU 25 average 2010 = 100)

2004 2016 2010 2004 2016

all 49.87 51.32 52.66 48.74 52.87 46.16 94.7  97.4

0–19  9.65 10.56 11.17  9.35 11.34  9.51 86.4  94.6

20–64 28.63 28.98 29.89 27.46 30.22 26.14 95.8  96.9

65+ 11.59 11.78 11.61 11.93 11.31 10.51 99.9 101.5

0–19/65+  0.83  0.90  0.96  0.78  1.00  0.90 86.5  93.2

Relative to average labour income of people aged 30–49 years
Source: Own calculations.
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The ratio of per-capita consumption between young and old generations in Poland 
in 2016 is lower compared to the EU average, that means that young people consume 
(relatively) less. However, there are differences to countries representing different welfare 
regimes. While the generational ratio in Poland is similar to the one in Sweden, it is 
higher than in Germany (which is related to lower consumption of young generations 
in Germany). On the other hand, in Spain the generational ratio is higher, as the young 
generations consume relatively more than in other analysed countries.

Public consumption

As discussed earlier, the public consumption increased more than the total 
consumption. Additionally, the public consumption is more likely to face intergenerational 
shifts. Therefore, we take a closer look at this part of the total consumption. As depicted 
in Figure 4 (the upper panel), the public consumption per-capita age profiles in Poland 
increased for all generations. The increases were visible particularly for the young people 
(up to age 23), which is due to increased public spending on education. The public 
consumption increased for people in prime age, which reflects the increase in public 
consumption other than education and health. Another visible development is the increase 
of per-capita public consumption for those aged 65 and over in subsequent estimates, 
related to the higher public consumption on health (Figure 4, the lower panel).

The evolution of per-capita profiles for broad age groups is presented in Table 7. 
Between 2004 and 2016 the total public consumption increased for all age groups. The 
growth of the public consumption of the young generations was higher than the one of 
the senior generations. As a result, the ratio of the public consumption of the young 
generations relative to the senior generations increased.

However, when we compare these values to the EU average, we clearly see that despite 
this increase, the public consumption for all age groups remains below this benchmark. 
The largest gap is for the senior generations, while the public consumption of young 
generations is the closest to the EU average. The total per-capita normalised public 
consumption in Poland is similar to the one observed in Germany, but lower compared to 
Spain and Sweden. It is also worth noting that the generational ratio of public consumption 
in Poland is more favourable for the young generations, compared to the values observed 
in the EU 25 as well as all selected countries.

The gap between the public consumption in Poland and the EU average is larger 
for health consumption. Regarding the working-age generations it is only slightly above 
two thirds of the EU average and even less when we compare to Sweden or Germany. 
The comparison is better for the young generations, as between 2004 and 2016, the ratio 
of the values for Poland to the EU average in 2010 increased by 15.2 p.p. Also, the 
senior generations noted the increase of public consumption by 19.8 p.p. As a result, 
the generational ratio of the public consumption on health, similarly to the total public 
consumption, is more favourable towards the young generations in Poland compared 
to the European average, Germany and Spain, but smaller than in Sweden. Between 
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2004 and 2016, following the increase of the public consumption on health of the senior 
generations, the generational ratio in per-capita consumption shifted towards the older 
generations.
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Figure 4. Normalised age profiles of public consumption in Poland, 2004 and 2016

Source: Own calculations.
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Public transfers inflows

Apart from the public consumption, individuals also receive public cash transfers, 
mainly in the form of pensions as well as other cash benefits that finance consumption, 
particularly of the senior generations. When we account for all public transfers, there is 
a significant shift towards the senior generation, which is indicated by the generational 
ratio. While the evolution of the public transfers for the young generations is mainly 
explained by the developments of public consumption for education and care, the changes 
for the working-age and senior generations are also driven by public policy regulations 
related to cash transfers. Increased public transfer inflows towards the working-age people 
in 2016 (between ages 26 and 45) is explained by the introduction of the new universal 
family 500+ benefit for families with at least two children below age 18, from April 2016. 
In the case of the senior generations, there is an observable downward shift of public 
transfer inflows between ages 50 and 69, which indicates delayed take up of pension 
benefits. This can be contributed to the increases in legal and effective retirement age 
(Chłoń-Domińczak, 2019).

Table 7.  Normalised per-capita public consumption by the broad age groups, Poland
vs. selected EU countries

Age group
Poland EU 25 DE ES SE Poland

(EU 25 average 2010 = 100)

2004 2016 2010 2004 2016

Public consumption (CG) per-capita

all 12.96 14.86 16.84 14.65 16.71 19.44  77.0  88.2

0–19  4.27  5.18  5.67  4.56  5.59  5.55  75.3  91.3

20–64  5.87  6.45  7.40  6.47  7.39  9.13  79.4  87.1

65+  2.82  3.24  3.77  3.61  3.73  4.76  74.7  85.8

0–19/65+  1.51  1.60  1.50  1.26  1.50  1.17 100.7 106.4

Public consumption on health (CGH) per-capita

all  3.0  3.5  4.5  4.8  4.8  5.0  67.3  78.0

0–19  3.05  3.54  4.53  4.79  4.81  4.96  81.1  96.3

20–64  0.49  0.58  0.60  0.66  0.61  0.77  66.9  68.3

65+  1.39  1.41  2.07  2.25  2.19  2.28  63.2  83.0

0–19/65+  0.41  0.37  0.32  0.35  0.30  0.40 128.4 115.9

Relative to average labour income of people aged 30–49
Source: Own calculations.
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Changes of the aggregate age profile of public transfer inflows in the analysed period 
show that with ageing of the post-war baby boom generations the peak of these inflows 
shifted from age 57 in 2004 to age 65.

Summarised per-capita public transfer inflows for all age groups in Poland in both 
analysed years are between 27- and 28-times average labour income of people aged 30–49 
(Table 8). The per-capita public transfers received by the young generations are around 
half of those received by the senior generations. In 2016, this ratio in Poland (0.47) was 
below the EU average (0.52), but similar to the ratio in Germany and Sweden. The total 
public transfer inflows for all age groups are below the EU average, with the gap smallest 
for the senior generations and largest for the working-age generations. The distribution of 
public transfer inflows by generations in Poland is similar to the one observed in Germany, 
while in Spain and Sweden the public transfer inflows are relatively higher.
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Figure 5. Normalised age profiles of public transfer inflows in Poland, 2004 and 2016

Source: Own calculations.

Table 8. Normalised per-capita public transfer inflows by the broad age groups, Poland vs. selected EU countries

Age group
Poland EU 25 DE ES SE Poland

(EU 25 average 2010 = 100)

2004 2016 2010 2004 2016

all 27.12 27.78 31.18 27.53 29.65 32.18 87.0 89.1

0–19  4.31  5.30  6.01  4.86  5.77  5.89 71.7 88.2

20–64 11.95 11.28 13.55 11.80 12.95 14.04 88.2 83.3

65+ 10.86 11.19 11.62 10.87 10.94 12.25 93.5 96.3

0–19/65+  0.40  0.47  0.52  0.45  0.53  0.48 76.7 91.6

Relative to average labour income of people aged 30–49 years
Source: Own calculations.
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Concluding the consumption assessment, the analysis of the NTA age profiles clearly 
shows that while the total consumption in Poland gradually converges to the European 
average (relative to labour income of those aged 30 to 49), the public consumption 
and public transfers remain below the EU average. This shows that the welfare state in 
Poland is still less developed compared to the representatives of the European countries: 
Germany, Spain and Sweden, and it is significantly distant in particular from the most 
generous Scandinavian model. The evolution of per-capita age profiles indicates that there 
is a shift towards a higher share of consumption of the senior generations, particularly 
between 2004 and 2012, while this trend slightly reversed in 2016. Furthermore, the 
consumption gap between Poland and the EU average declines regarding both the total 
and public consumption.

Labour income

The normalised per-capita age profiles of labour income show that between 2004 and 
2016, there was an increase of the labour income of people aged 40 year or over, relative 
to the average income of people in age group 30–49. This indicates extending working 
lives and later retirement due to the increased retirement age and limitation of early 
retirement routes in Poland (Figure 6, the left panel), which was also reflected in later 
take up of pensions, as discussed in the previous section. As a result, there is a visible 
increase of earnings of those in the working age, but also for people aged 65 and over. 
There are also changes of the aggregate labour income age profile — from the bimodal 
shape with two humps: lower for those in age group around 30 and larger for people in 
mid-40s to the curve with one maximum for generations in their mid-30s. This illustrates 
the impact of the changing age structure, in particular shifting the post-war baby boom 
cohorts from working generations to senior generations (Figure 6, right).
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Figure 6. Normalised age profiles of labour income in Poland, 2004 and 1016

Source: Own calculations.
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The observed shifts in the per-capita profiles make them more similar to the EU 
average of 2010, as our reference point (Table 9). However, labour income of those 
in working age in 2016 still remains below the EU average and much below the values 
observed in Sweden in 2010. It is also worth noting that labour income of the youngest 
group (0–19) in Poland also remains below the EU average, which can be explained by the 
organisation of the educational system in Poland, with the lower share of dual education 
system, compared particularly to Germany or Sweden. As a result, the young people in 
Poland enter the labour market once they complete their education, usually after they 
turn 18 or above. The most important change in the age profile can be noted in labour 
income of people aged 65 and over. While in 2004 their income was much below the 
EU average of 2010, in 2016 it exceeded this benchmark. There is also a convergence of 
labour income of those aged 20–64 towards the EU average, however, it remains below 
the values observed in Sweden, Spain and Germany.

Table 9. Normalised per-capita labour income by the broad age groups, Poland vs. selected EU countries

Age group
Poland EU 25 DE ES SE Poland

(EU 25 average 2010 = 100)

2004 2016 2010 2004 2016

Total 33.1 35.7 37.0 37.3 37.8 40.8 89.6  96.6

0–19  0.2  0.2  0.3  0.4  0.2  0.4 54.8  75.4

20–64 32.4 34.4 35.7 36.2 36.7 38.9 90.7  96.5

65+  0.6  1.1  1.0  0.8  0.9  1.5 58.1 108.1

Relative to average labour income of people aged 30–49 years
Source: Own calculations.

Lifecycle deficit

Between 2004 and 2016, the normalised per-capita age profile of lifecycle deficit 
(LCD) did not change much (Figure 7), with notable exception of people between ages 
47 and 67, in which there is some decline in the lifecycle deficit as well as increase of 
the lifecycle surplus, caused by the extended working lives and postpone retirement. As 
a result, the total number of years with the LCD surplus (that is labour income exceeding 
the total consumption increased from 26 years (from age 24 to 57) in 2004 to 30 years 
(from age 27 to 57) in 2016. The evolution of the aggregate profiles shows that the 
declining number of people aged 0–19 led to the smaller aggregate LCD for the young 
generations in parallel to the higher aggregate LCD for the senior generations, which 
size increased.
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Table 10 shows the normalised per-capita lifecycle deficit (LCD) in Poland for the 
broad age groups to the EU average, Germany, Spain and Sweden. The values from 2016 
for Poland are similar to the EU average, after the increase of lifecycle surplus for the 
generations 20–64 observed in 2016. The LCD of the young generations relative to wages, 
is smaller in Sweden and Germany while for the working-age generations lifecycle surplus is 
larger in these two countries. Furthermore, the normalised LCD of the senior generations 
is lower in Sweden. The boundaries of the LDC economically active age in Poland are 
becoming similar to the EU average due the increase of the upper limit in 2016. However, 
the upper limit is still below the one observed in Germany, Spain or Sweden.
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Figure 7. Normalised age profiles of lifecycle deficit in Poland, 2004 and 1016

Source: Own calculations.

Table 10. Normalised per-capita lifecycle deficit by the broad age groups, Poland vs. selected EU countries

Age group
Poland EU 25 DE ES SE Poland

(EU 25 average 2010 = 100)
2004 2016 2010 2004 2016

Lifecycle deficit
all 16.77 15.61 15.71 11.41 15.04 5.35 106.8  99.3
0–19 9.49 10.34 10.87 9.00 11.11 9.10  87.3  95.1
20–64 –3.74 –5.44 –5.78 –8.70 –6.43 –12.72  64.6  94.2
65+ 11.02 10.71 10.62 11.11 10.37 8.96 103.8 100.9

Economic active age (boundaries of the negative LCD)
Low 27 27 27 27 27 27
High 53 57 57 59 59 63

Economic dependency rate
young 0.35 0.34 0.34 0.28 0.34 0.25 102.7 100.8
old age 0.44 0.35 0.34 0.33 0.31 0.22 130.8 105.0
Total 0.78 0.69 0.67 0.61 0.65 0.47 116.7 102.9

Relative to average labour income of people aged 30–49
Source: Own calculations.
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Changes in the aggregate lifecycle deficit implied also some shifts in the economic 
dependency rate, which is defined as a ratio of aggregate lifecycle deficit of generations 
below and above the economically active age to the aggregate labour income (as proposed 
by Loichinger et al., 2017). The total economic dependency rate in Poland in 2016 was 
lower than in earlier years, which results from both the declining young economic 
dependency and the declining old-age dependency. The decline in the economic old-age 
dependency rate is the joint outcome of the increase of the economic activity age and 
the increase of labour income of people aged 50 years and over, that can be attributed 
to the rising retirement age. Despite these improvements, the economic dependency in 
Poland remains still above the 2010 level in Spain, Germany and particularly in Sweden 
and close (but above) EU the average.

Conclusions
The application of the National Transfer Accounts approach to analyse changes of the 

generational distribution of labour income, consumption (including the public and lifecycle 
deficit (LCD) in time provides a useful framework to assess the shifts in the generational 
balance under the remarkable changes in both economic and social developments as 
well the population age structure in Poland after 2004. The estimated per-capita age 
profiles of the NTA components and their aggregates, considered also for the broad 
age groups reflecting the young, working-age and senior generations respectively, allow 
for in-depth insights into evolving generational distributions, including responses to the 
research questions that were formulated in the introduction.

With regards to the first research question, we see that the generational distribution 
of lifecycle deficit and consumption were affected by economic, social and demographic 
changes. The dynamic economic growth led to the increase of major aggregates of national 
accounts, most notably consumption and labour income. The decomposition of the national 
accounts aggregates revealed that the total changes in the aggregate consumption, labour 
income, but also the lifecycle deficit derived from the NTA approach between 2004 and 
2016 were affected mainly by the wage growth and shifts in per-capita age profiles. The 
population change itself would lead to a decline of both consumption and labour income 
would decline in real terms, the former more than the latter. The changing age structure 
would also lead to the increase of the total aggregate lifecycle deficit. The potential 
demographic impact was reversed by growing wages and evolving age profiles of labour 
income and consumption.

We have also shown that intergenerational transfers evolved with the changes in the 
public policies as well societal preferences and behaviours that shape private consumption 
and intra-household transfers. The growth of public cash transfer inflows was faster than 
the public consumption, which indicates the increasing relative generosity of the social 
policies associated with cash transfer payments. This means that with the economic growth, 
there is an increased capacity of the welfare state to provide public transfers, particularly 
to the population groups that require support — the young and senior generations.
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The changes in the generational distribution of lifecycle deficit are under impact of 
shifts in the population age structure, as the per-capita LCD of younger generations 
slightly increased, while for the senior generations it declined. This means that the 
demographic developments affected mainly the age structure of the LCD and not its 
size, which is mitigated by the changes of the per-capita age profiles.

With regards to the second research question on the convergence of the outcomes 
of public policies in Poland to a particular type of welfare state in Europe, we observe 
that the slow reduction of the observe differences to EU average, Germany and Spain, 
while the distinction compared to Sweden remains. This confirms the conclusions of 
(Chłoń-Domińczak et al., 2019) who show distinct public transfers in the Scandinavian 
countries (including Sweden), compared to the largest group of countries, that includes 
Germany, Spain and Poland.

The age distribution of total consumption in Poland becomes similar to the EU-25 
average, but also quite similar to Spain, particularly in the case of young generation. There 
is also a gradual reduction of the gap in public consumption between the EU average and 
Poland for all generations. The total public consumption, particularly of the young and 
senior generations, became closer to the EU average, and similar to the ones observed 
particularly in Spain, but still lower compared to those in Sweden. The consumption part 
that increased the most in the analysed period is the aggregate health consumption. The 
increase of per-capita consumption, particularly at older ages, led to a total increase by 
30 p.p. in the case of public consumption and 40 p.p. in the case of private consumption 
on health. This is similar to the developments observed in other counties, such as the 
US or Sweden. With the technical progress and population ageing, the per-capita public 
consumption on health rises mainly for the pre-natal and post-natal health services as well 
as for those aged 65 and over. With population ageing progressing, it can be expected that 
this trend is most likely to continue. While the gap in the public consumption in health 
declined, particularly for the young and senior generations, it is still below the levels in 
the European countries. This indicates that in the future there might be a further pressure 
to increase per-capita public health consumption of the senior generations.

Another convergence that we observe is the extension of the boundaries of the 
economically active age. While the lower age limit remained similar to the other countries 
in Europe compared here, the upper age limit increased. However, it remains still below 
the EU average, Spain and Germany and, in particular, Sweden (63 years).

Finally, with regards to the third research question related sustainable evolution of 
the economic dependency in the future with progressing population ageing, our findings 
indicate that there were some developments that can support the stability of the economic 
dependency of the non-active population. We have shown that the growth of the aggregate 
lifecycle deficit caused by the population ageing in Poland was significantly mitigated by 
the evolution of the per-capita age profiles, including higher growth of labour income 
and relatively lower growth of consumption. If the direction of these developments were 
maintained in the future, Poland would be able to slow down the growth of the aggregate 
lifecycle deficit, despite the progress in population ageing. This ‘opportunity window’ 
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is conditioned on labour income growth being faster than consumption increase. The 
policy regulations implemented until 2016, particularly related to increasing effective 
retirement age, were conducive to such developments. Unfortunately, the 2017 regulation 
on a withdrawal from the higher retirement age can lead to a slower growth of labour 
income, and in turn impact the faster increase of the aggregate lifecycle deficit in the 
future.

Our findings indicate that the important role in mitigating the growth of the aggregate 
lifecycle deficit is played by the labour income at all ages, including the fast transition of 
young people to economic activity, but most importantly postponed transition to inactivity 
at older ages. Therefore, it is important to pursue policies that increase per-capita labour 
income, through investment in human capital and productivity. One of the important 
conclusions that can be drawn from our analysis is that with the increased consumption 
on health, the expenditure on public (and private) education declines, which may have 
an impact on the development of human capital in the future.

This is potential risk for implementing policies aiming at raising labour income at all 
ages, particularly of those in age groups 50 and over. The increased per-capita labour 
income, combined with slower growth of the consumption, can contribute to sustaining 
the generational balance in the future, despite advances in population ageing.
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Abstract
The essential feature of activation turn in labor market policy in Western European 

countries is reform of the labor administration, which affects the provision and delivery 
of the policy. The principles underlying governance reforms include decentralization 
and strengthened coordination, which help to reconcile local flexibility with the national 
ownership of the active labor market policy. However, few articles examine how these 
reforms are implemented in Central and Eastern European countries. The activation 
turn and territorial reforms there took place later than in Western European countries 
and possibly followed a different trajectory. Based on various materials, including legal 
acts, public employment services reports, expert releases, and others, the article traces 
the activation policies’ reforms and their impacts on the organizational arrangements in 
Latvia, Hungary, and Poland. The findings show that some organizational arrangements 
of the national PES in countries covered in this study predate the accession to the EU. 
The critical governance characteristics seem to be affected by the general administration 
reforms. Public employment services in the three countries have different levels of vertical 
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specialization, which determines the scope of reforms carried out in subsequent years. 
Further research should take into account the challenges of vertical coordination of the 
active labor market.

Key words: activation, governance, decentralization, coordination, autonomy

The activation turn has been one of the most significant social welfare and labor 
market policy reforms in the United States and Western European countries since the 
80s (López-Santana, 2015). The transformation towards active labor market schemes 
changed both the ‘demanding’ and ‘enabling’ policy instruments. The social protection 
support for the unemployed and economically inactive people of working age became 
less generous and more conditional. Simultaneously, the introduction of investments 
in job-seekers’ skills in training, vocational guidance, individual counseling, and others 
improved their employability (Eichhorst & Konle-Seidl, 2008). A hallmark of reforms 
was the changing ratio of active and passive labor market policy expenditures in favor of 
the former (OECD, 2021).

The activation altered the policy content and the organization of active labor market 
programs, leading to profound changes in governance structures and arrangements. 
Nowadays, providing activation services and income support is a task of multiple 
organizations from both the public and non-public sectors acting at the national and sub-
national levels. New modes of governance include implementing new public management 
instruments to increase the labor market programs’ efficiency. Strengthening the inter-
agency cooperation and partnership between public sector organizations (i.e., public 
employment services and social assistance administration) and other services providers 
is also an essential feature of governance reforms (van Berkel et al., 2011). Activation 
also resulted in the territorial reorganization of the welfare administration state and 
decentralization, but Public Employment Services (PES) remain the leading actor in 
employment policy. PES, which match labor force and demand on the labor market 
through various instruments, including job placement, vocational counseling, and active 
support measures, are considered to be authorities or government institutions, which act at 
local and national levels. However, when studied in detail, it turns out that organizational 
arrangements in which PES operate significantly differ between countries.

Organizational models of Public Employment Services
The main aspects of the contemporary Public Employment Services’ organizational 

model are autonomy, decentralization, and management structures, including coordination 
measures (Manoudi et al., 2014).

Autonomy usually refers to the judicial status, i.e., whether PES are executive agencies 
or independent public bodies. In the latter case, the PES is not a part of the ministry’s 
organizational structure (or department) and has its own governing body (European 
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Commission, 2020). In other words, the independent body might be supervised by the 
ministry, but it is not a part of the government department (Manoudi et al., 2014). The 
level of autonomy of the PES regarding national governments has profound consequences 
for the flexibility of Active Labor Market Policies. Greater independence of the PES 
can facilitate quick changes to its working model, which is essential in turbulent times 
such as recession or the last COVID-19 crisis (Lauringson & Lüske, 2021). On the other 
hand, a system with high PES autonomy requires a complex accountability framework and 
coordination measures to adjust ALMP to changing national priorities.

Recently OECD has offered a detailed framework to compare and classify the 
institutional set-up of active labor market policy (Lauringson & Lüske, 2021). It 
distinguishes five PES organizational models, ranging from very low independence to 
a very high degree of autonomy. These models are as follows:
• National PES that are part of a ministry (very low degree of autonomy)
• National PES that are not directly part of a ministry but are fully managed by a min-

istry (low degree of autonomy).
• National PES that have a tripartite management body (medium degree of autonomy);
• Sub-national PES with a national coordinating agency (high degree of autonomy)
• Sub-national PES with no national coordinating agency (very high degree of autonomy).

The majority of the EU countries represent an organizational model of Public 
Employment Services with a low or medium level of autonomy. This group consists of 
seventeen countries representing different social policy regimes and different systems 
of territorial units. However, we can see the significant presence of countries with the 
conservative-corporatist welfare state regime, such as Austria, Germany, and France, all 
above with a medium level of autonomy. Countries in that group are mainly unitary (notable 
examples here would be Sweden and France), but there are also examples of federal 
states such as Austria and Germany. In five EU countries (Cyprus, Luxemburg, Finland, 
Hungary, Ireland), public employment services are entirely integrated into the ministry, 
marking a very low degree of autonomy. The PES is organized as a national executive 
agency in next eight countries and fully managed by a ministry. This organizational set-up 
leaves a low degree of autonomy for the agency implementing ALMPs regarding the 
national government. The last two groups include countries in which the responsibilities 
to implement ALMPs lie within regional or local governments, which enjoy a significant 
level of independence in respect to the national government. This is a case in countries 
that have sub-national Public Employment Services (i.e., employment offices managed 
by a local or regional government) either with a national coordinating agency (Denmark, 
Spain, Italy) or subnational PES without a national coordinating agency (Belgium and 
Poland).

Decentralization, which is the second important feature of contemporary public 
employment services, changes intergovernmental relations as it shifts responsibilities for 
the state’s labor market policy. In the last two groups of countries, decentralization is the 
most profound as local and regional government is responsible for the most of tasks in 
labor market policy implementation and design. However, decentralization takes place in 
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other countries too, as it is one of the most important features of management structures 
of public employment services.

Public policy literature shows that we can distinguish between political (devolution), 
administrative and financial types of decentralization (Schneider, 2006). Devolution is 
a situation in which the central government gives territorial authorities (regional or local) 
power to pass the law specifying access to activation services and support forms. Since 
there are only unitary states in Central and Eastern Europe, this type of decentralization 
of labor market policy does not occur. Financial decentralization includes both the income 
and expenditure side, but this article looks mainly at shifts in responsibilities to finance 
ALMP. Administrative decentralization refers to the formal transfer of responsibilities in 
the organization, management, and implementation of the active labor market policies. 
It seems that this type of decentralization occurs most often in the context of active 
labor market policies. Administrative decentralization covers the overall service delivery 
process, including regulating organizational structures and work processes within public 
employment services. However, we can distinguish here some additional critical dimensions 
or administrative decentralization ‘components’ (Mosley, 2011; Weishaupt, 2014).

Subnational PES entities may have the power to adjust or reframe the centrally 
designed policy programs to local circumstances. In the most extreme instances here, 
the subordinate units would enjoy the possibility to develop their own strategies. On 
the other end of the spectrum, local employment offices may have to fulfill centrally 
defined targets and priorities with no or limited flexibility. Secondly, a key element is 
whether local, regional (or both) units are free to allocate financial resources between 
budget lines for activation policy. Sub-national units of public employment services may 
have global budgets and, therefore, decide how to use their financial resources. In other 
countries, local and regional units may have limited or no budget flexibility (Mosley, 2011; 
Weishaupt, 2014). This article looks mainly at the level of administrative and financial 
decentralization of the sub-national public employment services. In the analysis section 
of the text, we will screen whether and possibly to what extent local and regional actors 
have a program, delivery, and budget flexibility.

Since labor market policy remains a national priority in the majority of countries, 
it requires national coordination. Horizontal coordination depends on a partnership 
approach and intensity and quality in the involvement of social partners. The work of 
coordination bodies and structures is crucial for the institutionalization of cross-policy field 
coordination and holistic governance, which, for instance, can create one-stop institutions 
at the local level (Dingeldey et al., 2017). Vertical coordination usually takes the form of 
performance management (or management by objectives — MBO) schemes (Weishaupt, 
2014). The ministry of labor (or PES headquarters) sets overall goals and operational 
targets, which are then adjusted to local labor markets’ situations. Sub-national units 
have a varying degree of flexibility on how to achieve centrally agreed targets. We can 
distinguish two broad models of management by objective in Public Employment Services: 
the output or outcome-oriented model where performance is assessed against targets and 
the input-oriented model with more focus on controlling the adherence to detailed rules, 
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regulations, and procedures (Mosley, 2011). The first one mentioned above emphasis 
ex-post coordination and control. It looks at whether subordinate units have accomplished 
the desired goals and whether it is necessary to conduct corrective actions. The typical 
elements of output-oriented coordination are objective setting, monitoring, evaluation, 
and sanctions (Verhoest et al., 2005). The second one emphasis ex-ante coordination and 
control. It usually incorporates input measures such as level of spending or number of 
staff employed in local public employment services (Nunn, 2012).

Performance management is not the only coordination mechanism that we can find in 
public employment services. Building on public organization literature (i.e., Verhoest et al., 
2007), we can conclude the persistence of a more traditional, i.e., structural coordination 
mechanism in the PES operations, which allows the head (or the ministry) to influence the 
decisions of the subordinate unit through strict hierarchical lines. Structural instruments 
include the possibility of a reshuffle of competencies and lines of control, conducting 
organizational mergers, splits, and other organizational measures.

Labor market policies and governance reforms in CEE Countries
During the 1990s, all the CEE countries changed their centralized, command 

economies to the free-market system. The transition came at a high cost as the whole 
region had to cope with an economic crisis, a severe decline of income, inflation, and an 
increase in unemployment. In response to the social problems, many countries developed 
initial policy responses, including, among others, unemployment benefit schemes and 
social assistance provisions. In the following years, we saw further development of social 
policy programs, and many scholars started to trace the emergence of new welfare states 
in Central and Eastern Europe (Aidukaite, 2010).

While there is a broad agreement that CEE countries share some common features 
like lower social protection expenditures than Western European countries, it is debatable 
whether they form a distinctive social policy model. Alfio Cerami defined the existence 
of the CEE welfare model on three elements: pre-communist legacy (Bismarckian 
social insurance), communist legacy (universalism, corporatism, and egalitarianism), 
and post-communist trajectory of reforms towards market-based schemes and solutions 
(Cerami, 2006). Tomasz Inglot revealed in his study that due to distinct and profound 
institutional and political legacies, Visegrad countries (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, 
Slovakia) developed heterogeneous social policy institutions, however with a strong 
Bismarckian characteristic (Inglot, 2008). In a more recent study, Kati Kuitto neglects 
the emergency of a single model CEE welfare state and provides information on differing 
hybrid models of social policies in post-communist countries (Kuitto, 2016). Although the 
main organizational feature of CEE welfare state regimes is their Bismarckian blueprint, 
the output of social policies differs in terms of the level of social protection. In general, 
CEE countries spend less than old member states of the EU. Still, some countries are 
even less generous, especially concerning the expenditures for unemployment benefits 
(i.e., Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, and Slovakia).
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Markus Ahlborn, Joachim Ahrens and Rainer Schweickert demonstrated that Central 
and Eastern European countries’ economic systems cluster into two broad groups 
(Ahlborn et al., 2016). The first one shares many common features (i.e., limited social 
spending and a relatively higher degree of inequality) with the liberal model and consists 
of six countries (Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania, and Slovakia). The 
remaining four CEEC countries (Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia) share 
many institutional characteristics with the Continental model with a more generous social 
spending and focus on income equality.

Initially, the labor market policy consisted mainly of passive measures, including 
benefits for the unemployed and social security compensation, primarily for older 
workers (Deacon, 2000). Compared to the OECD countries, spending in labor market 
policies (especially in ALMP) in the CEEC region was reasonably low through the 1990s 
and 2000s. The situation started to change after the accession to the EU; however, the 
following years revealed essential differences across countries, i.e., Poland in 2004 spent 
a share of its GDP that was three times higher that spent by Latvia on ALMP.

All CEE countries have adopted measures similar to those in other OECD countries. 
However, when we look closer at those policy instruments, it turns out that they differed 
significantly in terms of benefit, coverage, and duration of their programs (Ribound et 
al., 2002). The ALPM consisted of various programs, including job search assistance and 
counseling, training for the unemployed, employment subsidies, direct job creation, and 
special programs for disadvantaged groups on long-term unemployed. Countries in the 
region had adopted similar organizational arrangements for LMP at the beginning of the 
1990s, but the situation started to change in the following years. Nevertheless, we can 
trace both some common characteristics and across CEE countries regarding their ALMP.

The capacity of the Active Labor Policies system is moderate compared to Western 
European countries. The level of expenditures on placement and related services per 
unemployed person as a percentage of GDP per capita, which indicates staff levels and 
caseloads in the employment services was in 2018 shallow (i.e., the indicator’s value was 
less than 1%) in five countries (Romania, Latvia, Bulgaria, Lithuania, Slovakia). PES 
capacity was moderate (less than 3%) in four countries (Poland, Slovenia, Hungary, and 
the Czech Republic) and only high in Estonia (3,5%) (Lauringson & Lüske, 2021).

In most CEE countries, public employment services have low or very low autonomy, 
with a government closely supervising and leading the majority of their task. In six 
countries, the PES is either a department of the ministry or forms a state agency fully 
managed by a ministry. Only in three countries PES have a tripartite management body, 
and therefore a medium level of autonomy.

The organizational model of public employment services remains also centralized 
in CEE region. Poland is the only country with sub-national PES (employment offices 
managed by the local and regional government) without a national coordinating agency.

Although we can acknowledge the essential characteristic of organizational models of 
Active Labor Policies in Central and Eastern European countries, we know less about the 
trajectory of their governance reforms, which started after the collapse of the communist 
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system. Thus, the dominant question is whether the institutional setups changed due to 
the activation of labor market policy, or their core features stayed relatively intact. In the 
old EU member states, the drive towards the activation of jobseekers produced profound 
institutional changes. For instance, in 2014 in Belgium, the regional PES received more 
power regarding the implementation of ALMP to raise their efficiency. Germany had 
even a more radical transition in the early 2000s marked by Hartz Commission reforms, 
which sought to make the German labor market more effective and labor administration 
more efficient (Finn & Peromingo, 2019).

To study governance changes in the CEE countries, we use the OECD typology 
of public employment organizational model, which will help us to track whether the 
major governance reform took place or not (for instance, from low to medium level of 
autonomy). Then, drawing on various materials, including legal acts, documents published 
by public employment services, expert reports, and others, we shall screen other possible 
changes, including decentralization and usage of coordination measures within a given 
organizational model.

Considering the ‘hybrid’ nature of CEEC’s social policies and different organizational 
settings of ALMPs, we decided to include three countries in our study. First, Latvia is an 
example of the liberal CEE model based on welfare state spending and income inequality 
indicators. At the same time, Latvia’s PES represents a low autonomy model, a standard 
in many countries in the region. Second, we decided to choose two Visegrad countries 
(Hungary and Poland). Although their share some standard features of the continental 
economic model, the two countries are very different in terms of their ALMP institutional 
systems, with very low (Hungary) and very high (Poland) PES autonomy.

Latvia
Latvia regained its independence in autumn 1991 and soon after implementing 

‘standard’ transformation reforms, which consisted of introducing the market mechanism, 
the liberalization of prices, and eliminating government subsidies for consumer goods and 
services (Åslund & Dombrovskis, 2011). The rise of transformation unemployment lasted 
until 1996, when the rate of unemployment reached the historical level of 20 percent, 
and then the situation improved gradually through the next twelve years. The financial 
and economic crisis of 2007–2008 had a severe impact on the Latvian economy, leading 
to recession and worsening the situation on the labor market. The unemployment rate 
rose from 2008 for three consecutive years and peaked again to almost 20 percent in 
2010. As the economic recovery has strengthened over the last years, Latvia has seen 
improvements in the unemployment rate, which stood at 7.41 percent by 2018. As shown 
in Table 1., Latvia, as the majority of OECD countries in the period 2004–2018, continued 
to spend the highest percentage of its labor market policy budget on unemployment 
benefits. The expenditures on labor policy were relatively modest throughout the period, 
except for 2009–2010 when the number of jobseekers claimants rose dramatically. As far 
as active measures are concerned, we can see some improvements after 2004 when Latvia 
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joined the EU and started participating in the European Social Fund-sponsored programs. 
However, it seems that ‘activation turn’ hardly took place in Latvia as the budget of active 
labor programs stayed on a low level of merely 0.18 percent of GDP in 2018.

In 1991, the Latvian government established the State Employment Service, a civil 
office under the supervision of the Ministry of Welfare (State Employment Agency (SEA), 
2021b). The main goal of the service was to reduce unemployment, support the unemployed 
and the job seekers. The 1999 reform strengthened the organizational unity of the PES. 
The government transformed the public employment service into a non-profit association 
State joint-stock company State Employment Service (the holder of State capital share 
was the Ministry of Welfare). In October 2003, the government again changed the State 
joint-stock company into the State Employment Agency, a direct administrative authority. 
Since 2007, Agency is a part of the government civil service institutions and stays under 
the close supervision of the ministry of welfare (State Employment Agency (SEA), 2021b). 
We can see that the public employment service in Latvia enjoys internal integrity and is 
accountable to the central government. The Support for Unemployed Persons and Persons 
Seeking Employment Law Act from 2002 stipulates only the Agency’s generic tasks. The 
status of the State Employment Agency is specified in government regulations and can 
be easily amended when necessary.

The PES organization of Latvia has only two levels: a central body and 28 regional 
offices, whose managers are subject and accountable to the central management 
(Kalvāne, 2015). Decentralization is limited, as the financial management, planning, 
including the design of strategies and targeting, and supporting functions (i.e., accounting, 
personnel management, and others) are restricted to the head office. The Latvian PES 
is governed through management by objectives. The ministry sets out policy goals to 
be implemented by the SEA (State Employment Agency (SEA), 2021a). In 2018 these 
goals covered improving the transition of the long-term unemployed to employment and 
supporting people with disabilities in the labor market (State Employment Agency (SEA) 
[Nodarbinātības valsts aģentūra], 2019). Based on the goals set, the Agency director 
determines an annual plan for their implementation and raises assignments for local 
employment offices. Within regional offices, goals for individual staff members are set 
up, and performance is assessed quarterly (OECD, 2019). Based on the goals set for 
employees, priorities for local employment offices are integrated into sets of targets that 
reflect SEA objectives. Indicators for evaluating the performance of regional offices 
include a share of unemployed and job seekers engaged in active labor market programs, 
participation of long-term unemployed in ALMP, and the transition of ALMP participants 
in employment (Kalvāne, 2015). In setting targets for local offices, differences between 
regions and the characteristics of the unemployed are taken into account (OECD, 2019). 
Since the organizational structure of the Public Employment Service is centralized, the 
structural coordination through influencing the local employment decisions via hierarchical 
lines towards head office also takes place.
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Hungary
Hungary was a unique country in the region, as the communist party had started 

economic reforms before the socialist system collapsed (Zídek, 2014). After the 
parliamentary elections in spring 1990, the first government not dominated by Communists 
continued gradual reforms. The country did not avoid the transformation recession, 
and unemployment rose to 11% in 1993 and started to decline soon after. However, 
the unemployment rate in Hungary was low compared to most countries in the region, 
especially Poland. Unemployment increased again due to the 2008–2010 crisis, reaching 
11 percent of the labor force.

Hungary’s expenditures on LMP were below an average level among OECD countries 
(Table 1). They were equal to 0.46 percent of GDP in 2004 and stayed reasonably stable 
until 2018, except for 2009–2010, in which the expenditures amounted to 0.66 percent 
of the country’s GDP. The size of spending on active and passive measures was similar 
when the country joined European Union, but in 2012, the former exceeded the latter 
and stayed on until now. It means that, at least in quantitative terms, the ‘active turn’ did 
take place. However, expenditures stayed on relatively low level compared to the OECD 
average.

Table 1. Spending on Labor Market Policies as a percentage of GDP

Type
of LMP

Spending on LMP

2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

Hungary
ALMP 0.23 0.24 0.22 0.31 0.24 0.36 0.36 0.31

PLMP 0.23 0.21 0.18 0.35 0.23 0.22 0.18 0.14

Latvia
ALMP 0.12 0.24 0.12 0.56 0.23 0.19 0.19 0.18

PLMP 0.36 0.27 0.33  0.7 0.26 0.36 0.44  0.4

Poland
ALMP 0.36 0.45 0.55 0.68 0.43 0.48 0.44 0.36

PLMP 1.01  0.7 0.35 0.34 0.32 0.31 0.24 0.15

OECD
Countries

ALMP 0.52 0.49 0.45 0.58 0.52 0.53 0.52 0.48

PLMP 0.85 0.72 0.65 0.96 0.88 0.83 0.74 0.64

Source: OECD. (2021).

The origins of Hungarian contemporary public employment service lay in the 
communist period. In 1984 the government established the State Wage and Labor Office 
with subordinate regional units (i.e., employment county councils and local offices) in 
a uniform national agency logic (however, without the legal status of agency) (Györgyi, 
2018). The communist government took out employment services from the general public 
administration; therefore, the level of specialization was high, and these organizational 
arrangements survived the change of economic system. In 1991, the new employment 



Tomasz Mering40

act upheld the three-level structure, which consisted of the National Labor Centre (the 
national tier), the capital, and twenty county centers that formed the regional level 
and 183  local offices. The county centers and local offices functioned within a single 
organizational system (but never as a single legal person) under the management of the 
NLC (Györgyi, 2018). The ministry of labor provided financial resources for the PES 
operations.

In 1997, the government limited the autonomy of the public employment service. 
The ministry of labor took over the management of the PES, which has stayed within 
the general public administration ever since. The PES head office that operated under 
different names at the beginning of the 2000s was subordinate to the cabinet ministers. 
Later on, the government made several further amendments in public employment 
services organization, including, among others, the institutional merger with occupational 
safety offices and swings concerning the affiliation to the different ministries within the 
government.

The complete integration of the PES into the general administrative structure took 
place in 2011. Four years later, the reforms abolished the head office (the National 
Labor Office) and subordinated the public employment services to different government 
departments (Hungary: Closure of national employment office | Eurofound, n.d.). The 
Ministry of National Economy supervised the core functions of the PES. At the same 
time, the Ministry of Interior governed the public works schemes, and the Ministry of 
Human Capacities controlled occupational rehabilitation services (the ministry responsible 
for interior affairs took over later on the responsibility for the social inclusion). These 
reforms produced a complicated situation in which strategic management was divided 
between the different government departments without good liaison, which indicated low 
horizontal specialization. What is more, the supervision and management control of the 
line ministries over the PES network was weakened by the fact that the Prime Minister’s 
Office controlled the human resources and infrastructure of the PES network.

Viktor Orbán’s government (in power since 2010) carried out reforms of the territorial 
organization of labor administration. The 2011 reform amalgamated the county labor 
centers and 170 branch offices with county general government offices. Since 2015 the 
National Employment Service (the new label of Hungarian PES) has been fully integrated 
into the general government offices both at the county (NUTS3) and micro-region (district 
level) (ICON Institut Public Sector GmbH, 2015). One-stop shops deliver various active 
labor market programs and overall support of the unemployed at the grass-roots level 
by 172 district employment offices, which marks the administrative decentralization. 
However, the program and financial decentralization are limited as the PES governance 
structure is highly centralized with a strong power of the prime minister’s office and 
governmental departments. The financial resources for PES come from the (contribution-
based) Nation Employment Fund. The subordinate units had no budget flexibility as they 
cannot move financial resources between the budget lines. The program decentralization 
is limited as local units were only consulted on the scope of national programs, and they 
have no power to design their strategies (Weishaupt, 2014).
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Since 2015 the National Employment Service has developed a complicated vertical 
coordination system that consists of both, i.e., structural and performance management 
instruments. The district PES units report to the employment department of the 
county-level offices, but the head of the government at the district level employs their 
staff. The status of county-level offices is again complex as the government commissioners 
of counties employ their team, but the head of department reports to the three different 
government departments (ICON Institut Public Sector GmbH, 2015). The district PES 
offices are in close cooperation with regional and central management. There are regular 
reporting and control mechanisms between district and county and between the county 
and central level on general performance (related to financial/input and output targets) 
(ICON Institut Public Sector GmbH, 2015). By 2018 the coordination of the active labor 
policies was fragmented. The part of ALMP measures that the Ministry for National 
Economy supervised was based on input indicators and targets negotiated between the 
region (county) and the ministry. On the other hand, the Ministry of Interior that oversaw 
the public work schemes relied more on top-down input targets.

Poland
One of the underlying principles of Polish social policy in the communist times was full 

employment. The participation rates were much higher throughout the whole period than 
in capitalist countries. The communist economy suffered from a chronic, recurrent labor 
shortage, threatening the centrally planned economic goals (Kornai, 1992). Job placement 
remained the primary labor market policy tool since the late 1940s. Labor administration 
was a part of the communist state bureaucracy. It worked with publicly funded companies 
and schools using mainly administrative job brokerage measures. Official unemployment 
of the registered kind was absent, and as a consequence, the unemployment benefit 
(although the unofficial unemployment has not disappeared).

In 1990, the first post-communist government of Tadeusz Mazowiecki initiated reforms, 
which rapidly converted the central planning economic model into a free-market system. 
After introducing the reforms, the situation in the labor market changed abruptly, and 
the number of claimants registered in the labor offices rose from nothing to 1.2 million in 
December 1990 and then doubled through the following year. The rise of transformation 
unemployment lasted until mid-1990s, when the harmonized ILO unemployment rate 
reached level of 16 percent in 1993. In late 1990s and at the beginning of the 2000s, Polish 
labor market suffered from stagnation resulting from the Russian financial crisis in 1997 
and a subsequent economic slowdown. The situation quickly improved after 2004 due to 
economic growth after the EU accession and thanks to the labor migration. As shown in 
Table 1., Poland, as the majority of OECD countries in the beginning of the 2000s, has 
spent the highest percentage of its labor market policy budget on unemployment benefits. 
However, the expenditures on labor policy were higher than in Latvia and Hungary. As far 
as active measures are concerned, we can see substantial improvements after 2004 when 
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Poland joined the EU. Since 2008, the size of spending on active measures has exceeded 
the budget of passive programs and stayed on until now.

The state response to the transformation unemployment was quick. The Act on 
Employment of 1989 (entered into force on January 1, 1990) established the labor 
administration, registering claimants and paying out the unemployment benefit. The 
labor administration was a part of the employment and social affairs departments of 
regional and provincial offices operating since communist times and, therefore, a general 
state administration. In 1991, the parliament passed a new law (the Employment and 
Unemployment Act) that changed the PES status to a specific governmental labor 
administration, which acted in agency-like logic. The Public Employment Services formed 
a three-level system in which national headquarters coordinated subordinate regional and 
district labor offices through strict lines of structural control. As we can see, the 1991 
reform increased the level of vertical specialization, and the solutions adopted in Poland 
were similar to those existing at that time in Latvia and Hungary. District offices dealt with 
registration of the unemployed, payment of benefits, job placement, and implementation 
of active labor market programs (the latter were limited at that time mainly due to the 
lack of sufficient financial resources).

The 1998–2000 reform delegated responsibility for labor market policy to regional and 
local self-government administration. It was a part of a broad decentralization reform of 
a state. From 1999 a new administrative system includes three authority levels: communal 
(gmina), county (poviat), and regional (voivodship). Since decentralization, labor market 
policy has been implemented through 16 voivodship labor offices and 340 poviat labor 
offices. The minister of labor coordinates the public employment services at all levels. 
In practice, the governmental coordination proved to be complex as each territorial 
level is autonomous with no hierarchical relationship (Kalužná, 2009). The Marshal 
(board chairman) of the voivodship self-government director employs the director of the 
regional labor office. The mayor (again, board chairman) of the poviat self-government 
appoints the director of the county labor office. The changes introduced in 1999 brought 
a comprehensive reform of the public employment services in Poland. A horizontal 
system has emerged in place of vertical accountability, contributing to the fragmentation 
of regional and local labor market policies (Baron-Wiaterek, 2008). The system shift was 
stable as amendments that came into force in the following years, including the adoption 
of a new law in 2004 (act on the promotion of employment and labor market institutions) 
did not change the core characteristics of the PES organization.

Since 1999, Poland represents a decentralized model of the labor market. 
Administrative decentralization occurs as county labor offices took responsibility for the 
organization, management, and implementation of the active labor market policies. They 
register the unemployed and job seekers, initiate and organize labor market services and 
instruments, and grant unemployment-related benefits. There are national regulations 
on the eligibility criteria for active labor policy are. However, local labor administration 
enjoys the discretionary power to choose between different policy instruments in specific 
target groups, including the tailor-made ‘individual plans’ for long-term unemployed. 
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The LMPs financing comes from the central contribution-based Labor Fund, but local 
units are relatively free to allocate financial resources between budget lines. Program 
decentralization also occurs as poviat labor offices design their strategies of employment 
promotion and activation of the labor market. Vertical coordination consists of both the 
standardization of labor market services and input-oriented financial planning. However, 
since 2014, the allocation of funds among local labor offices partially depends on the 
effectiveness of the ALMP. In the same year, the amendment to the promotion of 
employment and labor market institutions act introduced regional programs that slightly 
strengthened the coordination of labor market policy at the voivodship tier.

Summary
Various studies show that labor market policies had differed across the CEE countries 

before they acceded to the EU and stayed diverse until now (Csillag et al., 2013; Ribound 
et al., 2002). However, many scholars confirm that European integration accelerated 
the labor market reforms in the 2000s and, in general terms, shifted LMPs from more 
passive-oriented to more active measures (Mailand, 2008). The last one is only partially 
confirmed by quantitative data. Overall expenditure on labor market policy usually rises 
when the unemployment rate (and the number of claimants) is high, as it happened in 
the early 1990s due to the transformation recession and in the economic crisis 2008–2010. 
Both unemployment benefits and active measures in the CEE countries are financed from 
the same funds. When unemployment increased, and the fund was on the same level, 
fewer financial resources remained for active programs. However, spending on active 
labor market policies was supported after 2004 thanks to the European Social Fund. 
The Central and Eastern European countries used the ESF to increase the labor market 
participation rate, reduce structural unemployment, promote lifelong learning, social 
inclusion, and combat poverty. These were consistent with the European Employment 
Strategy and its employability approach (Raveaud, 2007). As a result, Europeanisation 
has contributed to relative shifts from passive to active labor market policies in the CEEC 
and, in general terms, supported the paradigm of activation.

The public employment services remained the critical instrument for the implementation 
of employment policies.

In Latvia, Hungary, and Poland, the growth of unemployment produced similar policy 
responses at the beginning of the transformation. Governments set up specialized labor 
administrations, where territorial units were linked to the national public employment 
services headquarters through strict vertical lines of control and accountability. This 
system solution was in use until the late 1990s, when crucial institutional reforms 
took place. In Hungary government limited the autonomy of the public employment 
service and took over the management of the PES in 2015. In Poland, decentralization 
resulted in the municipalization of the PES, which came into force in 1999 and was 
accomplished in 2002. In the two countries, the core governance structure has not changed 
since then.
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We can notice here that in all three countries at the beginning of the transition, national 
PES were not directly part of ministries responsible for labor affairs but were fully managed 
by ministries. Therefore, they had a low degree of autonomy. This situation has not changed 
in Latvia, where PES operated as a state agency or an executive agency under the control 
of the government through the whole period. However, in the case of Hungary, we can find 
one major policy shift from a low to very low autonomy, which was marked by the abolition 
of the National Labor Office in 2015 and the dispersal of its power and responsibilities to 
different ministries within the government. On the other hand, in Poland, we can distinguish 
two significant policy changes. In the first wave of reform, decentralization came into force, 
but the National Labor Office (Krajowy Urząd Pracy) coordinated an employment policy. 
Therefore, it was a shift from a low to a high degree of autonomy. In 2002, the National 
Labour Office was abolished, and since then, Poland has had sub-national PES with no 
national coordinating agency (a very high degree of autonomy).

The rationale for this policy shifts was different from policy changes in Western 
European countries. In Germany, the restructuring of the Federal Employment Agency 
came into force due to the reforming labor market and social welfare system (Hartz reforms, 
2003–2005). In the UK, establishing the Jobcentre Plus in 2001–2003 and its subsequent 
amendments were part of the broad welfare reforms within the activation paradigm. 
Contrary to the countries mentioned above, reforming national public employment 
services was overshadowed by the general changes of the public administration aiming 
at centralization reinforced by financial constraints (Hungary) (Ágh, 2013) and reforms 
of the territorial government system (Poland). In this last country, the reform was an 
element of decentralization driven by a reluctance to the previous overly centralized 
system (Mosley, 2011). The situation in Latvia was different as in the beginning, the 
national PES took shape of the agency model and have stayed still until now.

When the general models of the public employment service have been set up in 
three countries covered in this paper, they determined the scope of reforms carried 
out in subsequent years. In Latvia, the agency model allowed the implementation of 
the performance management with the system of input and output-oriented benchmark 
targets. In Hungary, subordination of the PES to the central government resulted in 
vast structural reforms. The managerial mergers, reshuffling of competencies, and 
centralization are here the standard features of reforms. In Poland, the constitutional 
principles of self-government and subsidiarity gave the government less room for structural 
reforms. The amendments to the employment act were frequent, but they presented fairly 
minor changes to the existing system. In 2014, the government attempted to strengthen 
the vertical coordination at the regional level.

Decentralization remains a relatively stable feature of the public employment services 
in the three countries. The subordinate units performed their actions mainly at normative 
regions and microregions and stayed intact for years. In turn, the reforms aiming at 
improving both vertical and horizontal coordination of the public employment services 
are the main features of recent changes. The main challenge is to reconcile local flexibility 
with the proper level of coordination and control.
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Abstract
The aim of the study is to provide a subjective assessment of security in the social 

dimension of rural households during the COVID-19 pandemic. To achieve the objective, 
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1 Correspondence: ul. Nowy Świat 72, 00-330 Warszawa; email: skalinowski@irwirpan.waw.pl; 
www.skalin.pl

2 Correspondence: ul. Wojska Polskiego 28, 60-637 Poznań; email: aleksandra.luczak@up.
poznan.pl



Social (in)security — the ambivalence of villagers’ perceptions during COVID-19 4949

situation in the country, an increase in family poverty and an increase in unemployment 
in Poland. One of the most important findings is the dichotomy of the perceptions of the 
respondents, who assess the situation of their household better than that of the country. 
A different perspective on security is also provided by the rural optimism index, which 
can also be seen as a measure of vulnerability to social security. The considerations and 
analyses presented can be useful for both theoretical and practical purposes. The study 
improves knowledge on how households function under conditions of vulnerability. They 
also constitute a voice in the discussion on security in the social dimension.

Key words: social security, dichotomy of perceptions, rural households, COVID-19

Introduction 
The pandemic has affected almost every person and almost every place in the world. 

However, it can be stated that coronavirus in Poland is more an urban than a rural 
disease. People living in rural areas are less likely to be affected by COVID-19. In large 
urban areas, vulnerability is mainly related to population density, which has necessitated 
the implementation of strict interventions in the form of lockdowns and social distancing 
practices. At the time of the pandemic, scientific research is being conducted worldwide on 
its human, social and economic impact. Domestic level analyses in the USA showed higher 
COVID-19 infection rates in urban areas compared to rural areas in the Northeast and 
Mid-Atlantic regions at the beginning of the epidemic. However, over time, the intensity 
of the epidemic has shifted to rural areas (Cuadros et al., 2021). Agnoletti, Manganelli 
and Piras (2020) state that it is interesting to note that in Italy, the lower number of 
COVID-19 cases cannot be explained by the lower population density of these areas or 
by other demographic, economic or environmental features. Kerbage et al. (2021) also 
highlight the distinctiveness of rural areas and their needs in the face of the pandemic. 
It can be assumed that the reasons for the different temporal dynamics between urban 
and rural areas may be varied.

It is an undeniable fact that COVID-19 has changed lives around the world and has 
become part of Bauman’s (2000) liquid modernity. In addition to the direct impact of 
coronavirus on health and mortality, strong social and economic constraints and disruptions 
should be noted. These pandemic influences are likely to have far-reaching effects on 
human well-being for a long time (cf. Sumner et al., 2020). Despite that, individuals as well 
as entire societies are looking for appropriate solutions to this difficult situation. Changes 
in the daily life of households, the functioning of workplaces, or teaching in schools are 
manifested, for example, in the reorganisation of work-life, changes in shopping habits, 
or the transformation of schools to distance learning. The authorities are also adapting 
to the current situation by trying to counteract the effects of the pandemic on both the 
economy and society. At the same time, there is a great deal of research related to human 
adaptation to a new reality during the pandemic (Akhtar, 2021; Asmundson & Taylor, 
2020; Chulasiri et al., 2020; Cortes & Forsythe, 2020; Halamska, 2020; Hall et al., 2020; 
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Han et al., 2020; Kalinowski, 2020a; Kalinowski & Wyduba, 2020; McCarthy, 2020; 
Naeem, 2021; Nolting, 2020; Tavares & Betti, 2021; Zwęglińska-Gałecka, 2020). This 
leads to a conundrum and reflection related to the security of the rural population under 
conditions of uncertainty.

This article presented is part of extensive research conducted on the situation of the 
households during the coronavirus period. It should be added that this research is also 
part of the research related to living with uncertainty (cf. Beck, 2004; Kalinowski, 2014; 
Knight, 1921; Zalega, 2008), with the most acute problems being fears of the loss of job, 
income and an uncertain future. Hence, the study was designed to assess the situation of 
rural households in Poland during the COVID-19 pandemic.

There are vari ous studies emerging worldwide related to rural analysis during 
pandemics. These studies address different aspects: health, social, economic, or 
psychological (Bu et al., 2020; Cuadros et al., 2021; de Luca et al., 2020; Dutta & Fischer, 
2021; Jia et al., 2021; Kansiime et al., 2021; Kerbage et al., 2021; Malatzky et al., 2020). 
Analyses of rural areas in countries such as Italy, the United Kingdom, the United States, 
Canada, China, Lebanon, or Ecuador reveal problems related to fewer health services, 
weaker health and sanitation infrastructure, inadequate social protection and numerous 
problems in rural governance and sometimes endemic poverty (e.g., in India). In a number 
of countries (including Norway, the United States, Canada, Australia), the migration of 
people from cities to the countryside has also become a problem, as rural areas have 
been considered oases of safety (Malatzky et al., 2020). These factors contribute to 
the difficulty of handling a pandemic. Furthermore, activities are often centralised in 
urbanised areas, while rural and peripheral areas may be neglected (Kerbage et al., 2021). 
The positive aspects include that living in the rural area has been credited as a protective 
factor against the negative effects of loneliness during a pandemic (Bu et al., 2020). Rural 
areas compared to urban areas have other additional advantages that are important during 
a pandemic, such as lower population density, tighter social networks, more green space, 
and better self-sufficiency of food supply (Jia et al., 2021).

Based on the quoted studies and the extensive analysis by Haghani et al. (2020) on 
security, it is possible to identify gaps in the security dimensions presented. It should be 
noted that there is a lack of research on the perceptions of social security of the population, 
especially those living in rural areas. Due to these reasons, an attempt was made to 
identify changes in the perceptions of social security of rural households in Poland that 
occur during the pandemic. Against this background, the main objective of the research 
emerges, which is the subjective assessment of the situation of rural households regarding 
their security in the social dimension during the COVID-19 pandemic. Achieving the 
main objective was also possible through the search for answers to the following research 
questions:
1. Do respondents feel that the situation in Poland and in their own household could get 

worse?
2. Are rural households worried about poverty during the pandemic?
3. Do respondents have a sense of job security?
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Three research hypotheses were also formulated indicating as follows:
H1: In the pandemic period studied, rural households had a strong sense of the possibility 

of deterioration in Poland and in their own household at the same time.
H2. The subjective perceptions of rural households about the fear of poverty increased 

during the pandemic period.
H3. Respondents living in rural areas are not worried about losing their own jobs despite 

the possibility of increased unemployment in the country.
The verification of the stated hypotheses is based on a four-stage primary study of 

rural households in Poland, conducted using the CAWI (Computer-Assisted Web Interview) 
method in April, June, and September 2020 and in April 2021.

We also used the statistical methods to verify the hypotheses. The structure indicators 
were used to present the shares of responses of rural households about perceptions of 
social security. The similarity of response structures between study stages was examined 
using the similarity of structures index. Consistency of criterion assessment between the 
situation in one’s own household and the situation in Poland was checked using the 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. We also examined optimism of rural households based on 
the rural optimism index.

The article is structured as follows. Section two presents a brief discussion on the 
definition of social security. Section three discusses data sources and research methods. 
Section four presents statistical findings on the households’ subjective assessment of their 
security situation in the social dimension during the coronavirus pandemic in Poland. The 
final section provides a summary.

Understanding social security
In lexical terms, security is the state of not being threatened (Dictionary of the Polish 

Language, 2021) and, as stated by Ivan (2011), the last decade of the twentieth century 
witnessed the beginning of an extensive scientific discussion on this topic in all spheres 
of everyday life. The concept of security has evolved over time and today can be defined 
in different ways. Starting from the original and narrow definition of security in military 
terms, it is necessary to shift to its current broader conception. The broad meaning of 
the term includes security and protection against difficult situations, damage, or forced 
change, starting from natural events and ending with threats to a nation’s independence 
(cf. Høyland, 2018). Gierszewski (2018) states that “a multidimensional view of security 
has now become the standard approach”, however, it does not have a consistent definition. 
Webb and Wills-Herrera (2012) on the other hand, indicate that safety should address the 
interactions between different economic, social, political, cultural and now epidemiological 
systems. The last dimension, with the constantly increasing threat of disease, seems to be 
the most important in recent months.

Social security is one of the fundamental dimensions of human security and is closely 
linked to poverty and related problems. Its various definitional references can be found 
in the source literature “from social pathologies through social security, social assistance 
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or economic and social activity improving (enabling) people’s livelihoods” (Gierszewski, 
2018). It should also be mentioned that the Copenhagen School distinguishes between 
societal security and social security within social (public) security. The first is related to 
the society and collective identity of the country, and the second is to the single person 
and individual identity (Gierszewski, 2018). In the full understanding of the concept of 
social security, the concept of human security as freedom from distress and fear for all 
individuals (Human Development Report, 1994), as opposed to national security focusing 
on the defence of the whole country against various threats, is important. In this view, 
a person is part of the collective population of a country. It should be noted, however, that 
the interests of states often take precedence over the interests of their individual residents.

Social security can be defined as the “protection of the existential basis of people’s 
lives, ensuring the possibility of satisfying individual needs (material and spiritual), 
the fulfilment of life aspirations by creating conditions for work and education, health 
protection and pension guarantees” (Skrabacz, 2012). McKay and Rowlingson (1999) 
define them in a slightly different way, as “all the ways in which people organise their 
lives in order to ensure access to an adequate income”. Høyland (2018) highlights that 
social security is about creating favourable conditions for people to live well. In contrast, 
Yu and Li (2021) argue that one of the main objectives of social security is to provide 
“financial support to those deemed to be poor or facing the threat of poverty”. Moreover, 
it is worth adding that the subjective feeling of security is one of the main dimensions 
affecting development and well-being.

The combined insights from the literature review have resulted in a definition of social 
security that highlights the multidimensionality of the concept. We focus on a broader 
definition of the household’s subjective security state concerning the social dimension 
and propose to adopt a general definition of it as: the household’s perceptions of a state 
of not being threatened in relation to existing socio-economic, political, cultural and 
epidemiological conditions. More precisely, it should be added that it is a subjective 
feeling of satisfaction of fundamental and essential, material and non-material needs 
of a household and the ability of its members to obtain financial means for their own 
maintenance at least at the existing living standard and ensuring the fulfilment of life 
aspirations irrespective of the circumstances.

Haghani et al. (2020) identified key dimensions related to safety in the COVID-19 
pandemic. These relate to medical aspects, social security, food safety, mental health 
and home security. In contrast, there is limited research interest in economic and social 
security, cyber security and supply chain security. They also emphasised that more research 
is justified “on the effectiveness, equity, and sustainability of implemented policies and 
legislative actions to help protect the economic safety of societies at both micro and macro 
levels to mitigate or manage the financial fallouts caused by the epidemic” (Haghani 
et al., 2020).

It should be noted that the involvement of local authorities in ensuring social security 
is also important. Dutta and Fischer (2021) observe that countering the COVID-19 
pandemic needs to combine public health and basic social protection measures in a very 
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short time frame and on an unprecedented scale. Igra et al. (2021) add that the negative 
effect of activities that directly impact the mitigation of the effects of coronavirus on 
human health is that existing economic vulnerabilities and gaps in the social safety net 
have been exacerbated because government assistance has been limited, delayed, and 
unevenly distributed.

Data sources and research methods
The data used in this study are part of a research project entitled My situation during the 

coronavirus period („Moja sytuacja w okresie koronawirusa”) (Kalinowski, 2020b; Kalinowski 
& Łuczak, 2021). The primary study was conducted using CAWI (Computer-Assisted 
Web Interview) method in four stages: in April, June and September 2020 and in April 
2021. Due to the difficulty of direct contact with surveyed rural households during the 
pandemic, a computer-assisted interview using a website was used. The research sample 
at each stage of the study included 521 rural households represented in each voivodship 
in Poland. It should be added that the sample is larger than the minimum research sample 
size at the assumed significance level of 0.05.

Rural households were subject to self-assessment and expressed opinions on the 
situation in the country. The possibility of a worsening of the situation in their own 
households, a loss of financial stability and a loss of jobs was assessed, as well as the 
possibility of a worsening of the situation in Poland, an increase in family poverty and 
unemployment. The study used a five-point ordinal measurement scale and verbal 
descriptions. The measurement scale used in the study features five categories, where 1 
is the most optimistic response in relation to the criterion under study and 5 is the most 
pessimistic statement in relation to the criterion under study. In other words, the higher 
the rating value, the lower the feeling of social security.

The study used structure indicators that present the shares of responses of rural 
households expressed on a five-point ordinal scale. The similarity of response structures 
between study stages was examined using the similarity of structures index (Sobczyk, 
2010):
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where: wt, ws — vectors of response structures in stages t and s; wt = [w1t, w2t, …, wPt]T,
ws = [w1s, w2s, …, wPs]T, P — number of response variants in the question. The value of 
the structure similarity index takes values from 0 to 1. The closer the value of the index 
is to 1, the greater the similarity of the response structures being compared.

The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient (a) was also used to assess the consistency of 
criterion scores between the situation in one’s own household and the situation in Poland. 
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient is a measure of internal consistency and demonstrates what 
is the relationship between the criteria. The value of a should be between 0 and 1. The 
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higher the value of the coefficient, the greater the consistency (interrelatedness) of the 
assessments. Consistency is assumed if: a ³ 0.9 — very high consistency, 0.8 £ a < 0.9 
— high, 0.7 £ a < 0.8 — acceptable, 0.6 £ a < 0.7 — questionable, 0.5 £ a < 0.6 — 
poor, a < 0.5 — unacceptable.

Rural optimism index (Wskaźnik Optymizmu Wiejskiego, WOW) values were also 
calculated as part of the rural household’s self-assessment of its situation and the situation 
in the country according to the formula (cf. Roszkowska & Jefmanski, 2021):
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where: N1it — the number of rural households that commented positively (responses 
1 and 2) on the i-th criterion, N2it — the number of rural households that commented 
negatively (responses 4 and 5) on the i-th criterion, t — the stage of the study (t = 1, 2, 
3, 4); p(•) — the number of features within the evaluation of the own household situation 
(country situation); (•) — (w) for own situation and (k) for the country situation. The  
WOW(•)t values range from 0 to 1. The higher the value of the index, the greater the 
optimism of rural households.

The study assesses the perceptions of social security of rural households during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Perceptions about the possibility of a worsening of the situation 
of their own household and the future situation in Poland were analysed. Changes in 
respondents’ perceptions of the possibility that their own household situation will 
deteriorate in the near future, that they will lose financial stability, and that they will lose 
their jobs were presented in four research stages. The respondents’ perceptions about 
the security of their own household were compared with their perceptions about the 
uncertainty of the future situation in Poland in terms of the possibility that the situation 
in the country will deteriorate in the near future, the possibility that family poverty will 
increase and that there will be an increase in unemployment in the country.
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Figure 1. Stages of research in view of the situation in Poland

Source: Own work.
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At the beginning of the analyses, it is worth briefly presenting the background of the 
situation in the country as it was during the different stages of the study (Figure 1). After 
the pandemic was declared, many measures were taken internationally and in Poland 
too to limit the spread of infection. By the time of the first stage of the study in Poland, 
numerous restrictions had been introduced. They were related to travel, movement and 
assembly. The economy was frozen, and remote learning was introduced in schools and 
higher education institutions. Between stages I and II, the lifting of restrictions began. 
During stage II, further restrictions were lifted and the economy was slowly unfrozen. 
In stage III of the study, the country was divided into red, yellow, and green zones with 
different restrictions, depending on the number of infections. In stage IV, the red area 
with numerous restrictions was in force throughout the country.

Research results
In April 2020 (stage I of the study), more than 44% of respondents believed that the 

situation in their household could worsen, while only around 19% of respondents were 
confident about this (Figure 2). In June (stage II of the study), the percentage of definitely 
pessimistic assessments decreased by more than 10 p.p. and no longer amounted to a full 
8%, with almost 22% of households still feeling that their situation could get worse. 
In September (stage III), the share of respondents assuming that the situation of their 
own household could deteriorate was similar. In contrast, in April 2021 (stage IV) the 
group of persons who thought deterioration was possible increased to over 37%. This was 
compounded by another economic lockdown and the introduction of restrictions on social 
contact as a consequence of the increase in COVID-19 cases. It should be added that at 
each stage of the study, more than one in three respondents were uncertain (answers: 
maybe) about the direction of changes in the situation in their own household.
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Figure 2.  Respondents’ perceptions of the possibility that the situation in their own household 
could deteriorate (%)

Source: Own workwork based on the survey My situation in the coronavirus period („Moja sytuacja 
w okresie koronawirusa”) (Kalinowski, 2020b; Kalinowski & Łuczak, 2021).
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It should be noted that the surveyed households in rural areas were more pessimistic 
about the situation in the country than about their own security. In stage I of the rural 
study, more than 82% of respondents (answers: yes, and definitely yes) assumed that 
the situation in the country would deteriorate, of which more than 57% were sure about 
this (Figure 3). In stage II, approximately 63% of respondents were worried about the 
situation deteriorating, of which only about 36% were definitely sure. The situation was 
similar in stage III, with 64.5% of respondents believing that the situation in the country 
could deteriorate, and a slight increase (by approximately 4 p.p.) in the number of people 
who were certain that the situation would deteriorate. In contrast, stage IV witnessed 
a significant deterioration in the sense of social security and a return to the mood from 
the beginning of the pandemic. Almost 79% of respondents felt that the situation in the 
country could deteriorate, of which over 56% were definitely sure.
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Figure 3.  Respondents’ perceptions of the possibility that the situation in Poland
may deteriorate (%)

Source: Own work based on the survey My situation in the coronavirus period („Moja sytuacja w okre-
sie koronawirusa”) (Kalinowski, 2020b; Kalinowski & Łuczak, 2021).
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Figure 4.  Respondents’ perceptions of the possibility of losing financial stability in their
own household (%)

Source: Own work based on the survey My situation in the coronavirus period („Moja sytuacja w okre-
sie koronawirusa”) (Kalinowski, 2020b; Kalinowski & Łuczak, 2021).

In terms of the possibility of losing the financial stability of one’s own household in 
stage I of the study, approximately 40% of the respondents perceived such a possibility 
(Figure 4). The optimism was even greater in stages II and III, with about 27% of 
respondents having a negative attitude to the issue in question. After one year of the 
pandemic, in stage IV of the study, approximately 30% of respondents were concerned 
about losing the financial stability of their own household. At the same time, in each stage 
of the study, the percentage of respondents who were uncertain about changes in their 
own household situation ranged from 36–38%.
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Figure 5. Resp ondents’ perceptions of increased household poverty in Poland (%)

Source: Own work based on the survey My situation in the coronavirus period („Moja sytuacja w okre-
sie koronawirusa”) (Kalinowski, 2020b; Kalinowski & Łuczak, 2021).
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Respondents indicated that the pandemic could significantly increase household 
poverty in Poland (Figure 5). In stage I, more than 85% of respondents believed that 
family poverty in the country would increase (answers: “yes” and “definitely yes”), with 
almost 58% being certain of this. In stages II and III, the situation was more optimistic 
and the percentage of persons who perceived that poverty could increase in the country 
decreased to a level of approximately 61%. In the next stage of the study, the percentage 
of negative evaluations increased significantly (almost 78%) returning to the level of 
stage I.

During a pandemic, it is also important to assess the possibility of losing one’s job, 
however, respondents do not perceive that this problem could affect them significantly. In 
stage I, only approximately 19% of respondents perceived this problem and 10.5% were 
certain of losing their job; in the following two stages, optimism increased and in stage II, 
approximately 16% felt the possibility of this problem occurring, while in stage III, this 
group of respondents increased by only 2 p.p. In contrast, in stage IV, which was associated 
with another lockdown and an increase in coronavirus cases, concerns about losing one’s 
job increased (over 23%).
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Figure 6. Respondents’ perceptions of the possibility of losing their own job (%)

Source: Own work based on the survey My situation in the coronavirus period („Moja sytuacja w okre-
sie koronawirusa”) (Kalinowski, 2020b; Kalinowski & Łuczak, 2021).
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Figure 7. Respondents’ perceptions of the increase in unemployment in Poland (%)

Source: Own work based on the survey My situation in the coronavirus period („Moja sytuacja w okre-
sie koronawirusa”) (Kalinowski, 2020b; Kalinowski & Łuczak, 2021).

It is important to note that in rural areas in stage I of the study, over 90% of 
respondents perceived the possibility of an increase in unemployment in the country, 
with over 69% of respondents confident that this would occur (Figure 7). In stage II of the 
study, the percentage of respondents assuming an increase in unemployment decreased by 
about 14 p.p. to decrease further by almost 10 p.p. in stage III. In stage IV in September, 
more than 82% of respondents were concerned about the increase in unemployment in 
the country, and about 52% of respondents were definitely sure about the increase. It 
is worth mentioning that in all stages more than one-third of the respondents could not 
assess in which direction the change would occur. It should be added that the last stage 
coincided with another freeze of the economy.
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Figure 8.  Box plot graphs for criteria describing the perceptions of residents living in rural areas about the future 
state of their own household and their opinions about the future situation in Poland in accordance
with the stages of the study

Note: the box is composed of the first and third quartiles, the vertical line represents the median, × represents the mean. 
The width of the box corresponds to the interquartile range (IQR). The whiskers are drawn to the highest (lowest) value 
of the variable between the upper (lower) quartile and 1.5 IQR, small circle – data not included between the whiskers, 
an outlier.
Source: Own work based on the survey My situation in the coronavirus period („Moja sytuacja w okresie koronawirusa”) 
(Kalinowski, 2020b; Kalinowski & Łuczak, 2021).
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To confirm the dichotomy of the self-perceptions of the situation of rural households 
and the situation in Poland, box plot graphs (box-whisker) based on descriptive statistics 
were made (Figure 8). It is noteworthy that there are significant differences in the position 
of the box plots for the assessment of the rural household’s own situation and the situation 
in Poland. The lower values of the positional measures for the assessment of the situation 
of one’s own household indicate better self-assessment compared to the assessment of the 
situation in the country, where the ratings are higher, which means that the assessment 
of the situation was lower. There is an observable very high similarity in the assessments 
in stage II and stage III. This is evidenced by the high values of the similarity index of 
structures (from 0.82 to 0.95) for all examined criteria (Table 1). It should also be noted 
that the opinions of the respondents in stage I of the study are highly consistent with 
those in stage IV of the study. Almost all criteria, apart from the fear of an increase in 
unemployment, are very compatible between these stages, as confirmed by a value of the 
similarity index of structures above 0.8 (Table 1). It should also be added that between 
stages I and II, as well as III and IV, the similarity of answers was greater within the 
framework of assessing the situation of one’s own household than the situation in Poland. 
In addition, at each stage of the study, assessments within the household’s own situation 
and the situation in Poland were highly consistent, as confirmed by Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient values ranging from 0.79 to 0.85.

Table 1.  Values of the similarity index of structures between stages of the study for the criteria 
describing the rural residents’ perceptions of the future state of their own household 
and their opinions on the future situation in Poland

Assessment
of the situation Criterion

Stages

I–II II–III III–IV I–IV

in one’ s own 
household

deterioration of own situation 0.74 0.90 0.90 0.86

loss of financial stability 0.77 0.93 0.84 0.83

job loss 0.89 0.92 0.84 0.86

in Poland

deterioration in the situation
of families 0.65 0.92 0.71 0.94

increase in poverty 0.59 0.95 0.61 0.85

increase in unemployment 0.55 0.82 0.68 0.71

Source: Own work based on the survey My situation in the coronavirus period („Moja sytuacja w okre-
sie koronawirusa”) (Kalinowski, 2020b; Kalinowski & Łuczak, 2021) and the Statistica 13.3 software.
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Figure 9.  Rural optimism index (WOW) values as part of assessment of own household situation 
and situation in the country

Source: Own work based on the survey My situation in the coronavirus period („Moja sytuacja w okre-
sie koronawirusa”) (Kalinowski, 2020b; Kalinowski & Łuczak, 2021).

It should be noted that the rural households under study were definitely more 
optimistic about their situation in terms of social security than the situation in the country. 
This can also be observed by the comparison of the values of the rural optimism index 
(Figure 9). The value of the optimism index for self-assessment of one’s own household 
ranged from 0.48 to 0.63 and was at an average level. On the other hand, the assessment 
of the situation in the country was pessimistic, as this indicator had low values ranging 
from 0.05 to 0.12, which indicates a very low level of optimism in the assessment of social 
security in the country.

Conclusions
In this paper, a subjective assessment of the social safety situation of rural households 

in Poland during the year of the coronavirus pandemic was undertaken. Perceptions of 
the future situation of their own households and opinions on the future situation in 
Poland were examined. Based on the research, the authors also obtained answers to the 
research questions posed regarding the rural population’s perceptions about the future. 
Surveyed rural households in Poland were quite optimistic about their situation. This may 
be the result of rural areas being seen as safe in a pandemic. This is confirmed in the 
study by Malatzky et al. (2020). It should be noted that a similar sense of security was felt 
by rural respondents in the study, who did not have a strong belief in the possibility of 
deterioration in their own household yet perceived the possibility of deterioration in the 
country. Moreover, especially in the first and fourth study stages the assessments were 
significantly worse than in the other study stages. The reasons can be attributed to the 
reaction to the change, as various restrictions were in place in the country at the time of 
these research stages. Disruption of societies has also been observed in other countries 
following the introduction of restrictions. Excessive purchases of food, hygiene products 
or personal care products were observed in most European countries.
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The significantly worse perceptions in the first and fourth stages of the study allow only 
partial positive verification of the first research hypothesis that rural households in the 
studied pandemic period had a strong sense of the possibility that the situation in Poland 
would get worse. In contrast, the assessment of the future situation within households 
was positive. It is also not possible to conclude that rural households are worried about 
losing their own financial stability, however, respondents assessed that there may be 
an increase in family poverty during the pandemic period, which confirmed the second 
research hypothesis. Surprisingly, the self-assessment of the households’ financial situation 
in Poland showed positive results. Studies from other countries are less optimistic. In 
Kenya and Uganda (Kansiime et al., 2021; Mahmud & Riley, 2021), the pandemic and 
associated changes have significantly affected household incomes and food security.

Moreover, the third research hypothesis should also be positively verified, as respondents 
living in rural areas assess their jobs as stable and are not afraid of losing their jobs despite 
strong perceptions of the possibility of increased unemployment in the country determined 
by the global economic slowdown. Research in Italy conducted by Agnoletti, Manganelli 
and Piras (2020) has shown that provinces with a higher proportion of rural areas tend to 
have much lower exposure to COVID-19 while controlling the unemployment. However, 
it is important to bear in mind previous experience that shows that most pandemics 
have significantly reduced global economic output and increased unemployment (Tisdell, 
2020). Hence, perceptions and fears about the situation in the country seem justified, 
while the authorities, when introducing restrictions during a pandemic, have to make 
compromises balancing job losses with economic activity. It should also be noted that in 
rural population surveys, respondents’ sense of place identity, i.e., awareness of belonging 
to a rural community, has an emotional and valuing significance. Belanche, Casaló and 
Rubio (2021) support in their study that rural residents show higher levels of affective 
and valuing place identity than urban residents. On the basis of the conducted analyses, 
it can be observed that in the situation of a threat — the actual existence of an epidemic 
and its numerous negative effects — the evaluations of respondents in the rural areas still 
resound with the tribal instinct and a polarisation of views takes place. This is reflected 
in positive self-perceptions of households and, at the same time, negative perceptions of 
the situation of other households in the country. Subjectivity in assessments is related to 
the context of the assessment, i.e., the different experiences of the respondents. This is 
influenced by their previous experience of pandemics and the existing situation in the 
country. It is important to note that respondents’ assessments are changing under the 
influence of the increasing threat of an epidemic and the associated restrictions and 
freezing of the economy (stages I and IV). Stronger perceptions both about the possibility 
of deterioration of their own and the country’s situation were observed at the beginning 
of the pandemic and a year after its start, when successive waves of infections occurred 
and drastic restrictions were placed on the functioning of the economy and people’s lives. 
To sum up the considerations, it should be emphasised that in the assessments of rural 
households there is a clear dichotomy of perceptions between the assessment of own 
household situation and the situation in Poland, which increases as the threat of the 
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epidemic and its effects increase, including the escalating crisis in the country. The study 
clearly demonstrates that rural households feel and assess their own security much better 
than social security in the country. The increasing importance of social security and the 
need to maintain it in everyday life and work affects the country’s development now 
and in the future. The authors believe that security in the social dimension is important 
for understanding the trajectory of COVID-19 impact on households. Hence, the main 
implication of the research is that the social security profile depends on a number of factors, 
and the multi-stage study conducted allows the monitoring the situation of households 
in Poland during the COVID-19 pandemic and can be repeated in the future. Similar to 
Haghani et al. (2020), the authors believe that scientific analysis and understanding of 
the various security implications of the COVID-19 pandemic may help society to better 
prepare for future pandemic outbreaks and support informed decision-making in view of 
societal values. Furthermore, it should be added that the research results obtained are 
important for the government, politicians and other decision makers who are involved in 
the prevention and mitigation of the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Abstract
The Polish population is aging, generating a huge need for care, which for cultural 

reasons, and as a result of limited availability of professional care is predominantly the 
responsibility of family. In order to explore the experiences of informal elderly caregivers 
in Poland, 20 in-depth interviews were conducted. The aim was to understand what 
characteristics of the caregiving situation are meaningful for caregiver Subjective Wellbeing 
(SWB)3 and what important, valuable beings/doings in terms of the Capability Approach 
(CA), caretakers cannot achieve because of their caretaking role. The study also aims at 
exploring what public policy tools/measures are perceived as those that could positively affect 
SWB. The results show that, the subjective evaluation of SWB is not only highly related to 
factors such as burden of care, characteristics of the care recipient, caregiver support and/
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szawski, ul. Krakowskie Przedmieście 26/28, 00-927, Warszawa, Polska; email: klaudyna@hotmail.com
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3 Used interchangeably with life satisfaction.
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or time spent caring but also on limitations that caregiving imposes on the ability to achieve 
valued functionings. Furthermore, while many characteristics of the caretaking situation are 
perceived by caregivers as negatively affecting their SWB there are also aspects which can 
increase their SWB. Finally, people have preferences when it comes to the types of help 
they want and these preferences are dependent on their individual situations.

Key words: subjective wellbeing, valued functionings, senior policy, informal elder 
caregivers

Introduction
The demographic setting across all OECD countries has changed drastically over recent 

decades and due to the increasing life expectancy and low fertility rates populations are 
aging. Poland belongs to the fastest growing aging societies within the European Union 
and it is estimated that by 2060 the share of people aged over 65 years will reach 45.3% of 
the entire population (European Commission, 2015). This generates a huge need for care. 
For cultural reasons, and as a result of the limited availability of professional caregivers, the 
predominant form of care for elders in Poland has been and still is, care provided informally 
by family members (Bakalarczyk, 2018). In Poland, there exists a well-established norm that 
it is the family who should provide care, especially to parents. This makes the current senior 
policy regime in Poland familialism by de-fault, a regime characterized by limited benefits 
and other types of limited support for informal caregivers (Saraceno & Keck, 2010). The 
availability of public replacement support in the form of in-home and institutional care 
services, is hardly accessible and very scarce. Market solutions are not only expensive (even 
if co-financed), but also hard to access (Krzyżowski, 2011; Bakalarczyk, 2018). What this 
phenomenon means for Poland is that there is and will be a growing population of informal 
elderly caregivers who lack support, and their wellbeing should be of particular interest to 
policymakers when designing long-term care policies (Wizner et al., 2012).

While there exist studies, which focus on the SWB of informal caregivers there is 
a scare amount of research showing the differences in SWB amongst people who are 
burdened with informal care and those who are not. The relationship between informal 
caregiving and caregiver SWB has been found to depend on personal characteristics 
and situational factors (van den Berg et al., 2014; Rafnsson et al., 2017; Verbakel et al., 
2018). Most studies suggest that informal caregiving negatively impacts SWB of caregivers 
(Lacey et al., 2018).

In Poland a few studies have been conducted in the field of caregivers and their life 
satisfaction, such as life satisfaction resulting from caregiving role (Grochowska, 2014; 
Stojak et al., 2019) or quality of life of informal caregivers (Perek-Białas & Stypińska, 
2010; Ślusarska et al., 2019). There exists no literature however, referencing SWB strictly 
(as measured by the SWLS). There is also a lack of studies providing detailed insight into 
the personal experiences of informal elderly caregivers, their opinions about the most 
desirable public policy solutions and how these tools would help increase caregiver SWB.
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The present study aims at addressing the above-mentioned gaps and exploring the 
characteristics of individual caregiving situations and how they are (perceived) as related 
to SWB of caregivers. The aim is also to understand people’s experiences with informal 
caregiving and how caregiving interferes with the ability to achieve other doings and 
beings which caregivers value. Furthermore, the study aims at exploring what kind of 
support informal caregivers believe would enable them to achieve higher SWB and 
based on their experiences, formulate guidance on the kind of support informal parent’s 
caregivers require from public authorities.

Theoretical Framework
The analysis of the research done in this study is grounded in the CA originally 

proposed and developed by Amartya Sen (Sen, 1983; Sen, 1999) and recognised in 
economics literature as an alternative to mainstream income-based measures of wellbeing 
(Robeyns, 2006). Sen (1999) argues that human life may be seen as a set of interrelated 
“beings and doings” called “functionings” and the concept of “valued functionings (VFs)” 
reflects the various beings and doings people value. Some examples of valued beings 
are being educated, being healthy, being well-nourished, while working, travelling and 
engaging in leisure is considered as valued doings (Kurowska, 2018). Together these 
doings and beings are what makes a human life valuable. Capabilities on the other hand, 
according to Sen (1999), are real opportunities a person has to achieve desired, VFs. 
Therefore, capability is a sort of a freedom to achieve various lifestyles. In theory, the 
more capabilities people have to achieve VFs, the better.

In the present study, the experiences of informal parental caregivers are examined in 
terms of their ability (capability) to achieve VFs. The questions are structured in a way 
which allow the author to identify respondent’s VFs, whether they are able to achieve 
them and if not, whether providing informal care to their parents is an obstacle in being 
able to achieve them. The study also provides insight into whether there are VFs in 
caregivers lives which result from their caregiving role.

Method
20 in-depth, semi-structured interviews with informal caregivers to parent(s), parent(s) 

of partners/spouses or parent(s) in law were conducted. 5 of the respondents were men 
and 15 were women, all of the participants provided informed consent to participate in 
the study and to be recorded during the interview. The author used the snowball sampling 
method to reach respondents through personal contacts, social media (forums/groups), 
and Stowarzyszenie Syntonia4. The interviews took place between mid-November 2019 
and mid-March 2020. To determine the size of the sample the principle of saturation was 

4 NGO which provides therapy, consultations and workshops to elderly, retired people as well 
as their caregivers and families in Warsaw.
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used which is defined as a point at which further collection of data no longer offers new 
information and no longer sparks new theoretical insights (Mason, 2010).

The first part of the interview consisted of the Katz Index (KI) of Activities of Daily 
Living (ADL), which describes a person’s level of independent functioning (Katz et al., 1970), 
and the Lawton Instrumental Activities of Daily Living (IADL) scale (Lawton & Brody, 
1969), which assesses independent living skills, as well as, the 7-point Satisfaction with Life 
Scale (SWLS) which measures SWB (Diener et al., 1985). The second part consisted of 
open-ended questions and allowed respondents to freely express themselves based on their 
experiences, knowledge, feelings and understandings. The open-ended questions where 
divided into three parts 1) own experiences 2) subjective perception of life satisfaction and 
3) policy solutions. The first part explored the history of care and the realities in which the 
carer of the elderly parent lives. Study participants were asked to describe the tasks they 
perform in relation to care and the why, where and how of caring. Respondents were asked 
whether the they received any help from third parties and what their relationship is with 
the care recipient. They were asked to identify the biggest problems associated with caring, 
whether providing care negatively affects any aspects of their lives, and if there are any 
things that they cannot do as a result of their caregiver role which would raise their SWB.

The second part focused on the subjective perception of SWB. Respondents were asked 
if their role as an informal parent’s caregiver negatively affects their SWB, if it negatively 
affects any other aspect of their life and if there are other things that negatively affect 
their SWB. Respondents were also asked if there is anything in their current caregiver 
role that positively affects their SWB. In the last section participants were asked about 
their experiences and expectations in terms of senior policy tools and outside support. 
Respondents were asked to describe an ideal solution of help/support, which would make 
caregiving less of a burden and would allow them to achieve higher SWB. Information 
provided during the interviews was organized using thematic analysis, a technique that 
allows to identify patterns and themes in available data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

Results

Time Spent Caring and History of Care

The amount of time spent providing care to parents varied depending on individual 
situations. The ability for respondents to answer exactly how much time they spend 
providing care to their parents often depended on whether or not they lived with the 
care recipient. It was also correlated with the burden of care, as well as related to the 
health characteristics of the care recipient and the amount of people (or institutions) 
simultaneously involved in the care situation. Respondents were grouped into 3 categories. 
In the first group were those who would travel to their parents a few times a week 
(about 10–15 hours per week). In the second were those who lived with their parents 
and provided occasional help and in the third group were those who spent all their free 
time and resources providing care.
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Respondents in the first group were better able to provide an estimated amount of 
time spent on care each week: “…we take turns going to my mother’s house with my brother 
about 2–3 times a week for a few hours….” (R7/F41). They found care provision to be 
a separate task with a timeframe which was somehow structured and which they treated 
as part of their weekly routine. In this group the distance from the caregiver’s place of 
residence to the place of residence of the care recipient was important. Although the 
majority of respondents lived within the same city, one had to travel 125 km to provide 
care to her mother. She mentioned that: “…every weekend for the past 6 years I have been 
getting into my car and driving for over an hour to help out my mom with some responsibilities 
at home, do some shopping for her, prepare her for the upcoming week, I have to do this, it 
takes up all my free time, especially the distance…” (R3/F52). It is plausible to assume that 
many informal parent’s caregivers will be in similar situations especially with the current 
trend of people migrating from rural to urban areas for work/education.

In the second group, people had a hard time determining how much time they 
spend on care provision. For these respondents the distinction between their regular 
responsibilities and more specifically responsibilities associated with providing care to 
an elder was slightly more blurred: “…I guess maybe a few hours a day, we live together so 
when there is something they can’t do I do it but I don’t know… it’s really not easy to say…” 
(R2/M50). The respondents indicated for the most part, that of course there were things 
they had to assist their parents with and they were able to name these things however, 
it was difficult for them to give a number of hours or amount of time a week they were 
actually providing care.

In the last group, respondents most often said that care was a full time, round the 
clock activity: “…it is full time care, all day, all night even though my sister helps and we 
have 2 private caregivers helping out…” (R15/F57). The timeframe of their caretaking 
role wasn’t limited to engaging in physical activities related to care but included also, 
constant awareness and alertness, worrying about the wellbeing of their care recipients 
and monitoring their activities: “…even when I’m not providing care per say, I have to be 
alert and make sure she doesn’t run away…” (R20/F45). Within this group of respondents 
caretaking wasn’t an additional responsibility; caretaking was a life situation affecting 
their lives in every aspect.

In terms of the length of time providing care to parents, respondents were grouped 
into two categories. The first consists of those who could indicate a specific life event 
that was linked to the onset of their care provision such as an injury, medical condition 
or other: “…we started to provide care to my mother when my father passed away 9 years 
ago…” (R16/F54). The second, consisted of those who said that their role as caregiver 
emerged gradually. Respondents whose caregiver roles were not elicited by a specific event 
had a more difficult time providing an exact time frame of when care provision started: 
“…more seriously for the past three years but before that also just more sporadically…” 
(R11/ M31). Respondents in both groups often noticed that naturally, as their parents 
became older, they required more attention and help.
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Both when it comes to the time spent caring and the history of care, many respondents 
mentioned that care provision depends on current physical and psychological states that 
their parents go through. Depending on their current condition they require either more 
care and assistance or less: “…sometimes my dad calls me every day and asks how to do the 
simplest things or wants me to come and help and sometimes he even says there was no need 
for me to come…” (R4/M50). There were periods when care recipients were able to do 
things on their own and were able to mutually enjoy the time spent with their caregiver: 
“…sometimes on better days when her memory is better we spend some nice time together 
like mother and daughter…” (R9/F55).

Characteristics of Care Recipient and Burden of Care

An important aspect in analyzing informal parent’s caregiver situations was the 
physical and psychological characteristics of the care recipients as well as the (resulting) 
burden of care. Burden of care refers to the impact that care provision has on the physical, 
psychological and social aspects of the caregiver (O’Neill & Ross, 1991). The former was 
what often made care excessively difficult. Additionally, both the burden of care and 
care recipient characteristics run in parallel with each other and with the amount of time 
spent on care. When they are considered together they become very significant in terms 
of attitudes of respondents.

In terms of the characteristics of the care recipient there were two groups 1) those 
providing informal care to parents with no symptoms of dementia and 2) those providing 
informal care to parents with symptoms of dementia resulting in a decline in memory, 
language, problem-solving and other thinking skills that affect the ability to perform 
everyday tasks. Overall attitudes of respondents were much more negative when their 
parents were lacking the ability to normally interact with their surroundings. This was 
true even when respondents where providing care to people who were severely physically 
disabled but still mentally aware.

Respondents within the first group, who were providing care to parents (even if they 
required 24-hour supervision) but didn’t show symptoms of dementia often seemed 
less affected by their role as caregiver and it had a smaller effect on their SWB when 
compared to the second group. They considered themselves lucky because they were able 
to sometimes leave their parents alone (if they lived together) and take care of their own 
matters or postpone/delay a visit (if they didn’t live together) without worrying about their 
care recipient: “…at least my mom is aware of her surroundings and mentally healthy and 
I can leave to go to work…” (R17/F60). Respondents, often said that they would prepare 
things for their parents, leave them alone for a period of time, and attend to their other 
responsibilities: “…I work full time, so I prepare things as much as I can for the day and 
then she stays alone…” (R19/F41). Furthermore, elders who did not have dementia were 
able to maintain hobbies/past times such as reading, watching television, solving puzzles 
etc. meaning they could organize some of their free time and as a result not require full 
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time attention: “…my mom reads, solves puzzles, watches TV shows, then I don’t feel bad 
that she’s alone…” (R1/F36).

Respondents within the second group, caring for parents with dementia, often 
mentioned that they felt as if they were prisoners of their situation because they were 
not able to leave their parents’ side even for a second: “…it’s not just care that is tiring 
— I feel like a slave…” (R15/F57). Dementia causes elders to be out of touch with reality 
and leads to troublesome situations. Respondents feared that their care recipients would 
do something endangering themselves or their surroundings: “…my mom is starting to 
forget things, she once hid money and couldn’t find it, once she left the door open to her 
house and once she even left the gas stove on…” (R5/M68). Caregivers mentioned that this 
was the most difficult part of their caretaking role because these situations caused them 
to have to be constantly alert and to feel helpless. Elders with dementia were no longer 
able to maintain hobbies and would spend their time talking nonsense to their caregivers 
who felt obligated to maintain some type of interaction which was very draining: “…you 
know, my mom is just constantly talking nonsense, its tiring but I feel bad but it’s all day, I wish 
I could find her something to do to keep busy…” (R15/F57). On the one hand respondents 
were tired, felt enslaved and discouraged but on the other hand they didn’t want to ignore 
their demanding parents which caused them even more anxiety and stress. Additionally, 
patients with dementia often elicited aggressive behaviour and were likely to behave in 
ways that were unpleasant towards their caregivers. One respondent said that her mother 
often accused her of stealing money from her and that sometimes she would curse at her 
and call her names in front of other people: “…I am mentally exhausted, my friends are out 
enjoying life, sailing and I was being called a bitch, in stores at home, she was aggressive…” 
(R8/F32). Another respondent said that often her mother is aggressive vulgar, and/or cries 
for no reason which makes her feel completely helpless and unhappy: “…once at 1 am my 
mom woke me up and told me to give back something, I don’t even know what and she then 
told me to get the f*** out of her house, I just went out on the balcony and cried…” (R6/M63).

The more care and the harder and more time consuming the activities related to 
care, the more time and other resources caregivers have to sacrifice and the larger the 
burden of care. Respondents who had parents whose physical or mental health conditions 
were worse had a higher burden of care. The burden of care described by respondents 
can also be visibly related to scores on the ADL and IADL. In general respondents 
who had parents scoring lower on either or both of the ADL and IADL scale had more 
responsibilities, spent more time and effort providing care and felt more burdened by the 
situation. More so, whether people had parents whose scores were lower on the IADL 
(activities such as paying bills, preparing food, dealing with money etc.) or on the ADL 
(activities such as help eating, showering, using the toilet etc.) didn’t seem to matter 
because each situation had its own obstacles affecting caregivers’ lives. Both physical and 
mental limitations differently but equally influence the burden of care.

Aside from mental health and dementia there is also the case of those respondents 
caring for parents with low physical mobility levels. Female respondents (especially if 
they were also older themselves) who were in a situation where caregiving meant a lot of 
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physical labour often mentioned the strain on their own physical health exerted by care: 
“…my mom doesn’t weigh little, sometimes after the whole day of helping her get up or move 
around I feel physically exhausted…” (R15/F57). Elderly parents who were incapable of 
performing ADL activities required the most physical assistance, were often overweight 
and respondents had to use a lot of physical strength to help them perform activities.

Caregiver Support

Another significant theme which emerged was related to the support caregivers were 
receiving and who they could or couldn’t count on in their daily care related activities. 
In terms of caregivers’ attitudes, most important was whether or not the caregiver could 
count on other family members for support. Respondents were grouped into two categories 
1) those who took turns caring for their loved ones and 2) those who said they couldn’t 
count on any help and they felt abandoned in their caretaking role. Furthermore, while 
there were two groups of respondents those who mentioned that they received outside, 
professional help and those who didn’t, the former group seemed to be more critical about 
this help than thankful for it.

When it comes to familial support the first category encompassed those informal 
caregivers who had siblings, spouses and/or other family members who also provided care 
and took turns with responsibilities related to caretaking. Almost all the respondents in 
this group mentioned that they were very thankful to family members, especially siblings, 
for sharing the care responsibility both physically, emotionally but also financially: “… we 
take turns caring with my sister, sometimes my sister takes my mother sometimes she is 
with me, we also have a brother… he makes a lot of money so he helps out financially…” 
(R9/ F55). Respondents mentioned that they are lucky enough to be able to have time for 
their own things when other family members take over and that this is extremely important 
to them. They often mentioned that the care responsibility was equally shared, that they 
supported each other, and somehow planned things in a way so that everyone could still 
manage to do things that were important to them: “…twice a week my brother and his wife 
take my mother home for a few days, then I can relax go away somewhere…” (R20/F45).

In the second group of respondents were those who didn’t have any support from 
family members. Respondents in this group were often more negative and bitter about 
their situation: “…my brother’s wife is sick so he can’t help me and never does, sometimes 
he comes over for coffee but that’s not help…” (R12/F63). They often said that there was 
no one they could count on if they needed help themselves.

When it comes to institutional/private support and help/care two categories emerged 
1) those who took advantage of some form of outside help and 2) those who didn’t. In 
most cases those respondents who took advantage of private/institutional help in the form 
of formal and/or paid caregivers were caring for parents who had more severe disabilities 
and required more extensive care. They mentioned they were not completely satisfied with 
the available services because they were either inadequate, hard to organize or generated 
additional work for the caregiver: “…we have a formal caregiver from the municipal social 
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welfare centre but their hourly limit of work is already exceeded by 2000 hours and they can 
only come twice a week for 2 hours but each time we have to fill out a million papers… all 
this is an additional burden when I don’t even have time to sleep I don’t have time to go 
back and forth with paperwork…” (R16/F54). Furthermore, care recipients had a hard time 
accepting and trusting outside help which created conflicts: “…we had two caregivers but 
my dad couldn’t get along with either one…” (R4/M50). It wasn’t as obvious as in the case 
of help from other family members that those respondents hiring outside help were more 
relieved and less stressed and overwhelmed by their caretaking role.

Respondents in the second group also mentioned that professional, outside help was 
difficult to find and organize and respondents were sometimes wary of letting strangers 
into their homes: “…finding a private caregiver is very hard, when they hear where we live 
they all say no this is too far for me…there is no support from outside from the government, 
everything involves going out, calling, waiting, forms, paperwork, fill out papers…” (R17/F60), 
“…I am scared to let in a stranger into my home…” (R20/F45). Aside from the difficulties 
associated with finding appropriate outside help in this group, finances seemed to be 
a very important aspect. Respondents often mentioned, that as much as they would like 
to hire outside help they could not afford it: “…my mother’s pension is very low and these 
type of solutions are very expensive, we can’t count on any financial support…” (R7/F41). 
Some claimed that outside help was non-existent (usually referring to public help) or 
that they didn’t know where or how to look for it: “…public institutions don’t exist, there is 
a complete lack of them…” (R8/F32). One respondent said that while Day Welfare Homes 
were available in her area she didn’t have the resources and time to transport her mother 
there every morning.

Caregiving Life Satisfaction and Things People Value

Respondents were directly asked whether caregiving affects their SWB. When asked 
about if caring for their parent affects their life satisfaction 10 respondents answered 
that care does not affect their life satisfaction. The remaining 10 who mentioned that 
caretaking did affect their SWB had parents who scored lower on the ADL and IADL 
scales; most of those caring for parents with dementia were in this group. For the group 
of interviewed caregivers, it can be seen that both in the case of ADL and IADL scores 
there is a weak positive relationship between SWB levels and scores on both ADL and 
IADL scales (the higher the score on the IADL/ADL the more independent the care 
recipient). All respondents were eager to explain their answers and regardless of whether, 
they said that caretaking affects their SWB or not, they provided similar explanations for 
which parts of caretaking and why it affects their SWB. The following themes emerged 
explaining why and how caretaking negatively affects SWB: 1) lack of time, 2) physical and 
emotional strain, 3) lack of support and 4) lack of available access to and quality of health 
and social care. While some respondents were hesitant to explicitly say that caretaking 
affects their SWB the role of being an informal parent’s caregiver almost always negatively 
affected some area of their life.
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The most common explanation of why/how caretaking affects caregiver SWB was 
related to a general lack of free time. All respondents, at some point during the interview, 
mentioned that (free) time was something that was missing in their lives: “…the help 
and care is not the problem the time it consumes from everything else is…” (R3/F52). The 
amount of time spent providing care, which resulted in less time to do other things, had 
an impact on respondents’ SWB especially if they were the only ones responsible for care 
provision. This was especially true for those respondents who provided 24-hour care; they 
mentioned that even when they were not doing care related activities they were still busy 
supervising their parents. Often respondents had their own families which they felt they 
were not paying attention to as a result of caring for their parents: “…I don’t have time 
to see my grandchild and he is growing so quickly…” (R16/F57).

The fact that many informal parent’s caregivers pointed to lack of time as a main 
factor contributing negatively to their SWB was also important because it meant that 
people were not able to do things that they valued doing. When asked about the things 
they were not able to do because of caretaking that could improve their SWB many 
mentioned things like caring for their own basic needs: “…I don’t even have time to go to 
the hairdresser…” (R17/F60), participating in sports: “…for sure I would love to go back 
to sports, tennis, basketball I used to do a lot of sports and now I do not have the time…” 
(R4/ M50), being able to work: “…I would go to work if I could, I always worked and I liked 
being busy, plus financially it would be helpful but I can’t…” (R6/F63), being able to go on 
vacation: “…currently I do not have the time to go on a trip or vacation while before I was 
able to do these things…” (R19/F41), being socially active: “…I can’t go out with friends, to 
the theatre to a restaurants because over the weekend I have to help and organize everything…” 
(R3/F52), caring and monitoring own health: “…I don’t have time for my health, I used 
to be very interested in healthy cooking, living…” (R6/F63) and even sleeping: “…I am not 
sleeping because I have to watch my mom…” (R15/F57). The overall lack of time related 
to informal caretaking affects the ability of people to do other things they value.

The second theme which emerged was the physical and emotional strain related to 
care taking. As mentioned earlier, this was related to the burden of care as well as the 
characteristics of the care recipients. Respondents, especially those caring for parents 
with dementia but not only, often mentioned that while the care alone was not really 
affecting their SWB their elder parents were often very demanding emotionally and this 
emotional strain was what affected their SWB: “…I am very tired mentally tired all the time, 
too tired to enjoy things…” (R8/F32). The additional amount of work related to performing 
care activities was also considered by many to be physically straining. Respondents often 
mentioned that after a whole day of work or week of care they no longer had the physical 
or mental energy to be able to enjoy other things in life.

The third emerging theme was the lack of support from family directly related to 
caretaking but also weak family ties in general. Respondents mentioned that there was 
no one they could count on for help which made them feel abandoned and affected their 
SWB: “…lack of solidarity in the family and lack of support from my husband, he doesn’t 
want my mom to move in…” (R13/F62). Some respondents who mentioned that caretaking 
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wasn’t negatively affecting their SWB realized that the reason for this was because they 
could count on other members of their family and care was provided in turns: “…no 
caretaking does not affect my life satisfaction negatively because I share it with my brothers 
and husband…” (R7/F41). Two respondents mentioned they had other family related 
problems which affected their SWB more than anything else.

The last emerging theme was the lack of available access to and quality of health and 
social care. Many individuals felt abandoned, frustrated and helpless and this affected 
their SWB. Respondents mentioned that the amount of paperwork was overwhelming and 
time consuming, that there was a lot of uncertainty and lack of information about what 
resources are available and how to take advantage of them. They felt that the government 
and public institutions which were supposed to resolve social problems and care for citizens 
where not doing anything to help: “…so what if there are available tools, I don’t know what 
they are nobody tells me, I feel overwhelmed when I have to go to any public institution, they 
have never helped me it is really frustrating…” (R18/M59). Individuals mentioned that the 
options and tools available theoretically were in practice very inadequate in terms of 
their needs and the needs of their care recipients: “…my mother used to attend day welfare 
homes but it was hard for us to get her there, maybe if some transport was provided, she 
was on a wheelchair…” (R8/F32). Many respondents mentioned that health care services 
were not adequate and medical personnel was not properly trained to deal with elders, 
especially those with dementia: “…one time we had to call an ambulance and they came 
and took my mother and the paramedic was asking my mom about the medications she takes, 
she has no idea what she takes because she has Alzheimer’s…” (R9/F55).

Lack of support from the social system and health care system was a very popular 
topic amongst respondents when asked about SWB. On top of being rather negative 
about the services or lack of them something equally important mentioned by respondents 
was that they had no source of information and training on how to perform caretaking 
responsibilities. One respondent mentioned that the most overwhelming aspect of 
caretaking affecting his SWB is that he has no idea what he is doing: “…the worst is that 
I do not know many things, I don’t understand things, a caregiver has to know how to provide 
care, I was never in such a situation so how do I know how to act and manage and help my 
mom…” (R5/M68). While this respondent was lucky enough to be able to attend meetings 
and trainings organized by Syntonia these types of services are not common nor offered 
elsewhere. Respondents mentioned that finding outside training/workshops could improve 
their SWB but neither churches, nor public or private institutions offered any such help.

In terms of how caregiving affected respondents three groups of respondents emerged 
1) those who didn’t mention any positive effects of caregiving on their SWB, 2) those 
who said that caring was their responsibility and this role made them feel needed and 
fulfilled and 3) those who said that the social aspect of caring and time spent with their 
care recipients actually increased their SWB.

In the first group, those who didn’t consider their caretaking role to have any positive 
impact on their SWB, were respondents caring for parents with some sort of mental 
condition and/or dementia. This can be attributed to the fact that respondents in this 



Individual Experiences and Life Satisfaction of Informal Elderly Caregivers… 7979

situation experience little or no meaningful social interaction with their care recipients: 
“…when something is happening in your life you want to go and talk about it with your mom 
and I can’t do that I don’t have her support, actually it’s her I usually need to complain 
and talk about…” (R8/F32). Furthermore, the strain related to caring for an elder with 
dementia seemed to overshadow even feelings of fulfillment related to care which were 
mentioned in the second group of respondents.

In the second group of respondents’ people often mentioned that care provided to 
their parents (and the parents themselves) was something that they were responsible for 
and that they felt complete and fulfilled by doing so. Respondents in this group mentioned 
that their SWB is higher because they are confident and aware that they are doing their 
part and fulfilling their responsibilities. They felt needed: “…it makes me happy that 
I feel needed…” (R5/M68) and felt that their loved ones are being properly cared for: 
“…important is realization that the person that I am caring for is safe and doesn’t need 
anything…” (R1/F36).

Finally, in the third group, were those who found satisfaction in the social ties 
created within their caretaking situation. Respondents noted that caring for their parents 
attributed to a higher SWB and/or positive feelings. While on the one hand, caretaking 
limits the amount of time and resources for other family members, on the other, it can 
bring families together. The physical state of the care recipient is not very important in 
this matter, in order for this time to be meaningful care recipients have to be in good 
mental state. Respondents often mentioned that while providing care to their parents 
was tough in many ways they also enjoyed spending time with their parents: “…last week 
we had grandmothers’ day and the whole family came it was very nice, we laughed and 
talked…” (R17/F60). They were able to catch up on many things that they didn’t have time 
for before, and their parents could still comfort them and provide emotional and social 
support if they were going through difficult times: “…my mom is a very warm person and 
I can talk to her about my problems…” (R3/F52). One male respondent who went through 
a difficult divorce felt that caring for his parents was what keeps him hopeful and alive: 
“…it increases my life satisfaction, I feel needed, I have someone to talk to, my mom is the 
only ones I have left, I don’t know what I will do when she is gone…” (R5/M68).

Desired Public Policy Solutions

Respondents were asked to consider their personal situations and provide “ideal” 
support which they would want and which would increase their SWB. All respondents 
mentioned that they would (to at least some extent) entrust care to someone from the 
outside be it public care or private care. Given their experiences respondents were also able 
to provide many different tools and resources (benefits, in-home help/assistance, transport 
logistics, social support services etc.) which would help them with their caretaking role 
and make caretaking less of a burden.

Respondents who weren’t already receiving some form out outside help from family 
or professional caregivers always mentioned that they would be willing to hire/accept 
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outside caregivers. This remained true even for respondents who believed that 24-hour 
institutional care was completely out of the picture: “…my mother would absolutely not 
agree to all day institutional care unfortunately but I would love to be able to even pay and 
hire a caregiver…” (R10/F60). While respondents mentioned that ideally these caregivers 
should be specialized in caring for elders (provide rehabilitation services, activate the 
elderly, encourage physical activity etc.) for the most part they would be satisfied simply if 
a professional/private caregiver would provide them with time away from caretaking, time 
that they could use for themselves: “…it would do a lot for me if I could have some time off 
and during that time would come someone who could help with rehabilitation or simply care 
for a few hours…” (R1/F36). Respondents also mentioned that they would gladly take their 
parents to Day Welfare Homes but they either weren’t available or participation was hard 
to organize: “…it would be good to be able to give elders away for the day but this doesn’t 
exist or at least I haven’t been able to find such a solution…” (RR19/ F41). Although many 
respondents would entrust care to outside helpers this was not always possible. For the 
most part problems associated with receiving help from in-home caregivers was related 
to the fact that a good reliable, trustworthy caregiver was hard to find and relatively 
expensive.

5 respondents said that they would definitely, immediately place their family members 
in an institution; 4 of them had parents who had different symptoms of dementia. For 
two reasons this was not possible 1) finances and 2) parents not willing to be moved. 
Respondents mentioned that 24-hour care facilities were extremely expensive even for 
those people who were relatively well-off and for those who could share the cost with 
other family members: “…I would love to be able to afford an institution or for it to be 
accessible…” (R13/F62). Respondents also mentioned that their parents did not want to 
leave their house and that they couldn’t forcefully place them in an institution: “…my 
mom would never go to such an institution, how can I force her?…” (R18/M59). Although 
overall respondents were less likely to want to take advantage of 24-hour institutional help 
many mentioned that they were aware that their parents were getting older and that with 
time they would require more help and a time could come when they would prefer/require 
24-hour institutional care facilities to be made available because they would no longer be 
able to provide care for various reasons: “…I realize that one day I might have to give her 
away, I simply won’t have the strength to continue although I hope not…” (R3/F52). While 
overall respondents are not likely to give their parents away to care facilities and want to 
provide care as long as they can (of course ideally with the support of others) they also 
realize that there is only so much they can do and that they may face a situation where 
this type of care would be most suitable, meaning that it should be accessible.

Respondents provided interesting and informative ideas, solutions and tools which 
should be made available to increase their SWB. The results can be grouped into five 
categories 1) time-off care (solutions providing alternative care for elders which in result 
give the caregiver time do attend to other responsibilities or rest), 2) caregiver social 
and educational support (tools aimed at providing workshops, training and knowledge 
about providing care for caregivers), 3) procedural solutions (simplifying procedures 
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necessary to receive social and medical help), 4) help/activities for elders (most diverse 
category including different tools and solutions aimed improving/monitoring/managing 
the health and wellbeing of elders, creating activities for them and helping them with 
daily functioning) and 5) financial support (funding of medication, rehabilitation, in-cash 
benefits etc.).

In the first category (time-off care), the most popular discussed option to increase 
SWB of caregivers was having easy reliable access to trained, educated and reasonably 
priced, professional in-home caregivers (provided either by the private or public sector). 
Almost all respondents agreed that this would definitely help informal parent’s caregivers 
and should be offered: “…in-home caregivers are the ideal solution because they can come 
and take a little bit of weight off of me…” (R11/M31). Respondents mentioned that in-home 
caregivers would allow them to better plan their days and provide them with more time for 
other responsibilities or for rest. Respondents however, also mentioned that availability 
of caregivers would be helpful even if these caregivers only helped out with tasks not 
directly related to care such as help with shopping: “…it would be helpful if someone for 
example would do our shopping or bring us something like medication because with the rest 
of the care I can manage…” (R7/F41). Finally, respondents often mentioned that this type 
of help would not necessarily have to be provided according to any specific schedule but 
rather that in times of need caregivers would be available on an on-call basis: “…an on-call 
caregiver, if you are in an emergency situation, you need to get something done she comes 
and helps you out or takes over…” (R10/F60). As an alternative to in-home caregivers’ 
respondents also mentioned that they would be willing to use the services of day-care 
centres for elders. Essentially, for these respondents it was important to be able to have 
a place where they could leave their parents, usually for the duration of the work day or 
for them to be able to attend to other responsibilities or simply rest: “…I think ideally there 
should be some daytime institution where elders could go so that caregivers would be able to 
know they are cared for in that time…” (R14/F55). While respondents did mention that 
they were aware of the fact that these places existed they said that they should be more 
available and more importantly that specific activities must be put in place to activate 
and interest elders. Another preferred solution, within the first category was respite care, 
which respondents agreed was very important. Respondents mentioned that while caring 
was not always a very difficult task it was definitely a time consuming, long-term activity. 
They were often not only providing care to parents but also caring for their children, 
working professionally and keeping the household running. This meant that they were 
unable to enjoy time off and they were not able to go away on vacation: “…we used to 
travel a lot but now it’s impossible I wouldn’t mind and I don’t think my mother would be 
upset either if we left her with someone for two weeks or so and go away during that time…” 
(R18/M59). Finally, as mentioned earlier respondents also considered 24-hour institutional 
care to be an important aspect of senior policy. While for many respondents, at the given 
moment this would not be their preferred solution, they did mention that this tool must 
be made available. Respondents mentioned that these institutions should be available and 
that they should be affordable because sometimes there are situations where this option 
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is the only possibility: “…I know some situations are such that people must have the option 
to leave their loved one in a full-time care facility, for example if the family is too far or can’t 
provide care for whatever reason…” (R18/M59).

Within the second category we find a need for training and education to be provided to 
caregivers as well as emotional, psychological and social support. Respondents mentioned 
that they are willing to help and care for their parents but sometimes they simply don’t 
know how to properly do so (this was especially true for male caregivers): “…a caregiver 
needs to know how to care for someone, so he needs to have some form of educational 
support, someone who will teach how to care…” (R5/M68). Respondents mentioned that it 
was hard to deal and react to parents with symptoms of dementia or other illnesses both 
physical and mental because they had no experience in the matter. On top of education 
and training it was also important for caregivers to be able to receive psychological, 
emotional support from professionals or simply to be able to talk to someone about their 
situation: “…support groups would definitely be necessary because people find out that they 
are not alone, that others are in the same situation and you can exchange experiences…” 
(R12/F63).

The third category encompasses actions and solutions directed at simplifying 
procedures for attaining tools. Many respondents mentioned that while they are aware 
of existing public policy tools which could help them in their caretaking role often the 
amount of paperwork and time consumed to apply for them was simply not something 
they could do: “…I tried to get a public caregiver once and when I saw what I had to do 
I didn’t…” (R4/M50)”. They mentioned that elders often had to visit doctors yet the line 
ups were very long, doctors were not properly trained, there was a lack of geriatric doctors 
and access to these services was difficult: “…we need more geriatric doctors so they know 
how to help elders…” (R8/F32). Respondents mentioned that this hardship was the case 
for both social services, as well as medical services and while public policy has to consider 
the specific types of tools and resources available it is also extremely important to make 
it easier and less time consuming to access them.

The fourth category was the most diverse and solutions were directed specifically 
at the wellbeing of elders which in turn was said to affect the wellbeing of caregivers. 
Respondents were aware that activities which promoted physical and mental health had 
a positive impact on their caregiving situation. Within this category the most popular was 
the idea that public policy should ensure activities for seniors, motivating them to keep 
mentally and physically active: “…it is important to activate the brain to work for elder 
people then the longer they are able to function in society…” (R8/F32). Providing in-home 
and outside rehabilitation services was also popular amongst respondents: “…we need 
rehabilitation services because elders are healthier physically and able to do more if they are 
rehabilitated…” (R1/F36). A common idea, was for governments or private companies to 
organize transportation services for elders as well as improve infrastructure: “…for me the 
hardest part is getting my mom to the doctor, I’ve done it before where I would just push her 
wheelchair down the street…” (R15/F57). While some elders where still mentally active they 
were unable to physically move which made them prisoners of their homes especially if 
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caregivers where not equipped with the necessary equipment and vehicles. Furthermore, 
especially if elders lived in smaller areas, sometimes they required the time and help of 
their children for things that they theoretically could do themselves because of a lack 
of infrastructure and/or transportation possibilities for them to do these things on their 
own. Solutions and tools provided as examples, aside from providing transportation and 
infrastructure were: creating communities and/or special neighbourhoods dedicated for 
elders, telemedicine (because not every situation required a visit to the doctor), and/ or 
electronic pulse monitoring (because many things can be achieved easily using today’s 
technology).

Last but not least, financial aid was mentioned by respondents. Surprisingly enough 
even though quite a few respondents mentioned some form of financial strain related 
to care provision, financial aid in the form of different benefits did not seem to be 
the predominant form of help they expected or thought was the best solution. Most 
respondents who in some way favoured financial tools were more likely to say funding 
should be made available for things like day care, 24-hour institutional care and/or outside 
caregivers: “…supplementary payments for care facilities so that people could afford them…” 
(R7/F41), “…a division of the costs of caregivers and institutions…” (R14/F55), “…funding 
for hygiene products because they cost a lot…” (R12/F63), “…more medications that could 
be funded, they are expensive…” (R19/F41). Respondents often mentioned the fact that the 
pension of their care recipient was very low and didn’t cover basic daily needs: “…I wish 
my mom had enough pension for me not to have to worry about not being able to afford her 
care…” (R17/F60).

Overall, respondents agreed on the idea that everyone’s situation is different and 
different approaches should be considered. When asked about the ideal solution 
respondents realized that there was no single answer. Many noticed that while providing 
care is definitely not an easy task, and there is definitely not enough being done to help 
them, they also had trouble answering what ideally should be offered. Respondents 
were also aware that the more diverse the array of tools and solutions available the 
better. Additionally, there could be solutions which could be costlier but not suitable for 
everyone. For example, if someone is completely against the idea of placing their parents 
in a full-time institution, no matter how many of these institutions will become available 
and whatever their price be they simply will not take advantage of such a solution.

Discussion and Conclusion
The effect of caregiving on SWB is very complex. While caregiving may bring 

satisfaction and reward in some situations (Quinn et al., 2010) for many caregivers it is a 
stressful experience (Pot et al., 1997; Hajek & Konig, 2016; Niimi, 2016). Furthermore, 
SWB is not without flaws and its main criticism is hedonic adaptation; measures of SWB 
may not be accurate because people have the ability to adapt to poor conditions and 
negative life situations (Graham, 2009). As mentioned earlier, for cultural reasons, and 
as a result of the limited availability of professional caregivers, the predominant form 
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of care for elders in Poland has been and still is, care provided informally by family 
members (Bakalarczyk, 2018), there exists a well-established norm that it is the family who 
should provide care and perhaps the Polish population is experiencing hedonic adaptation. 
However, while simply being an informal parent’s caregiver seemed not to be important 
for individual’s evaluations of SWB, there were many characteristics, as also shown by 
other studies related to the care situation (Shakeel et al., 2015; Niimi, 2016; Rafnsson et 
al., 2017; Verbakel et al., 2018) which respondents said did affect their SWB. Respondents 
mentioned that the time caretaking consumed, the lack of institutional support or support 
from other family members, mental (especially symptoms related to dementia) and 
physical health characteristics of the care recipient and difficulties accessing health and 
social resources were something that affected their SWB.

Amongst the characteristics mentioned above the two most important, reoccurring 
and overreaching factors that seemed to be affecting the SWB of parent’s caregivers were 
time and dementia. Many respondents mentioned that caretaking consumed not only, any 
free time they had but also, time available for other responsibilities, hobbies, needs and 
rest. Difficult or non-existent access to outside help, support and healthcare resulted in 
a lack of (free) time experienced by respondents; a lack of (free) time seemed to be the 
most common explanation of the negative effects of caretaking on SWB. Respondents 
mentioned that they had to give up spending time with other family members or friends, 
that they were not able to go out, that they had to give up sports, that they didn’t have 
time to care about their own health and many more. This is extremely important because 
it means that caretaking affected their ability to achieve those VFs. How can someone 
pursue passions and hobbies or stay healthy if they don’t have the time to do so?

However, caring for parents could also positively affect wellbeing and respondents often 
said that caring for their parents contributed to a higher SWB and/or positive feelings. 
Social network size and the quality and quantity of positive interpersonal relationships 
has a positive relationship with SWB levels (Wang, 2014; Li, 2016). This means that the 
bond between children and parents (especially if they were mentally healthy and not 
experiencing dementia which hinders the ability to form meaningful bonds), the ability 
for intergenerational exchange of experiences and knowledge, the time spent together as 
well as the feeling of purpose and fulfillment could increase SWB levels. Here, the second 
aspect which caregivers said affected their SWB, dementia of the care recipient, which 
also seemed to have the strongest negative effect on the SWB of the caregiver severely 
affected the ability for a caregiver-care recipient bond; it caused elders to be out of 
touch with reality, to be unable to form meaningful bonds with others, as well as, to elicit 
aggressive behaviour. Based on respondents’ answers, but specifically those whose parents 
didn’t have dementia, it didn’t seem that shifting the burden of care onto institutions 
would necessarily increase SWB of the caregiver. In general, respondents were more 
likely to mention that if they had the proper knowledge, resources and accessibility to the 
instruments they needed to provide care to their parents and generate some free time for 
themselves, their life satisfaction would be greater. Respondents valued the chance they 
had to spend time with their parents and mentioned that they felt good about being able 
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to help because it gave them a sense of purpose, belonging and responsibility. If informal 
parent’s caregivers receive the tools and support they need to be able to provide proper 
care and to be able to balance caring for their parents with other responsibilities and 
hobbies, then caretaking maybe would not decrease SWB of informal caregivers but it 
could actually have a positive impact on SWB levels.

People have preferences when it comes to providing care to parents and these 
preferences are significant for the SWB of informal caregivers. The solutions people prefer 
and expect from the government are neither fully familialistic nor fully de-familialistic and 
this generates the conclusion that public policy in Poland should head in the direction 
of optional familialism and tools and solutions offered to elders and their potential 
caregivers should be diverse. Providing only familialistic solutions could greatly affect 
the wellbeing of informal parent’s caregivers whose care recipients have dementia. 
Providing only de-familialising tools, on the other hand, could counter the positive effects 
of caretaking. Furthermore, a support for optional familialism (Leitner, 2003), does not 
imply advocating “quantity over quality” because both are important. However, “quantity” 
is not only favourable because of the number of tools but because it allows individuals 
to choose what they prefer and this possibility can increase their wellbeing. The results 
of the study also indicated a need for policy instruments which would allow informal 
caregivers to attend to other responsibilities, needs and hobbies. Various instruments such 
as adequate day care institutions, respite care and most importantly reliable, accessible 
and on-call caregivers could provide tired and overworked caregivers with the opportunity 
to relax and achieve VFs that they could otherwise not achieve. The results of the study 
also showed, that not only did different instruments need to be available, they should be 
easy to use (to apply for) and of good quality. Often access to some of the tools available 
was difficult not only because of their limited nature but also due to the fact that the 
bureaucratic process was lengthy and required a lot of time (which was already limited 
due to care related responsibilities).

While optional familialism seems to be the obvious choice, an ideal society where 
absolutely every possible tool and solution is available is impossible. Policies are limited 
by financial resources and funds available for different tools and solutions. SWB measures, 
and understanding the situations of informal caregiver could guide policy in terms of 
which services are offered to which groups. To illustrate this, if we assume that dementia 
brings with it the most negative effects on caregiver SWB then priority in institutions 
should be given to patients with confirmed dementia. Offering cash benefits to someone 
who needs training on care provision will not be of any help, unless at the same time policy 
makers focus on creating paid training centres for informal caregivers. Similarly, 24-hour 
institutional care will not be an option for someone who knows that placing their parent/
elder in an institution will cause everyone distress. Even if such a facility is available while 
most may not take advantage of it will be an option for those unable and unwilling to 
provide care. While it may be reasonable to believe that full time facilities may completely 
unburden the family from care and in turn increase their SWB, perhaps an hour, a day or 
a week of free time for the caregiver may be enough to significantly increase their SWB.
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Summarizing, the most important results of this study 1) The subjective evaluation of 
SWB, in view of respondents’ caretaking roles, is not only highly dependent on things such 
as the burden of care, the characteristics of the care recipient, the support the caregiver 
receives and the time spent caring but also in turn on the limitations caregiving imposes 
on caregiver ability to achieve beings and doings which they value. Additionally, all these 
things are highly interrelated and dependent on one another with a major connecting 
factor being time. 2) While many characteristics related to the caretaking situation 
negatively affect SWB there could be/are also aspects of the caregiving situation which can 
increase levels of SWB and with proper tools and solutions these positive aspects can be 
intensified. 3) Polish respondents have individual preferences when it comes to the types 
of help (tools and resources) they need and there is an agreement that various, flexible 
tools and an optional familialism regime, are needed and the needs are determined by 
the characteristics of individual situations.
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