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1. Introduction 22 

The beginnings of social assistance in Poland are connected with the activity of religious 23 

orders and various religious associations that carry out charity. There were also many 24 

foundations. Hospitals were established mainly by the Brothers of St. John, who also ran clinics 25 

at the monasteries. The first legal conditionality of social assistance was established in 1496 – 26 

the management of the care of the mentally ill. This entity ran the records of beggars and issued 27 

certificates allowing them to beg. The first forms of governmental/municipal assistance date 28 

back to the beginning of the 12th century, and by the 17th century, assistance was well 29 

organized. An example can be the Olkusz miners' contribution to rescue and self-support 30 
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themselves in case of accident. In the 17th century, the first orphanages and houses of 1 

improvement (so-called cucht hausy) were also established (Bochenek, 2018; Machelski, 2017; 2 

Maciejko, 2015). 3 

In Poland, a characteristic feature of the development of social assistance was a gradual 4 

increase in the role of the state. Initially, this system was supported by numerous social 5 

organizations, because in the face of huge economic backwardness, the state's actions were not 6 

sufficient (Czajka, 2019).  7 

An intentional activity of the state, social policy is aimed at improving working and living 8 

conditions of the population, as well as socio-cultural relations (Brągiel, and Badora, 2008; 9 

Broda-Wysocki, 2016; Pląsek, 2016; Haładus, 2019). The objective of social policy is social 10 

progress in the broadest sense, and therefore its activities relate to work, living conditions, 11 

culture and social order. Social policy activities are, therefore, extremely diverse. They cover 12 

the labour market, family assistance, health care, education, housing and many other areas.  13 

It is conducted both by central authorities, i.e. the government, as well as local governments or 14 

non-governmental organisations (associations, foundations, etc.). Social policy nowadays is 15 

also connected with social responsibility (Wolniak, 2013, 2016, 2017, 2018; Wolniak,  16 

and Hąbek, 2016; Hąbek, and Wolniak, 2013, 2016; Hys and Wolniak, 2016; Ponomarenko  17 

et al., 2016).  18 

Social policy is understood at the same time as a practical activity (undertaken by various 19 

types of entities), as well as an interdisciplinary science that poses questions about the way of 20 

bettering living conditions and meeting people's needs. In terms of the demographic situation, 21 

significant factors for social policy are: the structure of the population, including the number of 22 

elderly people, the state of health of the population and the retirement age (Szarfenberg, 2016; 23 

Kamiński, 2015; Olkiewicz et al., 2019). Social economic policy is primarily the intent to 24 

counter unemployment and poverty, improve the skills and knowledge of citizens as well as the 25 

management of expenditure or sources of financing. In turn, the social situation is, e.g. the scale 26 

of addictions, pathologies in a given society, the amount of income and its diversification,  27 

the issue of social exclusion, etc. (Flaszyńska, 2018; Muszalski, 2015; Walc, and Szluz, 2008; 28 

Grebski, et al., 2019; Wolniak, et al., 2019; Wolniak, and Grebski, 2018; Wolniak,  29 

and Skotnicka-Zasadzień, 2018). 30 

Social assistance means helping individuals, as well as whole families caught by difficult 31 

life situations. It is also about remediation of a situation in which these people are not be able 32 

to cope on their own even with their own powers, resources or abilities (Lewandowska, 2018; 33 

Łojko, 2015, 2017). Social assistance is an institution of social policy enacted by the state 34 

authorities. The state creates appropriate persons and organisations for the implementation of 35 

social assistance, task of which is to support citizens in meeting their essential needs, as well as 36 

to provide them with decent living conditions (Firlit-Fesnak, and Szylk-Skoczny, 2017; 37 

Szyszka, 2014). 38 
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Social assistance can be given over both in cash and in and in nature through various types 1 

of support, advice or guidance (Rajski, 2016; Staręga-Piasek, 2016). The classification of social 2 

assistance can be made taking into account the dimension of this assistance. The beneficiaries 3 

may be granted periodic assistance until they become independent or, if this is impossible, 4 

permanent assistance. Social assistance can be ad hoc as well – i.e. of a mainly discretionary 5 

nature that is mainly influenced by the organizers’ ability. Such help includes  6 

e.g. accommodation, provision of clothes or the serving of hot meals during the winter season 7 

(Auleytner, 2004; Kokoszkiewicz, 2015; Koąłczkowski, and Ratajczak, 2014; Łojko, 2015, 8 

2017). 9 

The aim of the paper is to analyse the current social welfare system in Poland.  10 

2. Legal conditions 11 

The social welfare system in Poland is regulated by several legal acts. These are, among 12 

others (Nitecki, 2017): 13 

 The Act on Social Welfare of 12 March 2004. 14 

 Family Benefits Act of 28 November 2003. 15 

 Social Employment Act of 13 June 2003. 16 

 Act on employment promotion and labour market institutions of 20 April 2004, 17 

 Act on Social and Vocational Rehabilitation of the Disabled of 27 August 1997. 18 

The first of these legal acts is the main and most important document regulating the shape 19 

of the social assistance system in Poland. It sets out, among other issues: tasks to be taken in 20 

the field of social assistance, types of benefits, organisation of social assistance, as well as rules 21 

and procedures of social assistance control. The Act also provides a definition of social 22 

assistance - that it is an institution of state social policy. Furthermore, it expressly states that 23 

social assistance is the responsibility of both governmental and local government administration 24 

bodies, and that these should cooperate with each other and with other social and non-25 

governmental organisations (Maciejko, and Zabomiak, 2013). 26 

The Act on Social Welfare sees the mitigation of difficult life situations as being a social 27 

welfare task. Hence, social assistance is aimed at undertaking activities that satisfy the 28 

necessary needs of individuals and families so as to enable them to live in dignified conditions, 29 

to return to being independent and to reintegrate with their environment. For this reason,  30 

the Act introduces the principle that the type, form and amount of benefits should be adequate 31 

to a given situation. Persons in need, on the other hand, are obliged in this legal act to cooperate 32 

with responsible entities in solving their difficult life situation (Sierpowska, 2010). 33 

  34 
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The Act on Social Assistance also states the limit to social assistance entitlement.  1 

Those who accept this must be persons of Polish citizenship (residing and staying in Poland)  2 

or foreigners who live and stay in Poland on the basis of a permit, refugee status, subsidiary 3 

protection, or in connection with a stay for humanitarian reasons (Bochenek, 2018).  4 

Other beneficiaries of social assistance include (Rajski, 2016): 5 

 citizens of European Union member states,  6 

 citizens of Member States of the European Free Trade Agreement, 7 

 nationals of the Agreement on the European Economic Area, 8 

 citizens of the Swiss Confederation. 9 

The condition for obtaining help is having the right of residence or the right of permanent 10 

residence in Poland. Such assistance is also granted to members of their families. 11 

3. The role of Social Welfare Centres 12 

Municipal Social Welfare Centres are institutions established to carry out their own social 13 

welfare tasks. Municipalities are obliged to establish and maintain them, and as the municipal 14 

community is the local government unit closest to the citizens, municipal-run social welfare 15 

centres are the basic institution to which people in need apply for assistance. 16 

It should be mentioned that the designation for social welfare centres is not homogeneous, 17 

but usually the moniker ‘Miejski Ośrodek Pomocy Społecznej’ [Municipal Social Welfare 18 

Centre] is used in urban municipalities or ‘Wiejskie Centrum Pomocy Społecznej’ [Rural Social 19 

Welfare Centre] in rural municipalities.  20 

The establishment of these centres may be the result of municipal initiative, or at the request 21 

of the mayor or president. These centres perform tasks resulting from the Social Welfare Act 22 

or other social welfare acts and regulations and local law passed by the municipal or town 23 

council. At the same time, the municipality are allowed to be independent in following terms 24 

of social welfare: 25 

 principles of organization, 26 

 management, 27 

 functioning. 28 

The social welfare centres operate on the basis of their statutes and regulations.  29 

The organizational structure of the centres varies depending on the size of the municipality and 30 

the scale of problems. For this reason, the most extensive structure is located within large cities. 31 

However, such a centre is always headed by a director, who is supervised by a mayor or 32 

president. At the same time, it is his duty to present an annual report on the activities of the 33 

social welfare centre to the commune or town council. He is also an employer for the centre's 34 

employees.  35 
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The organisational structure of such a centre may consist of departments, sections or teams 1 

which directly perform the commune's social welfare tasks. Most often, there is a division of 2 

the centres into departments which carry out: 3 

 environmental aid, 4 

 benefits, 5 

 care services, 6 

 administration of the centre. 7 

The tasks of individual departments are presented in Table 1.  8 

Table 1. 9 
The role of individual departments of the Social Assistance Centre 10 

Section Activities 

social welfare 

department 
 diagnosis of needs, 

 support individuals and families in overcoming life's problems, 

 conducting environmental interviews, 

 doing social work, 

 providing assistance in the form of cash benefits, 

benefits department  determining the right to benefits, 

 payment of benefits, 

caring department  services for people with problems resulting from old age, illness, disability, lack of 

family and care, 

 assistance in business, hygiene, care and specialist activities, in dealing with official 

matters (partially paid services). 

Source: (Haładus, 2019). 11 

The municipality may create other institutions that will perform social welfare-related tasks. 12 

Such institutions may be: 13 

 welfare centres, 14 

 occupational therapy workshops, 15 

 community centres, 16 

 homeless shelters, 17 

 eating houses. 18 

One of the tasks of social welfare centres is to cooperate with other institutions. Usually this 19 

cooperation is limited to entities operating in the same area of activity. The scale of this 20 

cooperation is different, as it depends on the possibilities and willingness to undertake joint 21 

initiatives. Cooperation with social organizations and nongovernmental organizations may have 22 

the following forms: 23 

 providing information on social welfare activities to those concerned, 24 

 assigning to entities certain tasks such as: 25 

o running day-care centres, 26 

o running crisis intervention centres, 27 

o organizing corrective gymnastics, 28 

o providing psychological counselling, 29 

o running support groups etc. 30 
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In Poland, cooperation between the state and such non-governmental institutions as Caritas, 1 

the Polish Red Cross and the Children’s Friends Society is the most extensive. Food aid is 2 

organized in cooperation with food banks, while cooperation with the Catholic Church takes 3 

the form of running canteens for the poor or organizing holidays for children and youth.  4 

The institution with which the social welfare centres establish close cooperation is the county 5 

labour office. This makes it possible to disseminate job offers, as well as information about 6 

training courses.  7 

In terms of solving social problems resulting from social pathologies, social assistance 8 

centres undertake joint actions with the Police, Municipal Guard, local courts or school 9 

pedagogues.  10 

On the basis of our analysis we can say that the social welfare centres are the institutions 11 

closest to the citizens and the basic institution to which they can go in case of failure to cope 12 

with difficult life situations. However, the work of these centres requires continuous 13 

cooperation with other entities within the social welfare system. 14 

4. Tasks of the Regional Social Policy Centres 15 

The Regional Social Policy Centres (ROPS) are an example of decentralised social policy. 16 

They are, in a way, the creators of this policy at regional level, while at the same time promoting 17 

innovation in this area. ROPS is an institution governed by the Voivodship marshal. Regional 18 

social assistance centres perform tasks in the field of social policy that are the responsibility of 19 

Voivodship self-government (Kołaczkowski, and Ratajczak, 2014). 20 

These tasks arise from the Social Assistance Act and are relate to (Brenk, 2015): 21 

 crafting and implementing the Voivodship strategy on social policy, 22 

 running public social service schools, 23 

 offering specialized training for social welfare personnel, 24 

 creating regional social assistance programmes to support municipalities and districts, 25 

 identifying the causes of poverty. 26 

The obligatory task of the Voivodeship is to organise and run regional centres of social 27 

policy, as well as to provide funds for remuneration of its employees. In Poland, there are  28 

11 Regional Social Policy Centres that have been separated from the Voivodship self-29 

government in organisational terms, and 5 centres located within the structure of the Marshal's 30 

Office (Lubuskie, Pomorskie, Świętokrzyskie, Warmińsko-Mazurskie and Zachodnio-31 

pomorskie Voivodeships). The largest centres employ over 50 people – these are the ROPS in: 32 

Katowice, Poznań, Toruń, Kraków and Łódź. Similarly to social welfare centres, ROPS have 33 

different organizational structures divided into teams, departments or independent positions. 34 
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One of the most important tasks of the Regional Social Policy Centres is to carry out a social 1 

welfare needs assessment. In this case they are providing data necessary to secure  2 

an appropriate amount of funds for social welfare, as well as to identify the scale of social 3 

problems occurring in a given Voivodship. In relation to these problems and on the basis of 4 

these data, it is possible to update the social policy strategy and support solutions to these 5 

problems. The needs analysis made by ROPS include such categories of information as 6 

(Kowalska-Kantyka, and Kantyka, 2011; Baranowska, 2012): 7 

 amount of security of funds for the implementation of benefits, 8 

 running and maintaining social welfare units at local level, 9 

 planned investments in social welfare institutions, 10 

 needs relating to employment in social welfare institutions at municipal and county 11 

level, 12 

 educational needs, 13 

 scope of cooperation with NGOs, etc. 14 

The role of the Regional Social Policy Centres is significant because they are providing 15 

appropriate qualifications to social assistance staff drawn from the whole region. At the same 16 

time, the centre performs most of the tasks assigned to the Voivodship self-government by the 17 

Act on Social Assistance (Szyszka, 2014; Szarfenberg, 2016; Staręga-Piasek, 2016; 18 

Kowalczyk, 2012). 19 

5. The Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy as coordinator 20 

of social policy 21 

In its current form, the Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy was established on  22 

31 October 2005, and the name has been utilized since December 2015. This ministry deals 23 

with issues related to government administration matters concerning work, family and social 24 

security. There are three corresponding departments inside the organisational structure. 25 

The main task of the Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy is to shape national social 26 

policy through (Borkowski et al., 2008): 27 

 defining directions for action, 28 

 preparing solutions, 29 

 developing standards, 30 

 monitoring the implemented solutions. 31 

In addition, the Ministry is involved in the preparation of support programmes for persons 32 

and families who are at risk of social exclusion. Programmes of active forms of assistance are 33 

created for particular groups of people. The tasks of the ministry also include both creation and 34 
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improvement of service standards in social assistance, social employment and environmental 1 

service units. Tasks concerning social assistance are performed by the minister in charge of 2 

social security. 3 

The bodies directly subordinate to the Minister of Family, Labour and Social Policy are the 4 

Office for Veterans and Repressed Persons, Social Partnership Centre for Dialogue,  5 

and the Publishing and Printing Department of Ministry. The Minister of Family, Labour and 6 

Social Policy is also obliged to supervise the Central Institute for Labour Protection,  7 

Main Library of Labour and Social Security, Institute of Labour and Social Affairs, Voluntary 8 

Labour Corps, PFRON and the Social Insurance Institution.  9 

The scope of tasks of the Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy is extremely wide, 10 

and the social welfare system itself in Poland can be regarded as extensive. For this reason,  11 

it was decided to entrust the tasks of government administration in the field of social welfare to 12 

local government units. 13 

6. Conclusion 14 

Currently, social welfare is an expression of the state's social policy, i.e. activities aimed at 15 

improving the living and working conditions of the population. This policy is influenced by 16 

demographic and economic factors, as well as the social situation of the state. Depending on 17 

the problems diagnosed, various forms and methods of social assistance are adopted.  18 

This assistance is offered only to those who are in a difficult life situation and would not be 19 

able to cope with their problems without the help of the state. The purpose of this assistance is 20 

to meet the living needs of citizens, as well as to support them in overcoming their difficulties 21 

and to return them to independence. 22 

The Polish social assistance system provides for various forms of assistance of a monetary 23 

and non-monetary nature. The help provided must be adequate to the problems of the person or 24 

family and it can be ad hoc, periodic or permanent. Eligibility is ascertained by applying the 25 

income criterion and checking additional circumstances of the case. 26 

The Polish social assistance system is quite developed and involves many institutions 27 

operating at various levels of government. It covers the cooperation of both local government 28 

units, social and non-governmental organizations. This system is regulated by laws, among 29 

which the most important is the Act on social assistance of March 12, 2004. Due to the wide 30 

range of issues to which social assistance relates, this system is governed by a greater number 31 

of laws and regulations. 32 

At the municipal level, the unit providing social assistance nearest to the citizen is the 33 

municipal or municipal social assistance centre. It is also the basic institution to which people 34 

reach out to when in need for help. Regional Social Policy Centres operate at the regional level 35 
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and are focused on creating social policy and promoting innovation in this area, as well as 1 

providing appropriate qualifications to social assistance staff. They are subject to Voivodship 2 

marshals. At the level of government administration, issues of social assistance belong to the 3 

Ministry of the Family, Labour and Social Policy. The scope of tasks of the Ministry of Family, 4 

Labour and Social Policy is extremely wide, therefore some of the tasks in the field of social 5 

assistance have been delegated to local government units. 6 
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