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The History of Social Work

The concept of social work is relatively new, for the term “social work” and 
“social worker” were created in the USA in the late nineteenth and early 
twentieth century. For the very 6rst time it was o7cially used in 1911, when 

the National Charity Organization Societies was given the name National Alliance 
for Organizing Family Social Work. Six years later the world’s 6rst organization for 
social workers was created (American Association of Social Workers)1.

8is fact does not mean, however, that the actions referred to social work had not 
existed much earlier. In fact, to help the most vulnerable human communities is 
as old as the communities themselves. Obviously, before the rise of civilization 
this assistance was not organized nor institutionalized, there is no doubt, however, 
that people helped each other since prehistoric times, and in the small, simple 
communities they looked a9er sick people, old people and orphans. In some of 
today’s primary communities the duty to help the most vulnerable applies to the 
local elite. In some ancient states the special institutions have been established for 
the care of the most vulnerable members of society. In China there were free eating 
houses for those unable to work, free schools for children from the poorest fami-
lies, associations involved in distributing clothing and other assistance to the poor. 
In many countries there was a custom of supporting the paupers, who in Buddhist 
countries even took the form of a social institution. Also in ancient Greece there 
was organized help for the sick who did not receive support from their families, 
Athens had even introduced a special tax dedicated to help the poorest2. 8e obli-
gation to give alms to the poor existed in Judaism and Christianity.

In Christian Europe until the Enlightenment social assistance was provided by 
the Catholic Church (and a9er the Reformation by other churches). Care of the 
poor, the sick, the in6rm and children were exercised by the orders which, over 
time, began to build shelters, hospitals, schools, etc. Gradually began to emerge 
�� 5��/��%DUNHU��0LOHVWRQHV�LQ�WKH�'HYHORSPHQW�RI�6RFLDO�:RUN�DQG�6RFLDO�:HOIDUH��1$6:�3UHVV�
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laws and regulations relating to the charity. In England in 1536 the provision was 
introduced, under which local authorities and churches were ordered to allocate 
all the money on Sunday to help the poorest. It was not the 6rst provision estab-
lishing the principle of helping the poor, the earlier regulations, however, had the 
character of the prohibitions, which aimed to reduce begging in cities. A little later, 
in 1572 there was created in England, a new government agency, the responsibility 
of which was the care of the poorest layers of society, as well as a special tax was 
introduced to provide 6nancing for this care. At the turn of the XVI and XVII 
century the poor have been divided into three categories: able to work, which the 
authorities were required to 6nd the employment and to punish in case of re-
fusal to work, unable to work, which had the right to stay in the poorhouse, and 
the children that the authorities were obliged to train to the profession. At the 
same time a system of 6nancing of care was created, indicating several sources 
of income. At the end of the XVI century the law was introduced in England that 
imposed an obligation on the local authorities to take care of the poor. 8is law 
has played a signi6cant role in shaping the consciousness of responsibility among 
the local community for the fate of its most vulnerable members and it survived 
until 1834. In the XVII century in the Netherlands and England, and later in the 
US in some cities, local authorities have been 6nancing the urban doctors for the 
poor. In 1884 in England, thanks to the e:orts of Samuel and Henrietta Barnett, 
there was created the Toynbee House, institution providing education and social 
services, which sought to implement the program of breaking down social barriers 
separating the layers of rich and poor. House operating on similar principles was 
opened a little later in the USA by J. Adams.

8e XIX century, however, brought no solution to the problem of poverty, on the 
contrary, the development of industry and the rise of the working class has ex-
acerbated this problem. Forms of assistance, in principle, have not changed, but 
an increasing number of people required di:erent forms of care. In many coun-
tries at that time various rules came into force regulating the aid to the poor. Eg. 
In England three commissioners were appointed to supervise the activities of aid 
institutions across the country. Direct care of the poor was exercised by the local 
units led by their o7cials. 8ese units had the right to create the workshop in their 
areas employing the poor, at the same time they were forbidden to provide the as-
sistance to those able to work outside of these workshops. Attempts have also been 
made for the coordination of activities of various charity institutions3.

All these solutions have focused on emergency assistance, while growing problem 
of impoverishment of large sections of the population required reforms cover-
ing the whole of society. Projects of such reforms emerged in the second half of 
the XIX century. (In England thanks to activists such as Octavia Hill and Edward 
Denison). First organizations were established at that time dealing with the orga-
nization of the social assistance system.4

�� &I���0��3D\QH��6��0��6KDUORZ��,Q�6HDUFK�RI�̴%ULWLVK̵�6RFLDO�:RUN��,GHQWLW\��+LVWRU\�DQG�(QJDJH-

PHQW��LQ��6RFLDO�:RUN�LQ�WKH�%ULWLVK�,VOHV��UHG��0��3D\QH�DQG�6��0��6KDUORZ��-HVVLFD�.LQJVOH\�
3XEOLVKHUV��/RQGRQ�����.
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In the United States in the early days of colonization the forms of assistance to the 
poor did not di:er in principle from the European models. 8e obligation to care 
for the poor, sick or disabled was resting on the city government, which gradual-
ly began to create institutions dealing with di:erent types of assistance (shelters, 
hospitals, orphanages, workshops, correctional homes, schools for children from 
the poorest families, etc.). 8e 6rst such institution, a shelter for the poor, began 
its operations in Massachusetts in 1662, hence even before the establishment of the 
United States. In 1729 the Order of the Sisters of St. Elizabeth started a school for 
orphans whose parents were killed by the Indians (another orphanage was estab-
lished, however, half a century later).

8e conditions in these early social welfare institutions were o9en very poor. Di7-
cult living conditions concerned in particularly the mentally retarded and mental-
ly ill, because it was thought that they do not have the ability to feel pain. But the 
situation of the poorest was not much better. Until the XIX century, poverty was 
generally treated as a culpable state caused by incompetence and laziness, and so 
the help to the poor was considered as the privilege only in the most severe cases 
and for a short term. Only the charities (eg. 8e Association for the Improvement 
of Conditions of the Poor, 8e Association of Charitable Organizations in the US), 
whose members visited the poor in their homes, “discovered” that the situation of 
each person in poverty is di:erent and that, therefore, each of these people should 
be assisted by other means.5

8e rapid development of social work in the United States took place a9er the 
end of the Civil War. In the largest cities the private and local government orga-
nizations started to provide the help to the varied groups of the needy. A growing 
number of charities made the need to coordinate their actions. For this purpose 
the Society of Charity Organization was created in 1877. In turn, in 1909, the 6rst 
council coordinating the activities of independent charitable agencies was created. 
8ese agencies were established at the beginning of the XIX century, and their task 
was to collect money for charity as well as the direct action, for example, assistance 
in 6nding jobs for the unemployed. Until 1950, in the United States was founded 
1500 such agencies. Initially their operations were based primarily on the work of 
volunteers, but over time they began to employ quali6ed social workers. Another 
form of social assistance was the creation of cultural institutions. 8e 6rst such 
institution was founded in the US in 1886, now they are located in the poorest 
neighborhoods of all major cities. 8eir task is to organize recreational and cultur-
al activities, and the provision of health and social services6.

It is worth noting that, from a formal point of view, social work developed as an 
independent profession 6rst in the US because the 6rst social work organizations 
where established there, but we cannot forget that social work has developed in 
Europe in parallel and independently of America. Moreover, Americans used the 
best practices developed in Europe, especially in England, developing and adapt-
�� &I���5��$��6NLGPRUH��0��*��7KDFNHUD\��,QWURGXFWLRQ�WR�6RFLDO�:RUN�����S�����
�� &I���� (QF\FORSHGLD� RI� 6RFLDO�:RUN�� 9RO�� ��� 1DWLRQDO� $VVRFLDWLRQ� RI� 6RFLDO�:RUNHUV�� 6LOYHU�

6SULQJ��0DU\ODQG��S�������'��*ULQGEHUJ��&LYLF�DVVRFLDWLRQV�DV�D�IRUFH�RI�UHIRUP�LQ�QLQHWHHQ-

WK�FHQWXU\�$PHULFD�̹=QDN̹�������QR������S�������
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ing them to their own reality. 8erefore the idea according to which social work 
in the modern sense was established in the United States and other countries drew 
from the American experience, is not entirely justi6ed. 8e opinion that social 
work as a professional activity was 6rst developed in the US, is probably due to the 
fact that the theoretical basis of social work have been created in the early years of 
the XX century (inter alia by the American activist Marry Richmond)7.

In many countries, the development of social welfare and social work followed  
a time of crisis, such as world wars and the economic crisis of the 30s. Number of 
needy during these periods was so large that the governments have been engaging 
themselves in aid organization. 8at was the case in the United States, where in 
1935 the federal government adopted a law that introduced an insurance system, 
subsidize help at the state level, obligating state authorities to help speci6c groups 
of the population (eg. single mothers, cripples, unemployed) and so on8.

A9er World War II social welfare systems and social work have evolved in di:er-
ent ways in di:erent countries. Increasing wealth of developed countries allowed 
the implementation of social policy and 6nancing forms of aid, which before the 
war did not exist or existed in rudimentary form, therefore it became necessary 
to organize a system of care in such a way as to make it an e:ective tool for imple-
menting social policy of the state. A number of programs dedicated to di:erent 
groups of people and aimed to solve various sorts of problems, including protec-
tion programs, to prevent the emergence of social problems. Su7ce to say that in 
the 70s in the United States, the program of family allowances alone was covering 
almost eleven million bene6ciaries, and the total budget allocated for these bene-
6ts reached hundreds of millions of dollars9.

A detailed discussion of the models of this policy and the role of the social work 
within, would require a separate analysis of the various aspects of the assistance10, 
what is, however, beyond the scope of this article. 8e common element linking 
systems from di:erent countries was, as I mentioned, the fact that they have be-
come a tool of the consciously pursued social policy. 8e aim of social welfare 
and social work was no longer providing the means to physical survival to those 
most in need, but also – and over time most of all – to support the development of 
entire social groups. In all developed countries, ranging from the 60s, there were 
introduced programs targeting the unemployed, young people at risk of social pa-
thologies, people with disabilities, programs equalizing educational opportunities 
for children from poor families. Next to the institutions funded by the state and 
employing professional social workers one should also mention here about the 
private organizations, based on the work of volunteers. An example of such an or-
ganization is the American Peace Corps, which leads aid measures in poor coun-
tries around the world. 8e task of social workers a9er World War II became the 
�� &��GH�5REHUWLV�VD\V�WKDW�WKH�PHWKRGRORJ\�RI�VRFLDO�ZRUN�LQ�)UDQFH�LQ�WKH���V�DQG���V�ZDV�

EDVHG�RQ�$PHULFDQ�SDWWHUQV��&I���DOVR�0HWKRGRORJ\�RI�DFWLRQ������S�����
�� &I���5��$��6NLGPRUH��0��*��7KDFNHUD\��,QWURGXFWLRQ�WR�6RFLDO�:RUN�����S�����
�� &I���5��$��6NLGPRUH��0��*��7KDFNHUD\��,QWURGXFWLRQ�WR�6RFLDO�:RUN�����S�����
10� (J�� WKH� HYROXWLRQ� RI� WKH� V\VWHP� RI� FDUH� IRU� WKH� HOGHUO\� LQ� VHOHFWHG� FRXQWULHV� GLVFXVVHV� 

-��/\QFK��&I���$JH�LQ�WKH�:HOIDUH�6WDWH��7KH�2ULJLQV�RI�6RFLDO�6SHQGLQJ�RQ�3HQVLRQHUV��:RU-
NHUV��DQG�&KLOGUHQ��&DPEULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��&DPEULGJH������
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identi6cation of needs and support the development of the individual and because 
the list of social problems, that solving began to be the responsibility of the author-
ities due to the economic growth, became increasingly longer – the phenomenon 
of the specialization appeared in social work.

8e di:erences concern not so much the objectives or the functioning of the social 
welfare system, rather the social policy. An example of this kind of di:erence is 
the scope of social insurance. In European countries, the free or almost free access 
to health services based on compulsory insurance is the standard, while in the 
United States, free health care covers only certain social groups, eg. the elderly and 
disabled (within introduced in 1966 Medicare program) and those with the lowest 
incomes (within the Medicaid program introduced in 1965)11.

Simultaneously with the emergence of professional social work from the charity, 
began to develop the theory of social work. Initially, this theory has focused on the 
moral aspects of charity, especially assistance and protection of the working class. 
It emphasized the need to know the situation of the ward and to adapt the assis-
tance activities to the needs of the wards. 8e biggest impact in this early period 
in;uenced the work of Marry Richmond the pioneer of professional social work 
in the United States.

8e issue of social assistance also played a signi6cant role in the socialist par-
ties programs, advocating for social justice, understood as equal access to certain 
public goods such as education, healthcare and social assistance precisely. 8ese 
programs criticized the existing model of social work, accusing it of focusing on 
emergency aid to the poorest individuals, while the goal of social work should be 
to raise the standard of living of the whole population12.

Starting from the 30s until the end of the 60s the psychological concepts gained 
great popularity in the theory of social work, including Freudian psychoanalysis. 
8is involved the rede6nition of the concept of social problems and social assis-
tance, which were seen mainly as a result of psychological maladjustment of the 
individual towards society. It did not focus neither on the individual nor the soci-
ety, trying to create the conditions for socially maladjusted individuals to maintain 
mental balance, ie. the satisfaction of basic psychological needs. Individual was 
treated as the whole of relations that had bonded him with the social environment, 
and the social work as a healing e:ect of these relationships.

Also in the 70s and 80s the psychological concepts of social work enjoyed great 
interest among the theorists, although it attached not much importance to psycho-
analysis anymore. 8eory, which looked most promising was the behavioral psy-
chology, and therefore started to pay more attention to empirical research in social 
work. In parallel the e:orts have been made to explain social problems based on 
sociological concepts. 8eorists representing this trend were convinced that the 
way in which the individual operates in a society depends largely on the society as 

11� &I���5��$��6NLGPRUH��0��*��7KDFNHUD\��,QWURGXFWLRQ�WR�6RFLDO�:RUN�����S�����DQG�QH[W�
12� 0��3D\QH��6RFLDO�7KHRU\�DQG�6RFLDO�:RUN��LQ��7KH�%ODFNZHOO�(QF\FORSHGLD�RI�VRFLDO�ZRUN��UHG��

0��'DYLHV��7KH�%ODFNZHOO�3XEOLVKLQJ��2[IRUG������
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such, therefore in order to revise the social functioning of individuals, one should 
change the way their social environment functions.

Since the 60s the view has gained in popularity, according to which society has  
a duty to ensure every individual the basic living conditions in the economic sense. 
8e implementation of this view was possible on the one hand due to the increase 
of wealth in developed countries, and on the other by the overriding consensus of 
the main political forces in these countries in terms of social welfare. One of the 
goals of social work became thus identifying and meeting the economic needs of 
society. Such a rede6nition of the tasks was associated with the necessity of the 
development of di:erent methods of social work13.

Development of the theory of social work proceeded in parallel with the develop-
ment of the education of social workers. In this period a systematic training for 
charitable work also began, which, together with the professionalization of char-
itable activity gradually evolved into social work education. 8is professionaliza-
tion started in the 20s of the XX century and continued for the next two decades14, 
wherein the education for charity work began much earlier, already in the sev-
enties of the XIX century. In 1886 8e British University of Colonists along with 
the National Association of Working Women and the London Society of Charity 
Organization organized a one and a half year preparation course for charity work. 
A little earlier, in 1873, also in the UK began the 6rst organized courses for the vol-
unteers held by the London Association for Pauperism Prevention15. In 1898 the 
6rst school for sta: involved in charity work was established in the United States, 
the New York School of Philanthropy (it exists until now under the name “Depart-
ment of Social Work, Columbia University”). In 1920 the higher education faculty 
of “social work” have been launched in Chicago and in 1923 in Cleveland, thanks 
to the e:orts of Clara Kaiser social activists, the school was established preparing 
for the application of social work group methods16.

8e world’s 6rst school preparing for social work was established in the United 
States in 1893. 8e Congress of Caring Workers in New York adopted a resolu-
tion to establish a school preparing for social work and it began to operate 6ve 
years later. Shortly therea9er, in 1903, in London there was created Europe’s 6rst 
school of social work. Another school of social work developed in the Netherlands 
(1899), France (1907), Germany (1908), Switzerland (1908), Austria (1912), Ire-
land (1912), Czech Republic (1918 r), Norway (1920), Sweden (1921), Belgium 
(1922) and Poland (1925)17. In other European countries such schools were cre-
ated in the 30s and a9er the World War II. It is the schools of social work that be-

13� &I��� 2Q� WKH� LVVXHV� RI� WKH� KLVWRU\� RI� VRFLDO�ZRUN� LQ�3RODQG� DQG� WKH�ZRUOG�� UHG�� $��0DĄHN�� 
.��6ODQ\�DQG�,��6]F]HSDQLN�:LHFK\��-DJLHOORQLDQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3XEOLVKLQJ��.UDNµZ������

14� ,Q������LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�WKH�RQO\�SURIHVVLRQ��WKH�H[HUFLVH�RI�ZKLFK�ZDV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK�
WKH�QHHG�WR�DFTXLUH�TXDOLͤFDWLRQV�DWWHVWHG�E\�D�GLSORPD��ZDV�D�SURIHVVLRQ�LQ�KRXVH�QXUVH��
&I����&��GH�5REHUWLV��0HWKRGRORJ\�RI�DFWLRQ������S�����

15� 6RFLDO�:RUN�(GXFDWLRQ�LQ�(XURSH��$�&RPSUHKHQVLYH�'HVFULSWLRQ�RI�6RFLDO�:RUN�(GXFDWLRQ�LQ�
���(XURSHDQ�&RXQWULHV��UHG��+��-��%UDXQV�DQG�'��.UDPHU��)UDQNIXUW�D�0��������S������DQG�QH[W�

16� %��6]DWXU�-DZRUVND��7KH�WKHRUHWLFDO�EDVLV�RI�VRFLDO�ZRUN�>LQ�@�6RFLDO�3HGDJRJ\��UHG��7��3LOFK��
,��/HSDOF]\N��.UDNµZ�������S������DQG�QH[W�

��� &I���(��.DQWRZLF]��6RFLDO�ZRUN�LQ�(XURSH�����S������
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came the centers which began to develop a theoretical re;ection on the functions 
and methods of professional help.

In countries where Catholicism was the dominant denomination, organization of 
social work and education in the 6rst half of the XX century, also remained large-
ly under the in;uence of ecclesiastical institutions. An example in this respect is 
Austria, where social work was reserved exclusively for women, and men were not 
admitted to the profession until 1948. In Belgium, training for social work dealt 
parallel private schools, public and Catholic. In France, the 6rst school of social 
work was established in 1907, although it had the secular character, the following 
school was established at the initiative of the Catholic Church (1911.). Also in 
Spain, the 6rst school was built in the 20s under the auspices of the Church. On the 
other hand, a9er the World War II there were 29 Catholic schools out of 44 schools 
operating, nine were public schools and 4 private. A similar situation prevailed in 
Portugal, which remained an authoritarian country until 1974.

In the 6rst two – three decades a9er World War II in most European countries, 
people wishing to start a career as a social worker passed one or two year train-
ing. 8ese courses were organized mainly by universities and other institutions 
of higher education. 8e requirement for graduation at the Bachelor or Master 
level was introduced in some countries in the 70s which was associated with the 
strengthening of government control over the institutions of social assistance18.

Intensive development of various forms of social work (individual case, with  
a group or community) falls in the US and Europe in the 60s and 70s of the XX 
century. 8is is related to the rise of formal, legal framework for the operation of 
institutions of social work, the formation of the organization of social workers and 
the development of social pedagogy. During this period, unions of social workers 
began to form (except of the “Eastern Bloc” countries), the purpose of these com-
pounds was (and still is to this day) to protect the interests of social workers, as 
well as the impact on the development of the profession19.

In conclusion, the history of social work in Europe and the United States can be di-
vided into several periods. In the 6rst period practical steps were taken to provide 
aid, but devoided of theoretical re;ection, and not requiring professional prepara-
tion. In the second period, although appeared theoretical re;ection, it was not as-
sociated with empirical research, therefore this period is characterized by attempts 
to implement through the work of social work the particular concepts of social 
society and the individual. In the next period, the number of empirical studies has 
increased considerably, and so began to develop a theory of social work. Finally in 
the subsequent period, which continues to this day, the theory of social work has 
become fully-;edged research discipline, providing practical business tools. 8e 
number of empirical studies has signi6cantly increased, attempts are made to syn-
thesize knowledge from di:erent 6elds (social pedagogy, sociology, psychology), 

18� &I���(��.DQWRZLF]��6RFLDO�ZRUN�LQ�(XURSH�����S������DQG�QH[W.
��� 5��:URF]\ĆVNL��6RFLDO�SHGDJRJ\��������S�����DQG�QH[W���$��.DPLĆVNL��)XQFWLRQV�RI�VRFLDO�SH-

GDJRJ\�����S�����DQG�QH[W��%��6]DWXU�-DZRUVND��7KH�WKHRUHWLFDO�EDVLV�RI�VRFLDO�ZRUN��LQ��6RFLDO�
SHGDJRJ\��UHG��7��3LOFK�L�,�/HSDF]\N��̺ĽDN̹�3XEOLVKLQJ��:DUVDZ�������S������DQG�QH[W�
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there are areas designated to be explored, such studies are carried out in a planned 
and systematic manner. Increased importance of social work, whose main goal 
was to support the individual and social development, which led to a trend of 
increasing professionalism and specialization. Social activists and theorists who 
most contributed to the emergence and development of social work should in-
clude people like: J.H. Pestalozzi20, F. Disterweg21, R. Owen22, P. Bergemann23,  
P. Natorp24, J. Adams25, Mary Richmond26, A. Solomon27 and others.

In Poland, before the World War II, the development of charity and social assis-
tance proceeded in a similar way as in the whole Europe. Until the early XIX cen-
tury the development of the charity have been in;uenced by the Catholic Church. 
Its origins date back to the Middle Ages and are associated with the formation 
of orders leading the shelters and hospitals for the poorest. 8e monasteries in 
the Middle Ages were the only institutions providing a systematic and organized 
charity assistance. 8ey were engaged in distributing the food and clothing, o9en 
also provided shelter to pilgrims, soldiers and beggars. Over time, there were even 
separate orders specialized in helping certain groups in need.

20� -RKQ�+HQU\�3HVWDOR]]L� ������̰�������GHYHORSHG�D�WKHRUHWLFDO�EDVLV�IRU� LQLWLDO�HGXFDWLRQ��
FDOOHG�IRU�XQLYHUVDO�DFFHVV�WR�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�UHIRUP�RI�WKH�IHXGDO�VRFLDO�UHODWLRQV��+H�UXQ�
WKH� LQVWLWXWLRQ� IRU� RUSKDQV� LQ�)UDQFH��+H�SRSXODUL]HG�KLV� LGHDV� LQ�QXPHURXV� MRXUQDOLVWLF�
DUWLFOHV�DQG�OLWHUDU\�ZRUNV�

21� $GROI�)ULHGULFK�:LOKHOP�'LHVWHUZHJ�������������ZDV�DQ�HGXFDWRU�DQG�VRFLDO�DFWLYLVW��&DOOHG�
IRU�XQLYHUVDO�DFFHVV�WR�HGXFDWLRQ��VHHLQJ�LQ�HGXFDWLRQ�WKH�PDLQ�WRRO�RI�VRFLDO�UHIRUPV�DQG�
LPSURYHG�OLYHOLKRRGV��+H�ZDV�WKH�DXWKRU�RI�WKH�SRSXODU�KDQGERRN�IRU�WHDFKHUV�:HJZHLVHU�
]XU�%LOGXQJ�I¾U�GHXWVFKH�/HKUHU��������

22� 5REHUW�2ZHQ�������̰�������FUHDWHG�LQ�:DOHV�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQV�IRU�WKH�FRRSHUDWLYH�PRYH-

PHQW��ZDV�DOVR�HQJDJHG�LQ�FKDULWDEOH�DFWLYLWLHV��+H�KDG�YLHZV�VLPLODU�WR�FRPPXQLVP��KH�
FULWLFL]HG�SULYDWH�SURSHUW\��IUHH�PDUNHW��GLYLVLRQ�RI�ODERU�HWF�

23� 3DXO�%HUJHPDQ�������̰�������ODLG�WKH�IRXQGDWLRQV�IRU�WKH�VRFLDO�SHGDJRJ\��ZDV�DOVR�WKH�
DXWKRU�RI�WKH�WHUP���+H�VWUHVVHG�WKDW�WKH�VWUXFWXUH�RI�VRFLHW\�LV�FKDQJLQJ��VR�WKH�HGXFDWLRQ�
JRDOV�VKRXOG�EH�DGDSWHG� WR� WKH�FXUUHQW�VWDWH�RI�VRFLHW\��+H�EHOLHYHG� WKDW� LQGLYLGXDO�DQG�
VRFLDO�SHGDJRJ\�VKRXOG�EH�DQ�HPSLULFDO�ͤHOG��WKHUHIRUH�KH�UHIHUUHG�WR�WKH�GLVFRYHULHV�RI�&K��
'DUZLQ�DQG�WKH�SKLORVRSK\�RI�+��6SHQFHU��&I��-��0LÇVR��+LVWRU\�RI�HGXFDWLRQ�̰�WKH�WZHQWLHWK�
FHQWXU\��3:1��:DUVDZ�������S�����

24� 3DXO�1DWRUS�ZDV�SULPDULO\�D�SKLORVRSKHU��EXW�DOVR�VSRNH�RXW�RQ�VRFLDO�LVVXHV��+H�EHOLHYHG�
WKDW�HGXFDWLRQ�VKRXOG�DLP�WR�DFKLHYH�WKH�SODQQHG�LQ�DGYDQFH�LGHDO�RI�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�DQG�VR-

FLHW\��7KH�PRVW�LPSRUWDQW�IHDWXUH�VKDSHG�LQ�WKH�HGXFDWLRQDO�SURFHVV�LV�WKH�VWURQJ�ZLOO�RI�WKH�
LQGLYLGXDO��WKURXJK�ZKLFK�WKH�VRFLHW\�LV�DEOH�WR�DFKLHYH�WRWDO�XQLW\�RI�PRUDO�DQG�WUDQVIRUP�
LWVHOI�LQWR�D�̸ZKROH�FRPPXQLW\̹��&I��-��0LÇVR��+LVWRU\�RI�HGXFDWLRQ̿

25� -DQH�$GDPV�������̰ �������ZDV�DQ�$PHULFDQ�VRFLDO�DFWLYLVW��DOVR�HQJDJHG�LQ�WKH�ZRUN�RI�WKH�
LQWHUQDWLRQDO�PRYHPHQW�IRU�ZRPHQ�DQG�FKLOGUHQ��6KH�KDV�SXEOLVKHG�D�QXPEHU�RI�WKHRUHWLFDO�
SDSHUV�RQ�FKDULW\��RI�ZKLFK�WKH�PRVW�IDPRXV�ZHUH�'HPRFUDF\�DQG�6RFLDO�(WKLFV��������DQG�
7ZHQW\�<HDUV�DW�+XOO�+RXVH��������

26� 0DU\�(OOHQ�5LFKPRQG�������������GHYHORSHG�D�WKHRUHWLFDO�EDVLV�IRU�VRFLDO�ZRUN�LQFO��D�SR-

VWXODWH�RI�SURIHVVLRQDOL]DWLRQ�RI�VRFLDO�ZRUN�DQG�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�WUDLQLQJ�VFKRROV�IRU�VRFLDO�
ZRUNHUV��6KH� LV� WKH�DXWKRU�RI� WKH� LQWURGXFWRU\� WH[WERRN� LQ� VRFLDO�ZRUN�SUDFWLFH�)ULHQGO\�
9LVLWLQJ�$PRQJ�WKH�3RRU���������DV�ZHOO�DV�6RFLDO�'LDJQRVLV��FRQWDLQLQJ�WKH�ͤUVW�WKHRUHWLFDO�
DSSURDFK�WKH�LVVXH�RI�GLDJQRVLV��3RSXODU�ZDV�DOVR�WKH�ZRUN�RI�7KH�*RRG�1HLJKERU�LQ�WKH�
0RGHP�&LW\��������DQG�:KDW�LV�6RFLDO�&DVHZRUN"�$Q�,QWURGXFWRU\�'HVFULSWLRQ���������&I���
(�1��$JQHZ��)URP�D�VRFLDO�FKDULW\�ZRUN��0DU\�(��5LFKPRQG�DQG�WKH�FUHDWLRQ�RI�DQ�$PHULFDQ�
SURIHVVLRQ��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�,OOLQRLV�3UHVV��8UEDQD�����

��� $OLFH�6DORPRQ� ������̰�������ZDV�D�*HUPDQ�VRFLDO� DFWLYLVW� LQYROYHG� LQ� WKH� DFWLYLWLHV�RI�
WKH�ZRPHQ̵V�PRYHPHQW��$GYRFDWHG� WKH�HTXDOL]DWLRQ�RI�ZRPHQ̵V� ULJKWV�� OHJDO�SURWHFWLRQ� 
RI�FKLOGUHQ��DOVR�XQGHUWRRN�HIIRUWV�WR�WKH�SURIHVVLRQDOL]DWLRQ�RI�VRFLDO�ZRUN��WKH�FXOPLQDWLRQ�
RI�ZKLFK�ZDV�GLUHFWHG�E\�KHU�FRXUVH�WKHQ�VFKRRO�IRU�VRFLDO�ZRUNHUV��&I���$��.RORG]LHM�'XU-
QDĝ��$OLFH�6DORPRQ�̰�D�VNHWFK�RI�WKH�OLIH�DQG�ZRUNV��2ͤF\QD�1DXNRZD��:DUVDZ������
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8e 6rst hospital was built in Poland in 1108 in Wrocław. Separate hospitals and 
asylums were formed later on for certain groups, eg. the soldiers or people infect-
ed with leprosy. 8ese institutions have been covering the basic needs of living of 
their residents, providing them with accommodation, food and clothing. Patients 
were admitted without proper selection, grouped according to the criterion of 
types of disease or in6rmity. In the later period (XVII – XVIII) there were created 
also institutions or branches of caring for children. 8ere were no sta: prepared 
to provide professional help, the conditions were very poor, health care was not 
assured, hence the mortality rate was high and reached 70%.

Gradually also lay people started to engage in the charity, however, until the XIX 
century, the institution coordinating the activities remained the Catholic Church. 
8ere were created the so called brotherhoods of the laity by the churches, orga-
nizing fundraisers among its members to help the poorest, collecting alms, distrib-
uting the material assistance and support for patients. Some types of aid charity 
was governed by the state. 8e 6rst regulations governing charitable activities have 
been approved at the end of the Middle Ages. Dating 1347 the wiśnicki status de-
6ned the principles of care for the handicapped. From the later period comes the 
legislation limiting the number of people begging, sometimes even there were cer-
ti6cates issued authorizing the mendicancy. In 1528 the 6rst “insurance” law was 
established regulating the collection of donations to help the miners in Opole. 8e 
next year there was a regulation adopted that provided the order of care for people 
su:ering from mental illness.

Starting with the Enlightenment began the process of gradually taking over the 
social assistance by the state. In Poland the process started at the same time as in 
Europe, in the XVIII century, however, due to the loss of independence and the 
partition it proceeded at di:erent rates and took di:erent forms in each of the par-
titions. In 1768 the commission of “Good order” has been established whose task 
was to provide control over charities as well as mitigation of social problems such as 
begging and vagrancy. 8is committee used coercion by placing the homeless in the 
homes of forced labor, where they had to earn for a living. A few years later, a similar 
committee was formed taking the care of the hospitals, which operated until 1870.

Charity began to develop intensively in the XIX century, which was associate with 
the rise of industry and the education of the working class. In times of partitions 
the aim of the social work was not only to improve the fate of the most vulnerable 
members of society. 8is activity had also patriotic dimension, sought to prepare 
the public for the future independence, and grew form the ideals of positivism 
popular in Poland in the second half of the century28.

Gradually there were invoked to live more and more organizations and state in-
stitutions that were engaged in social services. We should mention Social War-
saw Charitable Society (1814), which objective was the creation of shelters for 
children, Warsaw Hygiene Society (1864), Society for the Protection of the poor 
Mothers and their Children (1864), Society of Friends of Children (1880), Society 
28� 5��:URF]\ĆVNL��(GXFDWLRQDO�SURJUDPV�RI�SRVLWLYLVP�LQ�3RODQG�DJDLQVW�WKH�VRFLDO�DQG�HFRQR-

PLF��'HSDUWPHQW�RI�6RFLDO�(GXFDWLRQ��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�/RG]��ăµGļŜ������
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against Tuberculosis and others. Meanwhile a change in legislation followed, an 
example of which is adopted in 1817 an act granting certain bene6ts to miners 
including health care for themselves and their families, as well as cash bene6ts 
during sickness.

All these organizations have operated only in the larger cities and their o:er was 
addressed to selected, relatively few social groups, so they were not able to prevent 
the progressive impoverishment of the working class. 8e 6rst reform involving 
the whole of society have been carried out in the late XIX and early XX century. 
At the end of the XIX century workers has been granted the right to an eight-
hour working day, which initially covered only the children workers. At the same 
time entrepreneurs have been prohibited to employ children under 6ve years old, 
moreover the prohibition of child labor in the night was introduced. In the same 
period there were adopted basic principles of health and safety and in factories the 
inspectors appeared to supervise the introduction of these principles into practice. 
In many workplaces there were created points of providing emergency medical as-
sistance to victims of accidents at work, similar points started operations at hospi-
tals. Care of pregnant women were included and families who had small children 
(nurseries at workplaces, medical advice, paid maternity leave). At the beginning 
of the XX century the compulsory insurance for employees have been introduced.

8ere were also educational actions undertaken. At the beginning of the XX cen-
tury there were created several associations dynamically operating that aim was 
the eradication of illiteracy among the lower strata of society. For example, Ped-
agogical Society in 1903, Circle of Educators established in 1904, Association of 
Mutual Aid Societies and the University for All in 1905. By the Warsaw Charity 
Association was launched reading rooms department in which, in the early XX 
century, there were registered several thousand readers. Kurier Warszawski of 
1905 (no. 177) encouraged neighborly help in learning to read and write29. During 
this period the Association Courses for Adults Illiterate was established and was 
chaired by Boleslaw Prus. Many other organizations have been organizing training 
and courses, eg. Polish Educational Society, Society of Polish Culture, and even the 
Farmers’ Association and Apicultural Society30.

All these solutions were also gradually introduced on Polish soil, the fastest in the 
Prussian partition, slightly slower under Austrian rule and Russian. In Galicia, 
social work aimed at strengthening the Polish culture, which was facilitated due 
to the multi-ethnic and multicultural Austro-Hungarian Empire. In the Prussian 
partition the defense of polishness was associated with the opposition to the pol-
icies of the Kulturkampf, and the leading role in “organic work” and therefore the 
activities of self-help, played the Catholic Church and the landed gentry. In turn, 
the Russian partition basic problem, which tried to 6ght back, was a low level of 
education. In the second half of the XIX century in all the partitions in the upper 
��� ̺,I�LQ�HYHU\�KRXVH�WZR�RU�PRUH�SHRSOH�WDNH�XS�WR�WHDFK�XQHQOLJKWHQHG�SHRSOH�LQ�WKDW�EXLO-

GLQJ��HDFK�ZLOO�KDYH�D�VPDOO�QXPEHU�RI�VWXGHQWV��ZKLFK�FDQ�HDVLO\�VSHQG�RQH�RU�WZR�KRXUV�
LQ�WKH�HYHQLQJ̹��&LW��DIWHU��%��6PROLĆVND�7KHLVV��$W�WKH�URRW�RI�WKH�VRFLR�FXOWXUDO�ZRUN�LQ�DQ�
HQYLURQPHQW�ZLWK�3ROLVK�WUDGLWLRQ��̺6RFLDO�3HGDJRJ\̹������QR����S�����

30� ,ELGHP�
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layers of Polish society began to promote the ethos of social service. 8e charitable 
activities o9en involved women31.

8e leading activists and theorists of this period include E. Abramoski, L. Krzy-
wicki, K. Krzeczkowski, S. Rychliński and others. 8ese authors also saw opportu-
nities for social development in scienti6c research, based on the assumption that 
the reforms e:ectively improving the existence of society must be based on the 
knowledge of the society.

8ere were large di:erences in the organization of social assistance in di:erent 
partitions. In the German partition the responsibility of organizing the social as-
sistance laid on the municipalities, which were required to support the people re-
siding permanently in their area. 8ere were also the assistance organizations at 
the national level, o:ering assistance to persons who were not entitled to support 
from the municipality or such that municipality could not e:ectively help due to 
lack of resources. In Germany, since 1883, by Otto Bismarck initiative there was 
the care program implemented for sick people, the elderly, invalids and victims of 
accidents. In other European countries similar programs have been introduced 
later (in Poland in 1925.). Also under Austrian rule social assistance was provided 
by the municipalities, but they were supporting only those people who were not 
eligible for aid by the welfare institutions. 8e municipalities in the Russian par-
tition o:ered the assistance only to people registered in the lists of the population 
residing permanently in the municipality.

A9er regaining independence, it became necessary to create a uni6ed system of 
social assistance. 8is assignment was possible to implement due to the new Act 
of Social Welfare introduced in 1923. It is modeled on the solutions of German by 
separating the government aid and imposing on the municipalities the duty of the 
care for the poor32. In the interwar period the most important for the development 
of social work was directed by H. Radlińska Study of Social Work at the Free Pol-
ish University in Warsaw. It was established in 1925 and took the form of a two-
year course designed for those already involved in social assistance and having 
in this area some experience, mainly from poor peasant families. 8e study was 
preparing teachers (in this period the percentage of illiteracy in Poland was still 
very high33), specialists in the 6eld of librarianship and care for mother and child. 
8rough involvement of its creator in the international social work organizations, 
the course program of the studies from the outset was in line with the prevailing 
global standards of education for social workers34.

Study by WWP, however, was not the 6rst nor the only institution preparing for 
social work, since much earlier was established, also in Warsaw, 8e Faculty of 
Social Work at the Higher Courses for Women. In the years 1918-1939 the social 
31� ,ELGHP�
32� &I���%��.UDMHZVND��/HJDO�EDVLV�IRU�VRFLDO�ZRUN�����S�����
33� $FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�FHQVXV�RI������LQ�:DUVDZ�WKH�SHUFHQWDJH�RI�,OOLWHUDWHV�ZDV�������DPRQJ�

PHQ�DQG�������DPRQJ�ZRPHQ��LQ�/RG]�UHVSHFWLYHO\�����DQG������&I��5��:URF]\ĆVNL��3HGD-

JRJLFDO�QRWLRQ�DQG�HGXFDWLRQDO�SURJUDPV�LQ�WKH�3ROLVK�.LQJGRP�DW�WKH�WXUQ�RI�WKH�;,;�DQG�
;;�FHQWXU\��:DUVDZ�������S������

34� 6RFLDO�SURIHVVLRQV�LQ�(XURSH�����S������DQG�QH[W�



180 181Instytut Studiów Międzynarodowych i Edukacji HUMANUM           www.humanum.org.pl

Czarnecki P.: !e History of Social Work

work education in Poland was also provided by two other institutions: Catholic 
Social School in Poznan and Social Work Studies in Lviv35.

A9er the war, H. Radlińska continued her e:orts to educate social workers. 8anks 
to her e:orts, the Polish Institute of Social Work was founded that continued the 
operations of Study of Social Work at the Free Polish University in Warsaw where-
as at the University of Lodz in 1945 the Department of Social Pedagogy was estab-
lished (since 1962 headed by A. Kaminski36). In the preparation of a training pro-
gram for social work there was also involved the Scienti6c Research Commission 
of the Polish Free University Society, which also organized various courses (eg. 
two-year study of social services, courses for the probation o7cers and managers 
of residential areas).

Radlińska comprehended social work as the activities aimed at improving the liv-
ing conditions of the whole society, not just selected individuals or social groups. 
According to Radlińska, the social pedagogy and social work should be activating 
the unit, de6ned as motivation and ability to work on oneself and to cooperate 
within the society and the state. She assumed that in every man there is the ability 
of self-development, which sometimes is being suppressed by unfavorable exter-
nal conditions, in order to liberate the energy, the focus should be on eliminating 
these external obstacles. Radlińska criticized the excessive specialization, assum-
ing that the overspecialized employee will not be able to adapt to new challeng-
es. In her opinion, social work education should be based on general knowledge 
in the humanities and natural sciences. 8is position di:ers from the American 
views on education of social work, where the emphasis is put on mastering the 
skills. Radlińska also sought to promote patriotism, commitment to national val-
ues and traditions, the need to work for the good of the state and nation. Radlińska 
treated social theory as a 6eld of social pedagogy examining the impact of the 
environment on the development of the individual in order to modify this impact 
to enhance the potential of the individual and its environment. Radlińska pointed 
out, however, that the theory of social work cannot have a permanent object, be-
cause the scope and objectives37 changes along with the social reality development.

8e most important works of Radlińska include: "e Basics of National Education 
(1909), Educational work, tasks, methods, organization (1913), discussing the idea 
of non-school education, Attitude of the educators to the social environment (1935), 
discussing the idea according to which social pedagogy should pay attention to the 
interaction between the individual and his social environment. In 1937 the work 
appeared entitled Social causes of success and failure at school, discussing the social 
barriers to the access of children to education.

To some extent, the years 1939 – 1945 were the continuation of the pre-war pe-

35� &I���:��7KHLVV��)LJKWHU�̰�LQVWUXFWRU�̰�SURIHVVLRQDO��)URP�WKH�WUDGLWLRQ�RI�D�VRFLDO�ZRUNHU�LQ�
3RODQG��̺6RFLDO�:RUN̹�������QR����

36� $��.DPLQVNL�ZDV�DOVR�RQH�RI�WKH�FUHDWRUV�RI�WKH�WKHRU\�RI�VRFLDO�ZRUN�LQ�3RODQG�DQG�WKH�DX-

WKRU�RI�VHYHUDO�WH[WERRNV��&I���HJ��6RFLDO�SHGDJRJ\�IRU�VRFLDO�ZRUNHUV��3:1��:DUVDZ������
��� 0��'��%UDLQHUG��+HOHQD�5DGOLĆVND��7KH�PHVVDJH�RI�VRFLDO�ZRUN�IURP�WKH�SDVW��LQ��6LOKRXHW-

WHV�RI�/RG]�VFKRODUV�̰�3URIHVVRU�+HOHQD�5DGOLĆVND��ăµG]NLH�:\GDZQLFWZR�1DXNRZH��ăµGļ�
������S�����DQG�QH[W�
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riod, however, due to the occupation the social work proceeded in incomparably 
more di7cult conditions, and relied heavily on volunteer activities. 8roughout 
the period of the war Free Polish University directed by H. Radlińska led the secret 
teachings in the form of Social Studies.

Also a9er the war until 1948 theoreticians and practitioners of social work contin-
ued the tradition started in the interwar period. Soon, however, it turned out that 
in the new political system social work and social pedagogy should meet the new 
challenges. In communist countries the social work was not initially conceived as 
an action to counteract social pathologies, in fact it was assumed that the new sys-
tem by its very nature precludes the formation of a wider scale of these phenom-
ena. Over time, however, also in the “people’s democracy” one began to see social 
problems, there were even some research works devoted to these problems38.

Ideology of science has led to a situation in which many professors were forbidden 
to give lectures to the students, many faculties were liquidated in Poland, incl. De-
partment of Social Pedagogy at the University of Lodz. Only a9er 1956, it became 
possible to develop social pedagogy and social work (which at the time was treated 
as a sub-discipline of social pedagogy). In 1957 at the Warsaw University Depart-
ment of Social Pedagogy have been established, headed by R. Wroczyński, in 1962 
similar unit was founded at the University of Łódź and subsequently also in other 
Polish universities: Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan in 1970, at WSP in 
Bydgoszcz in 1972, at the University of Silesia in Katowice in 1974, at Nicolaus 
Copernicus University in 1976. In 1958 the Society of Polish Free University was 
established, whose tasks include the implementation of training and journalism 
(it was issuing the magazine Man at Work and the Estate39). In the sixties began 
to emerge the post-secondary schools that were training to the social worker job.

During this period specializations within the profession of social worker began to 
develop, such as a social assistant (i.e. employee helping in the rehabilitation of peo-
ple with disabilities), probation o7cer, social worker in the workplace etc. 8e train-
ing for these occupations took place on the secondary and post-secondary level.

It is worth mentioning that in Poland a9er the World War II, there was no theory 
of social work as an independent 6eld of research and related disciplines, such as 
pedagogy, sociology or psychology were dominated by the Marxism approach, 
which clari6ed the social problems of the class struggle and oppressive nature of 
social relations as speci6c to capitalism. It should be emphasized, however, that the 
reference to Marxism have been made not only in communist countries but also 
in Western countries. Supporters of Marxism in these countries have stressed the 
need for cooperation and mutual support among the most vulnerable sections of 
society eg. through the creation of unions, who were assigned tasks related to the 
objectives of social work. Great importance was attached to workers education, 

38� ,Q�������E\�WKH�LQLWLDWLYH�RI�$��3RGJµUHFNL�WKHUH�ZDV�FUHDWHG�WKH�,QWHUGLVFLSOLQDU\�,QVWLWXWH�RI�
6RFLDO�3UHYHQWLRQ�DQG�5HKDELOLWDWLRQ�RI�:DUVDZ�8QLYHUVLW\�ZKLFK�XQWLO������ZDV�3RODQG̵V�
OHDGLQJ�UHVHDUFK�FHQWHU�LQYHVWLJDWLQJ�WKH�SKHQRPHQRQ�RI�VRFLDO�SDWKRORJ\��&I��DOVR�HJ��6H-

OHFWHG�LVVXHV�RI�VRFLDO�SDWKRORJ\��UHG��0��-DURV]��3:1��:DUVDZ�����.

��� -��0LNXOVNL��&]��*XOGD��6RFLDO�VHUYLFHV�LQ�3RODQG��,:�&5==��:DUVDZ�����
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through which they had to understand the real, essential causes of their di7culties 
in life. At the same time there have been measures taken to reduce discrimination 
related to the class division of society.

Poland’s 6rst profession similar to the profession of a social worker, the exercise 
of which was associated with the need of university education, was an educational 
psychologist. Studies for the profession were created in 1974. In the same year 
there were launched four extramural studies in the 6eld of labor and social policy 
at the Institute for Social Policy at the Department of Political Science and Jour-
nalism at the Warsaw University. Poland’s 6rst extramural social work studies have 
been running at the Jagiellonian University in 1988. (Extramural Study of Socio-
logical Studies o:ered the specialty of “social work”). Earlier, in 1977 at the Faculty 
of Journalism and Political Science at the Institute for Social Policy at Warsaw 
University there were launched studies that provided a higher education for social 
workers. In turn, in 1983 Medical Center for Continuing Education the studies of 
social service organizations were created40.

Social work education at tertiary level could develop in Poland on a large scale 
a9er 1990, which was associated with the changes in legislation relating to the 
profession. First university, which opened the faculty dedicated to social workers 
was UAM in Poznan (three years of study at the Bachelor level at the Department 
of Sociology). Soon a9er, similar faculties have been launched in other Polish uni-
versities.

8e fact that universities have started training for social work, does not however 
mean that there were at that time training programs realizing particular concepts 
of social work. Universities seek to emulate Western patterns rather than to of-
fer education knowledge and skills useful in Polish conditions. 8is involved, of 
course, the collapse of the existing system of social assistance and the emergence 
of new social problems with which neither practitioners nor theoreticians of social 
work in Poland so far encountered. It should be mentioned here the unemploy-
ment reaching up to over a dozen percent and a general decline in the standard 
of living. Subsidies were abolished for many articles and services that have been 
widely available, have become payable. At the same time, real wages have fallen 
considerably and the cost of maintaining the household increased41.

As noted by D. Trawkowska, in the early nineties there were not crystallized con-
cepts of development of social work in Poland, or the concepts of social policy, so 
that “it was not clear what direction would take the model of social policy and, 
therefore, what will be the importance of the social work, but it became increas-
ingly obvious that the existing social security guarantees shall cease to apply.”42 

40� &I��� -�� 6WDUÛJD�3LDVHN�� 7KH� SURJUDP� DVVXPSWLRQV� DQG� FRQWHQW� RI� HGXFDWLRQ� DW� WKH� VSH-

FLDOL]DWLRQ�RI�VRFLDO�VHUYLFH�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�DW�WKH�6WXG\�RI�6RFLDO�0HGLFLQH�DW�WKH�0HGLFDO�
&HQWUH�RI�3RVWJUDGXDWH�(GXFDWLRQ��LQ��(GXFDWLRQ�RI�VRFLDO�ZRUNHUV��UHG��(��/Hĝ�DQG�-��5RVQHU��
3ROVNLH�7RZDU]\VWZR�3UDFRZQLNµZ�6RFMDOQ\FK��:DUVDZ�������S�����DQG�QH[W�

41� &I���0��.VLÛľRSROVNL��7KH�FULVLV�RI� WKH�VRFLDOLVW�V\VWHP�RI�JXDUDQWHHV� LQ�VRFLDO�SROLF\�� LQ��
7KUHDWV�DQG�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�RI�VRFLDO�SROLF\�LQ�3RODQG�GXULQJ�WKH�WUDQVIRUPDWLRQ��UHG��0��.VLÛ-

ľRSROVNL�L�-��6XSLĆVND��)XQGDFMD�LP��)��%HUWD��:DUVDZ�������S�����
42� '��7UDZNRZVND��3RUWUDLW�RI�D�PRGHUQ�VRFLDO�ZRUNHU�����S�����DQG�QH[W�
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In the 6rst half of the 90s there was no coherent social policy, it is therefore di7-
cult to assess what role in the whole system of social security attributed the gov-
ernments to social welfare and social work. According to B. Szatur-Jaworska the 
authors of the reforms in advance assumed that social assistance is to be one of 
the tools to reform the state, mitigating the e:ect of pauperization and exclusion, 
which were not treated as a marginal phenomenon, but as an unavoidable cost of 
reforming the state. 8is means that the role of the social welfare system was in the 
6rst period of transformation much broader than is commonly supposed43. On the 
other hand, there were no other tools to identify and evaluate social needs and the 
social welfare system, with all its frailties, performed such a function. 

Social welfare system in Poland during the transformation struggled additionally 
with the same di7culties which had to cope whole country: the scarcity of resourc-
es, not enough sta:, sta: work overload, low level of professional quali6cations (in 
1991 almost half of social workers had no formal training for the profession), etc. 
According to D. Trawkowska these problems have led to a situation in which the 
role of social work in the social welfare system was minimal44.

Signi6cant improvement of the situation was only in the second half of the 90s. 
8e most important factor in initiating these positive changes was the adoption 
of the law on social assistance. Although this act contains some signi6cant short-
comings, however, it allowed the system to improve the functioning of social as-
sistance and social work raising its pro6le as one of the elements of this system 
(incl. clari6ed some concepts, to established requirements for the quali6cations 
of social workers, expanded and diversi6ed the catalog of services). 8e 6nancial 
background of social work has been signi6cantly improved and the importance of 
professionalism and specialization has increased.

8is does not mean, however, that social work in Poland plays the same function 
now is fully comparable with that of the function it plays in countries such as the 
US, UK, Germany etc. Social workers are now facing with the same problems are 
being faced by the entire social assistance system, but the situation is slowly, but 
continuously improving. 8ere are many new institutions and new types of social 
assistance centers (Provincial Departments of Social A:airs, District Family As-
sistance Centers). On the other hand, there are problems, which in previous years 
had not been in such a large scale, such as the increasing bureaucratization of the 
system, or the tendency to grant bene6ts of negligible value (eg. several PLN), 
which is a result of errors in social policy (to provide assistance targeted to a wide 
public is simpler than the aid directed to the narrower speci6c category of people, 
granted on the basis of more complex criteria)45.

43� &I��� %�� 6]DWXU�-DZRUVND�� 7KH� LPSRUWDQFH� RI� VRFLDO�ZRUN� LQ� VRFLDO� SROLF\�� LQ�� 7KUHDWV� DQG�
RSSRUWXQLWLHV�RI�VRFLDO�SROLF\�����S������
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