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Transformative Potential of 
Social Economy Entities
Janina Pach, Dorota Murzyn, Marta Czyżewska, Renata Śliwa

The domain of social entrepreneurs’ activities involves the search for creative solutions 
to social problems, supporting dynamic communities, and catalyzing the creation of social 
value. Cooperation with the business sector and the public sector in creating resources, shar-
ing them and multiplying them can support this domain. The cognitive and implementation 
tools offered provide a basis for increasing the innovativeness of business practices, introduc-
ing managerial discipline to contribute to lasting social changes with a large/global impact. 
Encouraging the young generation to integrate their skills for developing entrepreneurship, 
including social entrepreneurship, plays a fundamental role in these processes.

The complexity and dynamics of ongoing social changes force the decentralization of 
operational decisions in terms of including broad social groups, especially those previously 
disadvantaged, in using more accessible and efficient methods to ensure social security, cre-
ate social order, and shape family life. Coordination challenges in achieving social policy goals 
ahead of states, social economy entities, universities, and enterprises push stakeholders toward 
new areas of implementation and research interests.

The presented special issue of Social Entrepreneurship Review entitled “Transformative 
Potential of Social Economy Entities” covers selected issues related to examples of unlocking 
the transformative potential of social entrepreneurship in supporting job creation, profes-
sional integration, or social inclusion. The issues of shaping social protection, implementing 
social services in the public management system and within welfare farms, attitudes of social 
entrepreneurs towards bankruptcy/failure, responsibility of universities for social issues, and 
building entrepreneurial attitudes among students (in the U.S. and in Poland) will constitute 
the contribution of this issue to recognizing the current states and identifying further research 
niches.

Social policy and social entrepreneurship share the same functions in terms of recognizing 
alternative possibilities for coping with the functioning of the emerging welfare states. Social 
policy remains an area of searching for solutions that help move to higher work environment 
standards or social protection while ensuring flexibility of action and expanding the possibili-
ties of using development opportunities. The state’s potential is of fundamental importance in 
effectively coordinating the dynamics of changes in the social economy sector and facilitating 
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the transfer of changes brought about by social innovations from the local/community level to 
the level of large-scale/nationwide and regional transformations.

Aleksandra Jasińska and Marek Jasiński analyze the tools for assessing the creation of social 
security within social policy. They indicate Poland’s relatively weak position in rankings despite 
large social transfers and increased costs of operating the social system. The authors support 
their conclusions with reference to the importance of social infrastructure and related services, 
such as nursery and preschool care or healthcare. Simultaneously, they draw attention to the 
forms, intensity, and goals of social initiatives undertaken, emphasizing the need to include 
broad social groups and make people in difficult life situations independent.

Emphasizing the costs and monitoring the efficiency and effectiveness of social policy 
actions leads to recognizing ways of providing social services more efficiently and transpar-
ently. Karolina Szymaniec-Mlicka, Aldona Frączkiewicz-Wronka, and Anna Kozak examine 
social welfare centers in terms of using ICT tools to provide social services. In their view, digital-
izing these basic organizational units and implementing social policy goals in Poland at the 
municipal level could possibly reduce the bureaucracy scale as well as accelerate and increase 
the communication effectiveness, which is to open up opportunities for public sector organi-
zations to multiply the effectiveness in providing social services for the civil society sector and 
the market sector. At the same time, the article indicates that there are various dimensions of 
using communication and information tools for the operation of social welfare units, relating 
to intra-organizational communication efficiency, accelerating data verification and improving 
the quality of procedures, increasing data security, shortening the time and cost of decision-
making, minimizing errors, simplifying the processes of providing benefits, facilitating report-
ing, and access to shared information.

Deinstitutionalization of social services as a manifestation of decentralization of social 
policy and sharing responsibility with various stakeholders for implementing social tasks at 
the local level strengthens local communities in various ways. Karolina Jarosz presents one 
of such ways in her article on care farms as forms of providing social services in rural areas. 
According to the article, the efficient functioning of care farms in the countryside translates 
not only into increased access to social and health services but also an opportunity to activate 
rural communities and stimulate local development. Local governments, agricultural advisory 
units, social economy support centers, social service centers (social welfare centers), and min-
istries responsible for social policy strengthen the implementation potential of such entities, 
activating themselves in the provision of social services by implementing the idea of “green” 
care and developing care services as part of the functioning of farms. At the current imple-
mentation stage, educating people willing to run such farms (as a business activity or a social 
economy entity) and local government decision-makers emerges as the main factor driving 
desired changes.

Failure is an inseparable aspect of highly innovative solutions. Understanding this phe-
nomenon, its conditions, and recognizable consequences helps transform the costs gener-
ated in this way into benefits. In this case, the key area of recognition is the attitude of social 
entrepreneurs and local government support bodies, which helps draw conclusions regarding 
the causes and effects of failures/bankruptcies. Despite the negative financial or psychologi-
cal consequences, the bankruptcy of a social enterprise can become an invaluable research 
and instructional background, and, more importantly, a buffer or tool for strengthening resil-
ience to subsequent crises. The subjectivity and intensity of experiencing the effects, which 
often marked by failures in social enterprises, enter tensions related to their amortization due 
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to the contradictory goals inherently assigned to this activity, the supremacy of social norms 
and values, as well as the importance of identity. As Martyna Wronka-Pośpiech emphasizes, 
the need to simultaneously manage these elements leads to friction in the use of alternative 
approaches, tools, and solutions. Wronka-Pośpiech recognizes developing the ability to under-
stand, predict, and respond to stakeholder groups’ failures in social entrepreneurship as a key 
challenge for social enterprises.

Promoting non-profit strategies and business leadership in the social sector or public edu-
cation is a major challenge for the academic world. However, the support of students through 
courses, career development programs, involvement in the work of the social sector, book 
publications, case studies, implementation of research and implementation projects, and inte-
gration through research forums, and conferences are not the only elements of fundamental 
importance in this field. These also include good practices and usage recommendations by 
wide groups of stakeholders. Beata Detyna raises the issue of the special role of universities as 
socially responsible entities and discusses the diverse contexts of practical use of the concept 
of universities’ social responsibility. The complexity of the issue of university’s social responsi-
bility, including the involvement and recognition of benefits by wide groups of stakeholders 
(students, employees, external partners) forces the transition to higher integrity levels in the 
processes being launched. Building efficient communication between stakeholders (regarding 
the university‘s readiness to develop the idea of social responsibility, the mission or strategy 
of university development, systemic solutions, monitoring the progress of activities), creating 
an academic community around the university, motivating employees and other university 
stakeholders to co-create policy and results introduces strong roots in the implementation 
of the idea and increases the possibility of neutralizing crises sources. Detyna mentions tools 
that could help implement university’s social responsibility. For example, this might consist in 
including the idea of university social responsibility in the university’s strategic documents, 
adapting systemic solutions in this area (mainly the motivation system strengthening the 
sense of loyalty of employees), creating “maps” of university responsibility towards its employ-
ees, creating a network of supervision and strengthening initiatives through coordinators or 
proxies, announcing results reports for public review.

The success of university programs that affect the integration of broad stakeholder groups 
and the achieved results is under significant influence of the reaction/responsiveness of stu-
dents to the policy, teaching, and university’s scientific offer. 

Research conducted by Jakub Boratyn and Michalina Mróz on a sample of students at one 
of the Polish non-public universities showed the importance of the offered fields of study and 
the attitudes of students related to the studied field of study as determining the potential 
and actual intentions of starting a business activity (studies conducted as self-assessment of 
students). The foundations of entrepreneurial potential identified most among students of 
business and IT are most visible in the core curriculum, extracurricular training, and workshop 
classes. Such a picture of the impact on students’ entrepreneurial attitudes essentially confirms 
the primary role of universities’ strategic and systemic activities in noticing market trends and 
professional needs and effectively responding to the challenges they bring.

The experiences shared by Thomas Gold on the contemporary conditions of higher educa-
tion in the United States resonate as a call for efforts to rebuild trust in higher education in the 
face of the intensifying dynamics of labor market structures driven by technological challenges 
such as AI. In this vein, he emphasized the role of widely perceived innovation, critical thinking, 
or a focus on problem solving in teaching academic entrepreneurship, but also highlighted 
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empathy and sensitivity as key skills to develop in students preparing to work in consulting or 
the broader entrepreneurial segment. As Gold points out, the ability to listen, empathize, and 
adapt is a transformative force for many of his students. Based on lessons from the American 
experience, there is a growing need for students to feel that the time and energy they devote 
to acquiring an academic education is linked to influencing real change (linking their aspira-
tions to concrete opportunities in the face of social challenges such as environmental sustain-
ability or income distribution, and the social economy as such).

Additionally, this volume includes a description and presentation of activities undertaken 
in social economy and social entrepreneurship at the University of the National Education 
Commission in Krakow. The University employees participate in programs and projects related 
to education and research for the development of the social economy. They also develop coop-
eration with the socio-economic environment, including social economy entities. The initia-
tives aim to create a three-dimensional – research, teaching, and practical – platform for dis-
seminating knowledge about economics and social entrepreneurship.

The articles in this special issue assign a distinctive role to social economy entities in co-
creating broadly understood social policy and in activating the transformational forces inher-
ent in innovative process solutions (attitudes towards bankruptcies, use of communication and 
information tools) or organizational solutions (welfare farms, social responsibility of univer-
sities). The potential of entrepreneurship naturally emerges as a critical area of implementa-
tion of social economy ventures, and universities’ role in better use of available resources is 
irreplaceable/indispensable.

Strengthening the position of local communities in implementing adopted social models, 
engaging broad stakeholder groups in the process of shaping well-being as a result of ade-
quate provision of public services, including social services, or stimulating more efficient use of 
available resources has enabled effective problem identification and a faster response to them. 
Such response takes the form of a sufficiently accurate decision to find not only permeable 
channels of communication concerning broad social interests but also, by becoming resistant 
to crises, achieve good economic results and their desired distribution.
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Social Protection in Poland 
Compared to Selected Member States 
of the European Union
Aleksandra Jasińska, Marek Jasiński

Abstract:	 Background: Social policy is an essential element of action for every state. To assess the activities of 
states in this area, one should look at social protection from a multi-criteria perspective. Such assessment 
makes it possible to compare the effectiveness of the social policies in the surveyed countries and weigh 
the social policies in Poland against those in the other surveyed EU member states.
Research objectives: The article aims at designing a measure to assess and compare the social protec-
tion policies of selected European countries, and to juxtapose them with the social policies of Poland and 
develop a ranking of the studied countries. Moreover, the article tries to establish if there is a relationship 
between public spendings on social protection and the assessment of social policies by citizens.
Research design and methods: The research involved a multidimensional comparative analysis and the 
TOPSIS method. We analyzed the variables related to social protection and used them to build a syn-
thetic measure for social protection assessment. Based on the obtained ratings, we created a compara-
tive ranking of the EU member states. The examined Polish indicators underwent a comparison with the 
average for the other studied EU countries. The analysis covered the years 2015 and 2021.
Results: The research produced a ranking of social protection scores for the years 2015 and 2021, with 
France and Luxembourg in the first two places. Poland ranked 18th.
There is a strong correlation between the social situation assessment and the average equivalent net 
income per capita in PPS, as well as the average expenditure on social protection in euros per capita.
Conclusions: The countries that scored top positions in the social protection ranking have a higher GDP 
than the others. Despite large transfers for social protection, Poland’s position in the ranking remained 
unchanged. One needs further research on social protection assessment to identify an effective model 
of social protection policy.

Keywords:	 social protection, TOPSIS method, EU, Poland
JEL Codes:	 H53, I38

Suggested citation:
Jasińska, A., & Jasiński, M. (2024). Social protection in Poland compared to selected member states of the 
European Union. Social Entrepreneurship Review, 2, 11–25. https://doi.org/10.15678/SER.2024.2.01

1. Introduction

Social policy is an essential element of action for every state. It influences the welfare of 
citizens, leads to the inclusion of marginalized and poverty-threatened individuals, improves 
the situation of citizens, and ensures that every vulnerable individual receives care and is safe 
in their own country. States undertake various activities in this area in many fields such as 
housing, education, health care, or the labor market. The country’s economic development is 
crucial because, among other things, it increases the citizens’ employment rate and income. 
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Development also improves the country’s infrastructure and the living conditions of its inhab-
itants. Economic growth results in a larger public budget and therefore wider assistance and 
a broader scope of the state’s care for citizens. Economic development can positively impact 
social protection by increasing the financial resources allocated to this purpose. To assess 
the activities of states in this area, one must view social protection through multiple criteria. 
The aim of this article is an attempt to create a synthetic measure enabling the assessment of 
the social protection level. A series of factors describing this phenomenon provides for the 
assessment of Poland and other selected European countries in this respect. This assessment 
allows for a comparison of the effectiveness of Poland’s social policy with those in selected 
European countries.

2. Social Protection: The Concept

There are many definitions of social protection in the literature. These definitions approach 
the issue from different perspectives. Some emphasize the goals and functions of social pro-
tection, while others focus on the recipients of these systems. Certain researchers concentrate 
on the financing of social protection or on the types of programs typically associated with 
protection (Midgley, 2022, pp. 2–4) However, most scholars agree that it encompasses social 
policy aimed at supporting individuals throughout their lives in various adverse circumstances. 
These circumstances may relate to the individual only, including poor health, job loss, or old 
age; or they may involve the entire communities, as in the case of economic downturns or 
extreme weather conditions (Yemtsov et al., 2018, pp. 4–5) Therefore, “social protection can 
be defined as policies and programs designed to reduce poverty, increase resilience to down-
turns, improve human capital, and raise productivity” (Yemtsov et al., 2018, p. 4).

It is the duty of the state to provide every citizen with social protection, which includes 
social insurance and social assistance. Social insurance covers pensions, sickness benefits, dis-
ability pensions, and unemployment benefits. The funds for these purposes come from contri-
butions and serve to guarantee income security in the future. Social assistance consists of both 
cash and social transfers in kind to poorer individuals. The financing of such services relies on 
taxes collected from everyone, and their purpose is to protect the minimum income of less 
fortunate people. The provision of this type of assistance utilizes income criteria (Piotrowska, 
2008, pp. 211–212).

States implement various strategies in the field of social policy, and thus many classifica-
tions of social policy models have emerged. Table 1 outlines examples of social policy models.

Over the years, as a result of analyses and discussions, new models have emerged to 
address the new developmental challenges of countries, which did not fit into the above-men-
tioned classification. For example, the liberal-social model has appeared. This model is present 
in Great Britain and relies on motivating, supporting, and assisting an individual entering the 
labor market, where work shall meet with an appropriate reward. Social services have become 
the responsibility of private companies (Golinowska, 2018, pp. 37–40).

The social-democratic-liberal-conservative model functions in the Netherlands. Dutch citi-
zens have access to guaranteed health care services, including long-term care. Funds for these 
services come partly from mandatory income contributions and flat-rate contribution. Patients 
cover the costs themselves if they exceed a set limit. The labor market policy relies on employ-
ing highly skilled workers. In such a country, employers are responsible for the rehabilitation 
of incapacitated employees as well as the system of preventive and therapeutic rehabilitation. 
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Social assistance takes the form of material aid such as food banks and monetary aid. Benefits 
depend on the plan to overcome difficulties and speedy re-entry into employment (Golinow-
ska, 2018, pp. 48–49).

Table 1. Examples of Social Policy Models

Author Model Features

Richard Titmuss Marginal •	 Individual is the source of social problems
•	 Individuals can satisfy their needs on their own or with the support of family or 

charitable organizations
•	 The state only takes care of those citizens who have problems
•	 State actions remain limited
•	 Low social benefits and social security
•	 Social assistance takes into account the income criterion
Examples of countries: Great Britain, Denmark, Switzerland

Institutional and 
redistributive

•	 Social tasks are part of the state’s activity
•	 It encompasses all citizens
•	 Achieving equality of the highest standards rather than equalizing minimum 

needs
Examples of countries: Norway, Sweden, Finland, partly Denmark

Conservative and 
corporate

•	 The state meets social needs
•	 Private insurance and supplementary employment benefits are of little 

importance
•	 Social rights arise from the insured person’s situation
•	 It reinforces the traditional family model and family benefits, and encourages 

having more children
Examples of countries: Austria, France, Germany

Harold Wilensky, 
Charles Lebeaux

Residual The family satisfies the individual’s needs

Institutional •	 An extensive system of social services
•	 The state provides assistance at least at a minimum standard of living

Gøsta Esping-
-Andersen

Liberal It provides modest social transfers and social protection. Social benefits are for 
individuals with low incomes. The social policy aims to support those entering 
the labor market and counter the situations where individuals’ incomes come 
from social benefits. The state guarantees only the minimum or subsidizes private 
social security schemes.

Corporate 
(Conservative)

Social insurance usually does not cover non-working spouses, and family benefits 
encourage motherhood. Childcare institutions remain undeveloped. The state 
intervenes only when the family proves helpless.

Social democratic The state provides broad access to social services, and working citizens have the 
right to these services. The state arranges transfers directly to children, and high 
social spending aims not only to help families, but also to facilitate employment.

Mirosław Księżopolski Corporate •	 It relies on social insurance
•	 The state guarantees social security at a basic level
•	 Social programs should strengthen the economy
•	 All the insured individuals are the primary persons to receive social benefits
Examples of countries: Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, Austria, Finland, 
partly France and Italy
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Author Model Features

Residual •	 Citizens satisfy their needs independently through family or free market
•	 The state should teach people how to live without state’s support
•	 The state provides mandatory social insurance, access to health care, and family 

benefits at a minimum level
•	 Social problems appear rare
•	 Social policy aims to reduce poverty
Examples of countries: Great Britain

Rudimentary •	 The guarantee of minimum social income awarded according to citizens’ needs
•	 Nongovernmental organizations play a significant role
•	 Assistance provided by family, neighbors, and local or religious organizations
Examples of countries: Portugal, Spain, Greece, Ireland, partly Italy

Protective •	 High social benefits
•	 Access to benefits and services for all citizens, i.e., universal and rather free 

access to health care and education, pensions, and social benefits
•	 Family allowances for each child
•	 A wide range of services for older people and persons with disabilities
•	 There is a belief that the entire society bears the responsibility for meeting the 

needs of every citizen
Examples of countries: Sweden, Denmark, and the Netherlands

Source: own elaboration based on Mitręga, 2017, pp. 384–388; Księżopolski, 1999, pp. 59–60; Esping-Andersen, 2010, pp. 44–47; 
Wilensky & Lebeaux, 1958, p. 158; Titmuss, 1974, pp. 145–147.

The social protection policy of a country depends on a range of factors, including political, 
institutional, and economic ones. Wealthy countries function within political and institutional 
factors. These countries adjust their social policy to economic goals, reforming their social sys-
tems to adapt them to changing social situations. Economic factors have an impact on social 
protection in developing countries, which cannot afford to offer a public social insurance 
system.

Social protection is thus a combination of social insurance and social assistance, and spans 
a range of programs addressed to specific social groups. Table 2 contains the examples of such 
programs.

Social protection, and especially social assistance, arouses many controversies. There is an 
ongoing discussion between the advocates and opponents of social assistance on the impact 
of such support on the society. The opponents believe that social transfers discourage efforts 
to find employment, while the advocates argue that transfers are necessary because it is the 
state’s duty to ensure an adequate standard of living for every citizen.

Table 2. Examples of Social Protection According to Social Group

Recipients Social assistance Social security Others

Working age population Social transfers based on 
needs; public works programs; 
subsidies, i.e., food, energy, or 
housing benefits

Unemployment benefit; 
sickness benefit; insurance 
against accidents at work

Minimum wage; health and 
safety; separation allowance

Children Family benefits based on 
income criteria; school meals; 
conditional cash transfers

Family benefits; maternity 
benefits

Child labor law
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Recipients Social assistance Social security Others

Non-working older people Transfers based on needs; 
social pensions

Pensions based on a contribu-
tion system

Regulations regarding retire-
ment age

People with disabilities, 
ethnic minorities, HIV-positive 
people, orphans, refugees, 
migrants, and displaced 
persons

Transfers Pensions Equal rights for minorities; 
programs to promote toler-
ance in the workplace

Source: own elaboration based on Piotrowska, 2018, pp. 214–215.

One should also note that social protection is a guaranteed human right. It appears in inter-
national documents such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. When an individual’s 
life becomes threatened, this right guarantees a minimum standard of living, not necessarily 
income (Norton, Conway, & Foster, 2002, p. 541). Another document is the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development, adopted by all UN members in 2015. It sets 17 goals, including those 
that commit states to pursue policies that ensure social protection for every social group and 
create conditions enabling everyone to benefit from economic achievements.

Social Protection in Poland

The social protection system in Poland is regulated by the Act of March 12, 2004, on social 
assistance (Journal of Laws of 2004, No. 64, item 593, as amended). The state and local govern-
ment authorities organize social assistance together. Article 3(1) specifies its tasks as follows: 
“Social assistance supports individuals and families in their efforts to meet essential needs and 
enables them to live in conditions consistent with human dignity.” Article 7 of the Act stipulates 
who is eligible for social assistance. Accordingly, the state provides assistance to individuals 
and families in the following situations: poverty; orphanhood; homelessness; unemployment; 
disability; long-term or severe illness; domestic violence; the need to protect victims of human 
trafficking; the need to protect motherhood or large families; helplessness in caregiving and 
household management, especially in single-parent or large families; difficulties in integrating 
refugees; difficulties in adapting to life after release from prison; alcoholism or drug addiction; 
accidents and crisis situations; and natural or ecological disasters. The assistance that those in 
need can receive includes:

	– cash benefits such as: permanent allowance, periodical allowance, purpose-specific ben-
efit, special purpose-specific benefit, benefit and loan for economic empowerment, assis-
tance in empowerment and continuing education, cash benefits for living and expenses 
connected with learning the Polish language for foreigners, and remuneration granted by 
the court to the guardian for providing care (Article 36(1));

	– non-monetary benefits such as: social work, credit ticket, health insurance contributions, 
social security contributions, material assistance, funeral arrangements, specialist counsel-
ling, crisis intervention, shelter, meal, necessary clothing, specialist care services, stay and 
services at a social welfare facility, assistance in obtaining appropriate housing conditions, 
assistance in obtaining employment, assistance in kind for the development of people who 
are becoming independent (Art. 36(2)).
The Act divides these tasks between the state and the local government bodies.
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3. Social Protection in Europe: Empirical Research

Which systems are more effective? What kinds of social protection systems operate in the 
EU countries? The present article aims at addressing these questions. How does one assess the 
actions taken by different states regarding the effectiveness of social policy, including social 
protection? The effectiveness in question needs measurement by the social policy’s effects in 
various areas of human life, not by expenditure on social protection. One should pay attention 
to indicators describing the situation on the labor market, with particular focus on the groups 
of younger and older people. The indicators of risk or exclusion and those related to medical 
care and housing situation are also important. Social protection expenditure remains inextrica-
bly linked to the assessment of the social policy quality. The evaluation and comparison of the 
situation in the analyzed countries needs a measurement metric created using a set of variables 
considered when assessing the phenomenon. Building this measure allows for the assessment 
and comparison of the situation in the surveyed European countries. It also becomes possi-
ble to check whether the states appropriately spend their social assistance funds, and thus to 
assess the effectiveness of social policy. Based on substantive and formal criteria, we proposed 
the following variables for the study:

X1 – Percentage of people at risk of poverty: the percentage of people whose equivalized 
disposable income – after social transfers – is below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold, that is, 
60  percent of the national median equivalized disposable income after considering social 
transfers. This indicator does not measure wealth or poverty but low income compared to 
other inhabitants of a country, which does not necessarily mean a low standard of living.

X2 – Inequality of income distribution: the ratio of the total income received by 20 percent 
of the population with the highest income to the total income received by 20 percent of the 
population with the lowest income. Here, income means equivalized disposable income.

X3 – Long-term unemployment rate: this indicator expresses the number of long-term 
unemployed people aged 15–74 as a percentage of the economically active population at 
that age. Long-term unemployed people (12 months and more) include people who are over 
15 years of age, do not live in collective households, will remain unemployed in the next two 
weeks, will be able to start work in the next two weeks, and either have actively been looking 
for a job in the last four weeks or have already found a job that can start later.

X4 – Unemployment rate among people up to 24 years old.
X5 – Average relative income of older people: quotient of the median equivalized dispos-

able income of people aged 65 and over to the median equivalized disposable income of peo-
ple aged 0–64.

X6 – Housing cost overburden rate: the percentage of the population living in a household 
where the total housing costs excluding housing benefits constitute more than 40 percent of 
the household’s total disposable income excluding housing benefits.

X7 – Total replacement ratio: average gross individual pension income of the population 
aged 65–74 compared to the median individual gross earnings from work of the population 
aged 50–59, excluding other social benefits.

X8 – Healthy Life Years (HLY) for people aged 65: an indicator measuring the number of 
years of remaining in good health for a person aged 65, calculated separately for women and 
men.

X9 – Percentage of people reporting dissatisfaction with the health service related to wait-
ing too long for medical assistance.
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X10 – Percentage of children under 18 at risk of poverty or social exclusion. People at risk 
of poverty are those whose equivalized disposable income remains below the poverty risk 
threshold, which is 60 percent of the national median equivalized disposable income after 
considering social transfers. People in severe economic or social deprivation have living condi-
tions severely limited by lack of resources, and experience at least seven of the following 13 ele-
ments of deprivation, namely they cannot afford to: i) pay rent or utility bills; ii) keep their home 
adequately warm; iii ) cover unexpected life expenses; iv) eat meat, fish, or equivalent protein 
every other day; v) spend a week away from home; vi) have access to a car/van for personal use; 
vii) replace worn-out furniture; viii) replace worn-out clothes; ix) have two pairs of properly 
fitting shoes; x) spend a small amount of money on themselves every week (“pocket money”); 
xi) practice sports regularly; xii) meet friends/family for a drink/meal at least once a month; and 
xiii) have an Internet connection. Persons living in households with very low work intensity are 
persons aged 0–64 living in households where adults, namely people aged 18–64, worked 
20 percent or less of their total work potential in the last year.

X11 – Impact of social transfers on poverty reduction: percentage reduction in the at-risk-
of-poverty rate as a result of social transfers, calculated by comparing at-risk-of-poverty rates 
before social transfers with rates after transfers; this indicator does not take pensions into 
account.

X12 – Overcrowding rate in households: the percentage of the population living in over-
crowded households. An overcrowded household is one that does not have a minimum num-
ber of rooms equal to: one room in the household; one room for a couple in the household; 
one room for each single person aged 18 or over; one room for a pair of single same-sex people 
aged 12–17; one room for each single person aged 12–17 not included in the previous category; 
one room for a pair of children up to 12 years of age. One presents this indicator by gender.

X13 – Gini coefficient: the ratio of the cumulative shares of the population ordered by the 
level of equivalized disposable income in relation to the cumulative share of the equivalized 
total disposable income they receive.

X14 – Pensioners’ at-risk-of-poverty rate: the percentage of pensioners whose equivalized 
disposable income is below the at-risk-of-poverty threshold.

X15 – Percentage of young people who are neither employed nor participating in educa-
tion or training within this age group, namely the percentage of the population aged 15–29 
who are neither employed nor participating in education or training.

X16 – Percentage of people in severe economic or social deprivation who meet at least 
seven of the following 13 conditions of deprivation, namely they cannot afford to: i) pay rent 
or utility bills; ii) keep their home adequately warm; iii) cover unexpected life expenses; iv) eat 
meat, fish, or equivalent protein every other day, v) spend a week away from home; vi) have 
access to a car/van for personal use; vii) replace worn-out furniture; viii) replace worn-out 
clothes; ix) have two pairs of properly fitting shoes; x) spend a small amount of money on 
themselves every week (“pocket money”); xi) practice sports regularly; xii) meet friends/fam-
ily for a drink/meal at least once a month; and xiii) have an Internet connection. The indicator 
relies on the Statistics on Income, Social Inclusion, and Living Conditions (EU-SILC).

We built a measure for the assessment of social situation (SSA) in the selected European 
countries. The choice stemmed from the availability of statistical data obtained from the Euro-
stat database. We examined 26 countries for the years 2015 and 2021. To assess the social situa-
tion, we used multidimensional comparative analysis tools: the Technique for Order Preference 
by Similarity to an Ideal Solution (the TOPSIS method). When selecting the research method, 
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the focus was on the ability to analyze individual factors influencing social protection, and the 
ability to compare countries both over time and with one another.

Determining the measurement metric consisted of five stages: selection of indicators, nor-
malization of features, establishing a system of weights for features, determining the coordi-
nates of model units – pattern and anti-pattern, and calculating the value of a synthetic fea-
ture. In the first stage, we verified the set of potential diagnostic variables due to the variables’ 
discriminatory ability and information potential (Panek, 2009, pp. 19, 23). The verification due 
to the discriminatory ability and the rejection of variables with low differentiation relied on the 
classic coefficient of variation. The verification in terms of the information potential followed 
the inverted correlation matrix method. The second stage was the normalization of features 
using the zeroed unitarization method. The use of unitarization formulas provided the stand-
ardized feature values with a differentiated arithmetic mean and standard deviation but a con-
stant range (Wysocki, 2010). The third stage established a system of weights for the features. 
We determined weight factors for each feature using the CRITIC method – Criteria Importance 
Through Intercriteria Correlation (Wysocki, 2010, pp. 156–157). The fourth stage involved deter-
mining the coordinates of the model units: the A+ pattern and the A– anti-pattern:

	 A max max maxx x x x x x, , , , , , Ki i i i i iK1 2 1 2 1f f= =+ + + +_ ^ ^ ^ ^h h hi h
	 A max max maxx x x x x x, , , , , ,K Ki i i i i i1 2 1 2 1

– – – –f f= =_ ^ ^ ^ ^h h hi h
Then, we calculated the Euclidean distances (d d,i i

– + ) of each assessed commune from the 
A+ pattern and the A– anti-pattern. The fifth stage was the calculation of the synthetic feature’s 
value:

	 SSA d d
d

i 1 2 26, , , ,i
i i

i
–

–

f= + =+

The smaller the distance of a given commune from the pattern, and therefore the greater 
the distance from the anti-pattern, the closer the value of the synthetic feature is to 1.

We determined synthetic measures for each of the studied countries and then compared 
them with social protection expenditure. The following variables served this purpose:

W1 – Pension expenditure as a percentage of GDP, namely the sum of social benefits: dis-
ability pension, early retirement due to limited work capacity, retirement pension, expected 
retirement, partial pension, survivors’ pension, the early retirement due to the labor market.

W2 – Average equivalized net income per capita in the purchasing power standard (PPS).
W3 – Social assistance expenditure as a percentage of GDP.
W4 – Social security revenues as a percentage of GDP.
W5 – Average social protection expenditure in euros per capita.
W6 – GDP per capita in PPS.

We determined correlation coefficients between the designated measures and the W1–W6 
variables for the years under study.

4. Research Findings

The established measure allowed for the assessment of social protection in the European 
countries in the years 2015 and 2021. As a result of the analysis, we obtained the following 
ranking of the selected European countries, presented in Table 3. A higher SSA rating indicates 
better social protection.
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Table 3. Ranking of Countries in Terms of Social Protection Rating

Year: 2015 Year: 2021

Rank 
position Member state SSA Rank 

position Member state SSA

Change of 
rank position 

compared 
to 2015

1 France 0.729 1 France 0.709 0

2 Luxembourg 0.689 2 Luxembourg 0.686 0

3 Netherlands 0.685 3 Finland 0.674 4

4 Denmark 0.679 4 Austria 0.672 1

5 Austria 0.666 5 Belgium 0.661 3

6 Germany 0.646 6 Germany 0.648 0

7 Finland 0.635 7 Denmark 0.645 -3

8 Belgium 0.635 8 Spain 0.629 1

9 Spain 0.587 9 Netherlands 0.616 -6

10 Ireland 0.579 10 Slovenia 0.615 2

11 Portugal 0.568 11 Ireland 0.612 -1

12 Slovenia 0.562 12 Czechia 0.594 2

13 Malta 0.552 13 Italy 0.586 3

14 Czechia 0.550 14 Cyprus 0.577 1

15 Cyprus 0.535 15 Malta 0.575 -2

16 Italy 0.532 16 Hungary 0.574 1

17 Hungary 0.515 17 Portugal 0.559 -6

18 Poland 0.488 18 Poland 0.510 0

19 Greece 0.480 19 Slovakia 0.491 1

20 Slovakia 0.453 20 Greece 0.489 -1

21 Lithuania 0.433 21 Estonia 0.420 1

22 Estonia 0.419 22 Lithuania 0.417 -1

23 Romania 0.405 23 Bulgaria 0.379 2

24 Croatia 0.396 24 Croatia 0.362 0

25 Bulgaria 0.372 25 Latvia 0.332 1

26 Latvia 0.337 26 Romania 0.331 -3

Source: own elaboration.

When comparing the year 2021 with 2015, one should note that the situation in the studied 
countries was at a similar level and had not changed much compared to other countries under 
study. Both in 2015 and 2021, the best social protection system existed in France and Luxem-
bourg. The leaders were: Finland, Austria, Belgium, Germany, Denmark, and the Netherlands, 
while the lowest-ranking countries included Croatia, Bulgaria, Romania, and Lithuania.

The analysis of the above scores shows that the greatest decline took place in the Nether-
lands and Portugal, by as many as six positions. In 2021, compared to 2015, both in the Neth-
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erlands and Portugal, there was a decrease in percentage terms (X11) in the social transfers 
aimed to reduce poverty and an increase in the percentage of retirees and pensioners whose 
equivalized disposable income was below the poverty risk threshold (X14). However, the larg-
est increase occurred in Finland, by as many as four positions, and in Belgium and Italy, by three 
positions, where there was an increase in social transfers aimed to combat poverty.

Poland ranked 18th both in 2021 and 2022. In 2015, the impact of social transfers on poverty 
reduction was much lower than the average in other countries (X11), and the overpopulation 
rate in households (X12) was higher than the average in the remaining countries. Also, the per-
centage of people reporting dissatisfaction with the health care system due to lengthy waiting 
periods in Poland (X9) was higher than the average levels of patients’ dissatisfaction in other 
surveyed countries. In turn, the at-risk-of-poverty rate for pensioners (X14) and the percentage 
of people in significant economic or social deprivation (X16) in Poland exceeded the average 
in other countries. Figure 1 illustrates the comparison of Poland’s remaining variables with the 
average in the surveyed countries in 2015.

the average of the surveyed countries Poland

X1 X2 X3 X4 X5 X6 X7 X8
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X9 X10 X11 X12 X13 X14 X15 X16
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Figure 1. Comparison of Variables for 2015
Source: own elaboration.

In 2021, indicators such as household overcrowding (X12), the percentage of young peo-
ple who are neither employed nor participating in education or training in general in this age 
group (X15 ), the percentage of people reporting dissatisfaction with the health care services 
due to lengthy waiting periods (X9), were also higher in Poland than the average in the other 
surveyed countries. Moreover, the percentage of people in severe economic or social depriva-
tion (X16), the impact of social transfers on poverty reduction (X11), the percentage of people 
at risk of poverty (X1), and the percentage of children under 18 years of age at risk of poverty or 
social exclusion (X10) were much lower than the average for other countries. The comparison 
of all Polish variables with the average for the other surveyed countries for 2021 appears in 
Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Comparison of Variables for 2021
Source: own elaboration.

When comparing the examined variables in Poland, one clearly notices that the value of 
the following indicators increased in 2021 in relation to 2015: the impact of social transfers on 
poverty reduction (X11), the percentage of people reporting dissatisfaction with the health 
care services due to lengthy waiting periods (X9), and the percentage of young people who are 
neither employed nor participating in education or training in general in this age group (X15). 
The value of the other indicators decreased. The comparison appears in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Comparison of Variables in Poland for 2015 and 2021
Source: own elaboration.

By examining the relationship between the social protection assessment represented by 
the SSA measure and pension expenditure as a percentage of GDP, average equivalized net 
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income per capita in the PPS, social assistance expenditure as a percentage of GDP, social secu-
rity expenditure as a percentage of GDP, average social protection expenditure in euros per 
capita and GDP per capita in PPS, we obtained the following correlation coefficients as pre-
sented in Table 4.

Table 4. Correlation Coefficients Between SSA and Variables W1–W6

W1 W2 W3 W4 W5 W6

2015 -0.05661 0.876292 0.111826 0.757988 0.857596 0.623683

2021 -0.0434 0.745044 0.068042 0.57035 0.750406 0.547212

Source: own elaboration.
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Figure 4. Comparison of Social Protection Expenditure in Poland With Other European 
Countries in 2015 and 2021

Source: own elaboration.

In Poland, pension expenditure as a percentage of GDP (W1), average equivalized net 
income per capita in PPS (W2), social assistance expenditure as a percentage of GDP (W3), 
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social security expenditure as a percentage of GDP (W4), average social protection expenditure 
in euros per capita (W5) and GDP per capita in PPS (W6) were at a similar level in 2021 as in 2021 
when compared to other countries. Social assistance expenditure as a percentage of GDP (W3) 
was higher than the average value of this indicator for other countries, while other indicators 
were lower. The comparison appears in Figure 4.

The research has shown a strong relationship between the social situation assessment and 
the average equivalized net income per capita in the PPS, as well as the average social protec-
tion expenditure in euros per capita. The relationship between the social situation assessment 
and the impact on social insurance as a percentage of GDP, as well as GDP per capita in the 
PPS, is also significant. However, there is no connection between the assessment and pension 
expenditure as a percentage of GDP and social assistance expenditure as a percentage of GDP.

5. Conclusions

Social protection is an important element of the state’s activities, but its level largely 
depends on the allocated funds. The countries that top the ranking are those which have 
higher GDPs. The research confirmed the correlation of both GDP and average net income per 
capita with the synthetic measure built for assessing the studied phenomenon. This relation-
ship remains strong, although it decreased in 2021 compared to 2015.

The evaluation of social protection in Poland for 2015 was low when compared to other 
European countries. Poland took the 18th position in the ranking among the 26 countries sur-
veyed. Despite large social transfers, this assessment has not changed significantly in 2021 and 
remains low in comparison to the other countries. In 2021, Poland still ranked 18th. The analysis 
of the social system in Poland provokes the question whether the significant increase in social 
transfers, including the 500+ program, had a significant impact on improving the quality of 
the social system in Poland. We believe that such an assessment is possible by comparing the 
effectiveness of the social system in Poland with similar systems in other countries. The analy-
sis provided in the article proves justified. Despite improvements in most indicators, Poland’s 
ranking position has not changed. The high costs incurred for social transfers did not improve 
its position when compared to other countries. Therefore, further research is worthwhile to 
determine whether the high level of social transfers weakens other social protection measures, 
such as the construction of nurseries or kindergartens, or improvements in health care quality.

The results of the analyses indicate that social transfers are worthy of continuation. How-
ever, they should proceed with different strengths and in different forms. These activities 
should target various social groups and lead to the independence of people, especially those 
in difficult life situations. The structure of social assistance should serve to eliminate negative 
phenomena and not to reinforce them. It is advisable to utilize solutions that have proved 
effective in the countries that top the presented ranking, while considering the specific cultural 
and social circumstances in Poland.

It is of utmost importance to use social transfers in the most cost-effective and efficient 
manner possible. This is essential to gain the public’s acceptance and willingness to finance the 
system by paying taxes and social contributions (Bierbaum & Schmitt, 2022, p. 24).

The article proposes an indicator for assessing the quality of social protection. Since social 
protection is a multidimensional concept, its evaluation remains difficult. We have proposed 
a wide range of variables associated with social protection. Naturally, this group of variables 
can expand depending on the changing economic and political environment and unforeseen 
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circumstances such as wars or pandemics. The developed metric measure allows one to com-
pare the country’s position with others, and to compare policies in order to improve them. 
Comparing social systems in different countries provides valuable information, such as the 
application of proven solutions from other states. Importantly, social protection may be influ-
enced by the electoral calendar or by modifications in social policy resulting from changes in 
political options (Lavers, 2022, p. 8), so the analysis should cover the longest period possible.

The costs of social protection are very high, so it is important to assess its effectiveness. 
One needs to verify the good use of the funds allocated for this purpose. Thus, the construc-
tion of a measure enabling the assessment of social protection is crucial. The article proposes 
an evaluation model using the TOPSIS method, but the model has certain limitations. Those 
result from the availability of data and the omission of qualitative variables that are difficult to 
measure and are not widely available. Therefore, it seems justified to conduct further research 
leading to the identification of an effective model of social protection.
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Digitization of Social Welfare Entities 
and Its Importance for the Effective 
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1. Introduction

For almost a decade, before the Covid-19 pandemic highlighted the importance of this area, 
Europe’s digital future had been the main focus among politicians and senior officials in the 
European Union. In February 2020, the European Commission published the Communication 
“Shaping Europe’s Digital Future,” which outlines the EU’s digital transformation strategy. The 
Commission aims to achieve digital transformation in a way that benefits everyone – citizens, 
businesses, and the environment – and to build a digital society that respects the European 
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values of openness, fairness, diversity, democracy, empowerment, personal development, and 
social engagement (Shaping Europe’s Digital Future, 2020). The outbreak of the global Covid-
19 pandemic has significantly changed the world around us, radically modifying the role and 
perception of digital transformation and accelerating the process. Digital technologies are 
now essential to access most societal services, from health care to culture. This finds reflec-
tion in the “2030 Digital Compass: The European Way for the Digital Decade,” published by 
the European Commission in 2021, which sets out the EU’s goals for digital transformation by 
2030. Digital transformation has the potential to become a key enabler of rights and freedoms, 
including social services. It can also activate a society in which people are able to participate 
in democratic life regardless of their geography, social position, or community-specific barriers 
(2030 Digital Compass, 2021). Therefore, the aim of this article is to identify the information and 
communication technologies (ICT) used by a public institution providing social services, such 
as a Social Assistance Centre (SAC). The SAC is the basic organizational unit that implements 
social policy goals in the social assistance subsystem, and it functions in every municipality in 
Poland.

We observe the growing importance of social services in the EU’s approach to socio-eco-
nomic development. Such a statement finds confirmation in the content of recent EU strategies 
and the directions and financial expenditures in the EU programming perspectives 2014–2020 
and 2021–2027. It is difficult to define the concept of social services in science and practice. The 
way of their provision, the groups, and the scope stem both from the legal solutions adopted 
by EU countries and from the social policy traditions and welfare state models practiced in each 
country (Grewiński, 2021). In general, as a specific type of public service related to the mainte-
nance of social infrastructure, social services refer to the creation of foundations that are essen-
tial for the sustainability of an entity such as the state, and they target meeting human needs. 
Social services shape the conditions of social life and affect the quality of life of individuals and 
the society as a whole. They mainly concern areas of government activity such as the provision 
of public education, culture, recreation, social housing, social care, public safety, and health 
care (Rogoziński, 2000). Scholars define social services as all activities directed at people, aimed 
at shaping and enriching their physical and intellectual resources, and resulting in the creation 
of human capital (Janoś-Kresło, 2002). Collective – that is, publicly financed – consumption 
meets the human needs which have a positive impact on the quality and utility of human capi-
tal, thus contributing to economic development and civilizational progress (Sochacka-Krysiak 
& Małkowska, 2003).

Grewiński (2021) emphasizes that social services relate to the direct satisfaction of an indi-
vidual’s needs, are person-centered, and aim to have a positive impact on their users. However, 
although the direct satisfaction of human needs is the primary function of social services, this 
does not distinguish them significantly from services in general, whose mission is also the sat-
isfaction of their recipients’ needs. What distinguishes social services from other services, such 
as commercial services, is that by satisfying basic human needs, the consumption of social 
services creates a stock of value in the human being, referred to as human capital, therefore 
contributing to the stimulation of social development, economic growth, and civilizational 
progress, and thus to the creation of social capital. Consequently, scholars see social services 
as having not only individual value but also significant value for groups, communities, and, 
ultimately, the society as a whole (Evers, 2005). This means that they serve socially useful pur-
poses (Janoś-Kresło, 2002) and create public value (Ćwiklicki, 2023; Frączkiewicz-Wronka, 2014; 
Moore, 1995).
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Grewiński (2021) classifies services by type into labor market services, social activation and 
integration services, social assistance services, education services, and health services; and by 
their recipients into services for families, people with disabilities, older people, and children and 
young people. In general, social services should be either universal or selective and targeted 
at different social groups according to their individual and collective needs. The recipients of 
social services should be not only marginalized groups or groups at risk of social exclusion, but 
also groups belonging to the middle and upper classes. The approach proposed by this author 
strongly emphasizes the active role of social services and their importance in achieving socio-
economic development goals. Effective provision of social services is essential for the proper 
functioning of societies and economies, as it forms a source of benefits for all members of the 
community (Iwankiewicz-Rak, 2012).

Currently, the dominant public management paradigm fundamentally aims to economize 
the service sector, so it is important to analyze the results of digital solutions implementation 
in the social welfare sector, which provides social services. Such an analysis aims to identify the 
factors that influence the efficiency of public funds management and, in particular, the social 
welfare system, within which citizens receive a significant number of social services.

The social welfare system within which the provision of social services takes place is one 
area of scientific reflection and practical action of social policy. The literature on the subject, 
despite emphasizing the diversity of social policy (Kurzynowski, 2006; Supińska, 1991; Szarfen-
berg, 2008), points to its specific duality. On the one hand, social policy provides support to 
those who, for various reasons, whether culpable or not, are unable to meet their subsistence 
needs and fulfil the legal conditions for receiving social assistance. On the other hand, social 
policy has the potential of an active instrument for shaping human and social capital. In both 
the first and the second sense, social policy will only achieve its objectives through a system 
which can effectively serve citizens. In the context of practice, social policy, including its sub-
discipline of social assistance, exists in the realm of public policies and programs that affect 
people’s well-being (Midgley, 2009) and is therefore an area of enrichment for public manage-
ment practice.

Public governance as a practical activity has existed since the dawn of statehood. For many 
centuries, however, it was a marginal practice because of the social functions of the state, 
although one should remember that there was always bread and games, with lions eating the 
victims. The dynamic development of public administration began after the First World War, 
and in the last decades of the twentieth century it became an important area of state activity 
for maintaining social order. In order to carry out its welfare functions, the state creates the 
public sector by defining the limits of interventions and the tasks of the bodies carrying them 
out, and feeds that system by defining the sources of funding for its activities. The role of the 
public sector is growing in all developed countries. Kleer (2005) emphasizes this fact, stating 
that the modern democratic state as an organization plays a special role in the socio-economic 
development of subordinate societies. Salamon (2002) adds that a wise and far-sighted state 
supports and programs active development by creating numerous instruments necessary to 
move toward prosperity. A statist state, centered on power elites and short-sighted, acting in 
an economically inefficient way to extract incremental political rents, and using the instru-
ments of political entrepreneurship under the guise of supporting citizens, will inhibit the 
move toward prosperity (Salamon, 2002).

In supporting or hindering development, the state can employ many instruments typical 
of the times in which the state functions. One aspect typical of our times is the embedding of 
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the activities of the various market actors in the ICT reality, with all its opportunities and risks. 
This applies to all areas of socio-economic life, and the public sector is no exception. Thus, the 
importance and use of the opportunities offered by new technologies in the delivery and man-
agement of social services is increasing (Meijer, 2013).

Due to the rapid digitization of everyday life, coupled with the increasing computing power 
of computers and current cost-cutting policies, one expects ICTs to enable the involvement of 
different stakeholders and ensure their greater contribution to the effective delivery of social 
services (Linders, 2012; Clark, Brudney, & Jang, 2013). This is a consequence of the fact that infor-
mation networks, where people collect and share information at scale, can both reduce the 
scale of bureaucracy and provide opportunities for faster and more effective communication 
(Lember, 2018). One can also employ ICT tools to enable public sector organizations to increase 
their capacity to collaborate with civil society and allow market sector actors to deliver social 
services effectively (Cordella & Paletti, 2018).

The contemporary challenges resulting from digitization, globalization, and social, eco-
nomic, and demographic changes create new conditions for the functioning of public organi-
zations. These new conditions have led to the implementation of different ways of action than 
before, directed at the development of society and the state, so that they support the knowl-
edge economy and respond to contemporary social, economic, and demographic challenges, 
as well as to the challenges resulting from globalization and digitization (Ziemba, 2018).

The way in which the public sector, especially local government units, functions and organ-
izes itself has also changed following Poland’s accession to the EU and the need to empower 
local communities and pursue the objectives of the European Social Model (Rosati, 2009; 
Auleytner, 2018). The essence of the change is the move toward a focus on new manufacturing 
and service specializations, new forms of education and competence building, and new life-
styles in local communities appreciating the multi-sectoral social policy paradigm (Evers, 1995; 
Esping-Andersen, 2010; Grewiński, 2021), which means the inclusion of diverse stakeholders in 
the process of shaping well-being as a consequence of the effective delivery of public services, 
including social services (Jenson, 2015; Taylor-Gooby et al., 2020). Improving the efficiency of 
service delivery is also a consequence of the impact on social systems of the Fourth Industrial 
Revolution, often referred to as Industry 4.0 (Choudhury, 2014).

2. Literature Review: Digitization in the Public Sector

The implementation of the Industry 4.0 concept has changed the management practices, 
the structure and characteristics of the jobs created, and the business models. The observed 
practice reveals many new applications outside the context of the manufacturing industry, for 
example in urban management, public and social services, and social and health care systems 
(Chute & French, 2019).

In the public sector, the effort to improve operational efficiency by modern technology 
applies not only to the actions of individual organizations that choose to do so, but also to 
entire areas of public service delivery, including social services through the implementation of 
relevant central or regional programs, thereby realizing the drive to transform the public sec-
tor toward Government 4.0 (Naqvi & Munoz, 2020). The transition toward Government 4.0 was 
not a single and short-term implementation of a specific technology. Rather, it is a long-term, 
evolutionary process of transforming the public sector to focus on the services delivered to 
citizens (Walencik, 2018), taking place in the following stages: (1) digitization – implementing 
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ICTs to improve internal processes and structures, e.g. launching websites; (2) transformation 
– implementing ICTs together with carrying out an organizational and process modification 
within the administration itself, without changes in relations with stakeholders, e.g. e-govern-
ment; (3) engagement – the use of ICTs to support both the internal processes and the commu-
nication and relations of the public administration with stakeholders, e.g. e-processes, e-public 
services, e-governance; (4) contextualization – the impact of ICT use in public administration 
on the whole public sector and its stakeholders (Janowski, 2015).

The areas of digitization related to public administration concern different areas of socio-
economic life. With the dynamic development of increasingly sophisticated ICTs, they are 
becoming alternatives to or replacements for the existing solutions. The main area of digitiza-
tion expansion in public institutions is the creation of public e-services as a front office, which 
supports the interaction between the customer and the public institution, and the implemen-
tation of information systems as a back office, which sustains the back-end and internal pro-
cesses in public institutions (Ziemba & Papaj, 2023). Moreover, the state coordinates digitiza-
tion with the goals and tasks set by the eGovernment Action Plan and, above all, the closely 
related Operational Programme Digital Poland (OPDP) (Ziemba & Papaj, 2023).

Table 1. Digitization of the Public Sector in Operational Programs

Program Activities

Operational Programme 
Digital Poland 2014–2020

Priority axis II. E-government and open government, including four measures:
Measure 2.1 High accessibility and quality of public e-services;
Measure 2.2 Digitization of back office processes in government administration;
Measure 2.3 Digital accessibility and usability of public sector information;
Measure 2.4 Creation of services and applications using eServices and public sector information.

European Funds for Digital 
Development 2021–2027

Continuation of projects implemented in OPDP 2014–2020.
Priority axis II. Advanced digital services activities, such as:
2.1 High quality and accessibility of public e-services with emphasis on the improvement of e-State 
and e-Health services;
2.2 Strengthening the national cyber security system;
2.3 Digital accessibility and reuse of information;
2.4 Digital cross-sectoral cooperation (cooperation for digital solutions to socio-economic problems) 
with an emphasis on digitization areas such as health, energy, environment, entrepreneurship, 
agriculture, and maritime economy;
2.5 Support for digital skills, primarily advanced digital competences in data analytics and machine 
learning, robotics and sensors, e-commerce, cyber security, the Internet of Things, quantum com-
puting or IT management and Industry 4.0.

Source: own elaboration based on Ziemba & Papaj (2023).

Digitization serves various purposes; above all, as already indicated, its aim is to improve 
the delivery of public services to citizens and the interactions of public institutions with busi-
ness and citizens, and to achieve the empowerment of citizens through access to information 
or more efficient government management. Well-implemented digitization enables citizens, 
businesses, and organizations to interact with public institutions easier, quicker, and cheaper 
(Loberg, 2021). The pillars of digitization are: (a) E-processes (e-processes) – the use of ICTs to 
improve and enhance internal processes in public entities; (b) E-public services (e-public services) 
– the use of ICTs to provide public services and the delivery of public e-services to citizens, busi-
nesses, and public institutions; (c) E-democracy (e-democracy) – the use of ICTs to increase trans-



SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP REVIEW  Vol. 2 / 2024

31

parency, public participation, and democratic decision-making in public institutions and pub-
lic governance; and (d) E-governance (e-governance) – the use of ICTs for networking, namely 
establishing partnerships between public institutions and citizens, or businesses and NGOs 
(Ziemba & Papaj, 2012). The use of ICTs in the public sector continuously improves the process 
of delivering public services, including social services, to citizens. One instrument employed 
for this purpose is the Central Statistical Application (CAS).

3. Research Method and Material

The empirical material presented in this article results from using qualitative methods, 
including a descriptive case study that enables an in-depth analysis of a phenomenon and 
allows for a more profound understanding of complex processes and relationships. The case 
study is a widely employed methodology in the field of management sciences, where scholars 
scrutinize specific organizations or projects to comprehend their functioning and derive rec-
ommendations regarding optimal methods (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). It is an inductive 
approach that emphasizes a detailed analysis of a selected case rather than statistical gen-
eralizations. According to Yin (2014), a case study is a research methodology that examines 
a contemporary phenomenon within its real-world context, particularly when the boundaries 
between phenomenon and context remain unclear. The applied research method allowed for 
an in-depth analysis of the phenomenon and, due to its elasticity and abundance of data, was 
able to identify future research directions. However, the case-study method limited the pos-
sibility of generalizing the results, and the continuation of the undertaken research on the con-
cept requires the design of a quantitative study.

4. Results and Discussion: Central Statistical Application as an Instrument 
for the Digitization of Social Assistance

In terms of public management practice, the digitization of the social services sector enables 
the rapid acquisition, aggregation, synthesis, and eventual use of large amounts of knowledge 
in the decision-making process. An example of digitization in this sense is the Central Statistical 
Application (CAS), made available to users on January 1, 2014. The legal bases for its implemen-
tation and operation include the provisions of the Act of March 12, 2004 on social assistance: 
Article 17(1)(17) for municipalities, Article 19(17) for districts (poviats), and Article 21(7) for local 
government. The Act obliges local government units to prepare reports and submit them to the 
competent voivode in the form of an electronic document using the ICT system.

The CAS is an ICT system that supports reporting in many areas of social policy, includ-
ing social assistance, family and foster care, family benefits, the maintenance fund, and the 
care of children up to the age of three. Selected data from field systems supporting the imple-
mentation of own and contracted tasks of government and local government administrative 
units serve to create the information necessary for decision-making and evaluating the results/
outputs achieved. The central database collects information from, among others, the assess-
ment of social welfare resources, departmental reports, and individual reports. Thanks to its 
flexibility, the CAS allows for a rapid creation of new reports and collection of necessary data 
from the units covered. The circumstances confirmed the functionality of the chosen solution 
when it proved able to quickly collect and use data during relief operations resulting from the 
development of the Covid-19 pandemic or the migration crisis caused by the war in Ukraine.
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One can access the CAS via a web browser. The range of reports available depends on the 
type of unit and its position in the reporting pathway. For example, in the case of the MRiPS-06 
report, which concerns the institutional and human resources of social welfare units, the 
Voivodeship Office collects data from municipalities and districts and, after verification, trans-
fers them to the Ministry of Family, Labor, and Social Policy (MRiPS). During the assessment of 
social welfare resources, the Regional Center for Social Policy replaces the Voivodeship Office 
in the reporting pathway. The CAS also enables receiving and sending messages from/to other 
users of the system. This is an independent communication channel that constitutes an inter-
nal communicator (Intranet) of the social policy units, thus overcoming several limitations of 
traditional e-mail, such as the number of messages sent at the same time or the susceptibility 
to spam filters. Moreover, the CAS allows user account integration with traditional e-mail, so 
that CAS messages – such as information about the publication of a report – can reach a per-
sonal account as e-mails.

A useful function of the CAS is the creation of summaries with varying degrees of detail. 
Depending on the access level, it is possible to generate tables containing data from individual 
municipalities and districts, one voivodship, all voivodships, or the entire country. Then, one 
can export a defined summary to an .xls file for further processing in a spreadsheet or spe-
cialized statistical analysis software. A significant role in the use of CAS belongs to detailed 
documentation, available both from the application itself and as a PDF file, as well as the data 
correctness verification system operating within it, consisting of rules whose task is to verify 
the logical and mathematical correctness of the information provided. The set contains hard, 
conditional, and soft rules. When hard rules apply, the user is able to transmit the report only 
after a correct verification. Regarding conditional rules, their non-fulfilment enables report 
transmission only upon entering a justification for the inconsistency that has occurred (Minis-
terstwo Rodziny i Polityki Społecznej, 2014). Soft rules draw attention to places where a poten-
tial error may have occurred, but they do not prevent report submission. The solutions used 
are quite effective in preventing the submission of erroneous data but do not eliminate such 
risks altogether.

The CAS provides the Ministry of Family, Labor, and Social Policy, as the body that defines 
and implements social welfare tasks, with access to a large amount of up-to-date and reliable 
information, which enables the Ministry to monitor the situation in many areas of social policy 
and to design future measures. The benefits of the CAS exceed the reporting resulting from 
the need to update reports. The data collected in Social Welfare Centers, Social Service Centers, 
and District Family Support Centers find application in the day-to-day work of these institu-
tions, while the information aggregated at the voivodeship and national level makes it easier 
to compare the situation in one’s own area with the values for other local government units 
or for Poland as a whole. The standardization aspect is also important: a common system for 
all voivodships makes it possible to obtain comparable data and facilitates the exchange of 
experience or staff training for local and regional users. Although the system does not directly 
benefit the clients of social assistance, the information it provides streamlines the optimal use 
of resources by effectively directing them to the places and communities that need them the 
most at a time.

The digitization of Social Welfare Centers was not uniform due to the conditions of financ-
ing the development of infrastructure and the purchase of equipment. The social welfare field 
received the system free of charge, but securing hardware and system requirements and Inter-
net access was the financial responsibility of individual units.
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Another example of implementing digital solutions in the practice of providing social ser-
vices by a Social Welfare Center is the use of the POMOST system provided by Sygnity S.A., 
used in the Municipal Social Assistance Center in Sosnowiec. The POMOST system effectively 
supports the implementation of municipal and district tasks resulting from the Social Welfare 
Act and related legal acts. Thus, since the beginning of 2010, POMOST has been supporting 
the process of issuing decisions and their implementation in the unit. Initially, the system was 
accessible mainly to the employees of the Benefits Unit. Based on field family interviews con-
ducted by social workers and submitted together with the documents collected during the 
administrative proceedings, the unit’s employees entered the data into the system. Then, they 
created a family/individual file, recorded an application for assistance and an interview, includ-
ing data on the personal, family, and income situation, identified needs and expectations, 
assessed the situation and the worker’s conclusions, and devised a support and action plan for 
the person or family.

The system used by the unit had a sophisticated notification mechanism: for example, 
when entering data, the system sent a message if identical family data already existed, thus 
avoiding duplication of files for the same family/person; it also checked the accuracy of the 
citizen ID (PESEL) entered. Moreover, the system calculated the total family income, the income 
per person, and the income criterion for the person/family. It also suggested the amount of 
cash benefits according to the current criteria stipulated in the catalog of the Act on social 
assistance. Other functionalities of the system included the creation and printing of templates 
and draft decisions, and generating lists of cash benefit payments with the possibility of bank 
transfers, postal transfers, reporting on planned, paid, or realized benefits, and generating 
other information relevant to the center’s workers. The system also ensured the generation of 
departmental reports required by the Ministry, currently submitted through the CAS.

Improvements in the functionality and updating of the system accompanied increased 
access to EU funding for the development of public sector digitization. The development and 
implementation of Emp@tia – a social security communication platform project, co-funded by 
the EU through the European Regional Development Fund – was a further step toward improv-
ing the functionality of field systems. The measures taken included the establishment of the 
Central Social Security Information System (CSIZS) and the Central Beneficiary Database (CBB), 
and the launching of an information and service portal (PIU Emp@tia). Among other things, the 
portal enables effective submission of assistance applications. The CSIZS is a communication 
platform in the field of social security and family, which provides access to and services for the 
comprehensive exchange of information via the Internet. The services in question cover the 
beneficiaries of social assistance, family benefits, alimony funds, and education allowances; 
they also support internal and external ICT systems, such as field systems or the systems used 
in other ministries and institutions.

The CSIZS enabled social workers to check the data of a beneficiary and their family mem-
bers through a domain system after registering an assistance application. The new solutions 
proposed by the Emp@tia project coincided with the implementation of a project co-financed 
by the European Regional Development Fund under the 2007–2013 Śląskie Regional Opera-
tional Programme (WSL ROP). The project in question was “Rozwój Społeczeństwa Informacyj-
nego w Zagłębiu Dąbrowskim – Gmina Sosnowiec” (Development of Information Society in the 
Dąbrowa Basin – Sosnowiec Municipality), and it concerned the design and implementation of 
construction works for a municipal broadband ICT network in Sosnowiec. In other words, the 
project provided the local offices of the Municipal Social Welfare Center in Sosnowiec with 
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access to ICT networks. The newly built broadband network offered the technical capacity to 
carry out secure connections, allowing the integration of the local offices into the Center’s IT 
system and enabling social workers to use the POMOST field system.

The legal changes in 2016 made it possible to fill in the field family interview questionnaire 
electronically using an ICT system. Consequently, Sygnity developed an ICT system solution 
called WYWIAD Plus in agreement with the Ministry of Family, Labor, and Social Policy. The 
solution forms the Domain System Module (MSD) of POMOST and was made available to users 
on December 13, 2016. In 2017, the company started the training process for using the WYWIAD 
Plus module. In the Municipal Social Welfare Center in Sosnowiec, the large-scale development 
of the IT infrastructure began in 2018–2019, when the Centre’s offices gained access to the 
Municipal Broadband Network and thus to the POMOST system. At the same time, from Janu-
ary 2018 to the end of June 2019, Sosnowiec implemented the project “Working for the People 
and by the People,” which reorganized the Center’s work. The project’s financing was entirely 
external and came from the European Social Fund, Operational Programme Knowledge Educa-
tion Development 2014–2020, Priority II. Effective public policies for the labor market, economy 
and education, Measure 2.5. Effective social assistance.

The project’s implementation aimed at increasing the professionalism and effectiveness 
of the Municipal Social Assistance Center as an institution of social integration in solving the 
problem of social exclusion by implementing organizational improvements which separated 
administrative work from social work and social services. Thanks to this project, the Center 
acquired, among other things, 24 laptops intended as mobile terminals for social workers, and 
installed WYWIAD Plus on those computers. As a result of the measures taken, by 2020 all the 
social workers of the Decision Benefits Unit working in the five environmental assistance sec-
tions had received devices with the WYWIAD Plus module installed, enabling them to prepare 
and update field interviews on the spot. Access to both the POMOST system and the WYWIAD 
Plus module requires the assignment of appropriate system rights and individual access pass-
words. The mobile terminals feature additional encryption software to protect against unau-
thorized disclosure of personal data and to provide a higher level of security for the sensitive 
data processed. The additional security of mobile devices is particularly important due to the 
high sensitivity of the data stored on them.

5. Conclusions

The role of ICT in the design and implementation of social policies is undeniable (van Ger-
ven, 2022). One of the key areas where the role of digital solutions will grow is social welfare 
systems, which aim to promote social inclusion and cohesion. The creation of active multi-
sectoral social policies, including the social assistance system, should rely heavily on data and 
digital technologies used to process entitlements to benefits and social services. The ongoing 
process of digitization increases access to ICT tools for the social assistance staff and enables 
continuous improvement of system functionality on the ground. Digitization is also advanta-
geous to the beneficiaries because it increases the unit’s organizational efficiency. The use of 
ICT tools by social welfare units (a) improves communication within the unit and streamlines 
the exchange of information between social welfare units and other institutions and organiza-
tions; (b) facilitates the rapid verification of data in the field system and improves the quality 
and reliability of the procedures carried out; (c) enables the collection of data in electronic 
form, improves their security, and more effectively protects personal data; (d) reduces the time 
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a beneficiary has to wait for a decision; (e) minimizes errors in the collection of data; (f) reduces 
the time and cost of handling procedures through the collection of data; (g) minimizes errors 
in the calculation of income, criteria, or amounts of benefits; (h) simplifies benefit implementa-
tion and limits the possibility of sending a transfer or transferring the granted benefit to per-
sons deceased before decision implementation; (i) through the reporting module built into the 
field system, ensures quick access to a wide catalogue of data necessary to monitor the unit’s 
tasks and prepare departmental reports; and (j) ensures efficient, effective implementation of 
the benefit granting process.

The use of modern technology in organizations providing social services, such as social 
welfare centers, improves both the delivery of these services to citizens and the use of avail-
able resources. Upon analyzing the results of digitization in the discussed social welfare cent-
ers, we observed that it enabled the identification of problems in real time and faster reaction 
to them; faster and more effective decision-making and taking more accurate decisions; and 
access to a huge amount of data, which improved the analyses conducted in the centers. In the 
broader perspective of city, regional, or national governance, the use of ICTs provides new 
insights for the design and adaptation of public policies implemented in local communities 
to the new reality, enables reforming the operation of public organizations, and increases the 
transparency of public sector activities. And by creating new channels of communication and 
thus improving the flow of information, it supports the active participation of citizens. Modern 
technology enables the simulation and optimization of social welfare, the forecasting of social 
expenditure, the detection of social welfare fraud and social risks, and the support of social 
workers (Naqvi & Munoz, 2020).

In conclusion, digitization is a means to achieve certain benefits, also in the context of social 
assistance. An example of digitization understood in this way is the Central Statistical Applica-
tion (CAS) – an ICT system that handles reporting from different areas of social policy. Thanks 
to many useful solutions, it allows the collection of a large amount of reliable information in 
a short period – a functionality confirmed during the Covid-19 pandemic or the immigration 
crisis caused by the war in Ukraine. Owing to the CAS, the Ministry of Family, Labor, and Social 
Policy is able to monitor the situation in the country and plan appropriate measures. The data 
available in the system can also serve bodies operating at the municipal, district, and provincial 
level, enabling them to compare the situation in their area with the provincial or national aver-
age. Although social welfare clients do not benefit directly from the system, the information it 
collects allows for optimal use of resources by targeting more effectively the places and com-
munities with the greatest needs.

From the research material obtained, future research directions emerge. In our opinion, it 
seems particularly important to address efficiency assessment regarding the provision of social 
services in the public management system via the use of digitization tools. It is also essential to 
identify the forces supporting and limiting the digitization process in the public sector.
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Abstract:	 Background: The article presents results of my research on the state of knowledge and people’s readi-
ness to run a care farm.
Research objectives: The article scrutinizes care farm as forms of providing social services in rural areas 
as well as preparing people and institutions to conduct this type of activity. The text stems from a frag-
ment of own research commissioned by Poland’s Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development in 2022. 
The study aimed to provide knowledge about the demand for advisory and training services for people 
running care farms in Poland and people planning to start this type of business.
Research design and methods: I conducted the study using a survey. I prepared three survey question-
naires and addressed them to people running or intending to establish a care farm (78), Agricultural Advi-
sory Centers (190), regional social policy centers, and social economy support centers (18). Apart from the 
groups indicated above, the study included local government units (social welfare centers, district family 
assistance centers, district labor office), Agricultural Advisory Centers in part relating to care farms, people 
engaged in activities other than agricultural (agritourism farm with the potential to run a care farm, horse 
riding and hippotherapy activities, family social welfare home), and a social enterprise. 
Results: The main results show the problem of an insufficient number of entities providing care services 
(61.1% of respondents). However, a care farm can successfully provide social services, including care ser-
vices (94.4% of respondents), and 88.9% of respondents indicated their significant role in the deinstitu-
tionalization of social services.
Conclusions: Respondents expectations concern support in the form of training on topics related to 
the creation and operation of care farms, running and managing this type of institution, care services, 
and an elderly caretaker course. In turn, the advice should concern searching for financing sources and 
legal aspects of the care farms functioning – which is consistent with the support offered by Agricultural 
Advisory Centers – submitting offers in public procurement, and concluding contracts for the provision 
of services. Further barriers arise from the poor level of knowledge about care farms among more than 
half of the surveyed Regional Centers for Social Policy and Social Economy Support Centers as well as low 
or no knowledge of the GROWID project in this group of respondents.
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1. Introduction

Social farming is becoming an opportunity for the development of rural areas in Poland, 
due to several factors. Firstly, it allows farms to diversify their activities by incorporating new 
functions, which helps address challenges related to limited access to social services, which is 
a common issue in many rural locations. These problems are a serious threat in the context of 
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the growing phenomenon of aging of the population. Secondly, contact with nature, the quali-
ties of the rural environment and the therapeutic effect of green provide the basis for creating 
high-quality services that will have a real impact on the quality of life of the people who use 
them. By supporting community development, social farming will also be available at com-
munity locations and result in proper communication. At this point, I must also highlight the 
financial aspect of developing one form of social service provision, namely care farms. Apart 
from fulfilling the primary social service function, they aim to support diversification and con-
tribute to economic sustainability.

The article will present a care farm as one of the forms of providing social services in rural 
areas and preparing people and institutions to conduct this type of activity based on a frag-
ment of my research commissioned by the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development in 
2022. I aimed to provide knowledge about the demand for advisory and training services for 
people running care farms in Poland and people who are just planning to start this type of 
business. The study supported the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development in improv-
ing access to social and health services in rural areas, addressing current demographic chal-
lenges. The study results served during the implementation of the care farm model into the 
legal system, which directly translated into the area of social services deinstitutionalization. 
The results of the study also served during work under the Strategic Plan for the Common Agri-
cultural Policy for 2023–2027 (LEADER measure), which provides financial support for activities 
related to the creation of care farms (Ministerstwo Rolnictwa i Rozwoju Wsi, n.d.).

2. Care Farms: General Approach

Social farming involves activities that utilize agricultural resources, such as plants and ani-
mals, to deliver social services in rural or suburban areas. These services include rehabilitation, 
therapy, care, social and professional reintegration. The aim is to create conditions within the 
farm that will enable people with special needs to participate in everyday activities on the 
farm to ensure their development and progress and improve their well-being (Sikora, 2018, 
p. 3). In 2012, the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) defined social farming in its 
opinion as an innovative approach combining two concepts – multifunctional agriculture and 
social services/health care at local level (2013/C 4/07). Recommended activities include reha-
bilitation, therapy, sheltered workplaces, lifelong learning, and other activities contributing to 
social integration. Thus, the farm creates conditions that enable people with special needs to 
participate in everyday activities on the farm to ensure their development and progress and 
improve their well-being. The Agricultural Advisory Center in Brwinów, one of the national pro-
moters of this movement, provides a similar definition: Social farming is an innovative approach 
to agriculture, the essence of which is its multifunctionality, understood as the ability to meet 
not only production and market needs on a farm, but also environmental, cultural, economic, 
and social needs (Agricultural Advisory Center in Brwinów, Branch in Krakow, 2017, p. 4). 

A care farm is a special type of social farm. Here, care means taking care of someone, keep-
ing an eye on someone, and providing help to people in need, i.e., those who, for various rea-
sons, are temporarily or permanently in a difficult life situation. This idea combines agriculture 
with care for people who require such support.

The Polish definition of a care farm appeared in the studies of the Agricultural Advisory 
Center in Brwinów, which deals with the issue of green care. A care farm is a form of support in 
the field of care and social integration implemented as part of a farm conducting agricultural 
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activity. In turn, J. Król notes that a care farm is “a form of management that combines agricul-
tural activity with care for people in need of support. An important element in a care farm is the 
use of farm resources to conduct therapeutic, caring, and integration activities (Król, 2017, p. 13).

Due to the challenges in defining the exact scope of social farming and the diversity of 
its activities, it is difficult to clearly establish the relationship between different forms of non-
agricultural farm activities, such as agritourism and social farming. Noteworthy, the topic of 
care farms appeared in Polish literature relatively recently. The first attempts to create care 
farms came in the years 2002–2004 in Podkarpacie and the Lublin region. However, only thanks 
to EU funds in 2016 was it possible to execute the idea in the Kuyavian-Pomeranian Voivode-
ship. Hence the lack of a single definition of a care farm. In European literature, we call activities 
social farming, but we may also encounter synonyms as care farming, green care, farming for 
health, or green therapies (Leck, Evans, & Upton, 2014, p. 313).

As Kamiński states, the beginnings of care farms date back to the second half of the nine-
teenth century, when authorities sent people with intellectual and sometimes physical disabili-
ties to special care institutions located in closed areas on the outskirts of large cities (e.g., parks) 
and in villages as such people constituted a shameful social problem and authorities had to 
isolate them from the rest of society (Kamiński, 2015, p. 109). Consequently, people observed 
that the natural surroundings had a calming effect on such patients, and participation in agri-
cultural work had a therapeutic effect.

According to Manintveld (2014, p. 8), we may trace back the development of care farms to 
the 1970s, although in the initial stage they developed slowly in terms of quantity. However, 
the development of this type of activity was under the influence of the change in the financing 
of the care system in the mid-1990s. An additional stimulus for the development of care farms 
was the concept of the American Corporation for Independent Living (CIL), which assumed 
equipping disabled people with the means to enable them to function as best as possible with 
their disability, i.e., providing them with individualized care (van Haaster et al., 2012). In  the 
Netherlands, this led to a change in the financing of care services and the creation of the Per-
sonal Budget (PGB) in 1995, which provided funds for people who had previously received 
a positive opinion from the Care Indications Center (CIZ). Thus, care became individually tai-
lored to personal needs and living conditions. This modification resulted in increased access 
to care services and the possibility to take advantage of the farms’ offers. People running care 
farms in the Netherlands treat their work as a mission that, apart from the financial dimension, 
gives the feeling of doing something good for others (Maarse & Jeurissen, 2015). They see the 
beneficial impact that contact with nature, proximity to animals, being in a group, and every-
day duties of simple work on the farm have on people with various disabilities.

In 2012, the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) defined social farming as 
an innovative approach combining two concepts, i.e., multifunctional agriculture and social 
services/health care at the local level (2013/C 4/07). Recommended activities include rehabilita-
tion, therapy, sheltered workplaces, lifelong learning and other activities contributing to social 
integration. Therefore, the farm enables people with special needs to participate in everyday 
activities on the farm to ensure their development and progress and improve their well-being.

In Poland, we may find activities for social farming indicated in sectoral program docu-
ments regarding the development of rural areas, as well as in the Strategy for Responsible 
Development until 2020 (with a perspective until 2030), where supporting the development of 
the social function of farms by combining agriculture with services social is one of the interven-
tion directions (Krzysztofik-Pelka, 2022, p. 112).
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Some European countries stand out from the rest due to their relatively high level of devel-
opment of social agriculture (Figure 1). In most cases, the care farms operating there are quite 
numerous, and there are various initiatives, both grassroots and more formal, that promote 
“green” care at the national and regional level.
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Figure 1. Care farms in Europe
Source: own elaboration.

A special feature of care farms is the use of the farm’s potential to conduct therapeutic 
activities. In such a household, care means taking care of someone, keeping an eye on some-
one, and providing help to people in need, i.e., those who, for various reasons, are temporarily 
or permanently in a difficult life situation. Potential target groups for this type of farms are 
people who require special support, including the mentally disabled, people with mobility 
limitations, the unemployed, the burnt-out, the elderly, the addicted, children, and young peo-
ple with special educational needs, as well as the so-called difficult youth. A care farm focuses 
on the development of high-quality, individualized services at the family and local community 
level, which intends to enable a person in need of help to remain in their home environment 
for as long as possible, and thus prevent these people from being placed in stationary institu-
tions, in accordance with the deinstitutionalization idea.

3. Deinstitutionalization Process

The term “deinstitutionalization” appeared in the context of social policy and social ser-
vices in the 1970s in the United States. At that time, it referred to social services, especially long-
term care, therapy and isolation for the elderly, disabled, mentally ill, and criminals. According 
to Zbyrad (2016, pp. 43 et seq.), in the context of social services (including social work), the 
American literature on the subject defines deinstitutionalization as preventing unnecessary 
or excessive placement in social welfare facilities or long-term separation. It involves creating 
appropriate alternatives in local communities for the accommodation, therapy, training, edu-
cation, and rehabilitation of people who do not need to stay in such facilities. Deinstitutionali-
zation should contribute to improving the living conditions and therapy of people requiring 
support. This concept is about ensuring that a person requiring support or care can function in 
the local social environment, not in institutions (Grewiński & Lizut, 2021, p. 20).
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According to various definitions, deinstitutionalization means prioritizing the retention 
of individuals with special needs in their home environment to maintain optimal mental and 
physical well-being. However, in the context of deinstitutionalization, we should pay atten-
tion to demonopolization, i.e., sharing responsibilities and tasks in the area of social services 
between the local government and entities of the non-governmental and private sectors. 
In social services, demonopolization offers benefits such as increasing the possibility of choos-
ing services from different suppliers, leading to a diversified selection of services, incred com-
petition, improved quality and price, and income increase and diversification for local entre-
preneurs, including social economy entities.

Observing the focus of social agriculture in Europe, we can notice the diversity of social 
services that entieties from various sectors provide in this area (Figure 2).

Society & social sector

Health sector Agriculture
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France

Germany,
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Netherlands

Germany,
Ireland

Figure 2. Orientation of Social Farming in Europe
Source: “Supporting policies for Social Farming in Europe Progressing Multifunctionality in Responsive Rural Area,” Di Iacovo 

& O’Connor, 2009, p. 33.

In the case of Slovenia, Italy, and France, social farming activities concentrate in the third 
sector. Meanwhile in Germany, Ireland, and the Netherlands, healthcare entities and farms 
dominate. In turn, following the example of Scandinavian countries (e.g., Norway), seeking 
support from more professional (and therefore more expensive) facilities and organizations – 
long-term care entities – should take place after using cheaper, non-investment opportunities 
to obtain support. These possibilities include care farms. For years, authorities have provided 
institutional care for seniors in villages, mainly in social welfare homes, daycare and social 
assistance homes operated mainly in cities (Konieczna-Woźniak, 2020, p. 39). The idea of social 
farming constitutes a part of the deinstitutionalization process, which includes the priority of 
social services provided in the local community before stationary services. The development of 
individualized social services provided in the local community, including preventive services, 
will reduce the need for institutional care.

We may find the confirmation for this thesis in the respondents’ answers obtained as part of 
my research regarding the possibility of providing social services (including care) by care farms 
and the role of care farms in the deinstitutionalization process.
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4. The Polish Model of a Care Farm

Developed countries are facing the problem of an aging population, i.e., a long-term 
decline in birth rates with a simultaneous increase in the lifespan the elderly. For many years, 
Poland has been among the top thirty demographically old countries in the world with 112 
seniors per 100 young people.

The process of demographic aging of the Polish population is a big challenge not only in 
terms of the aging of the labor force and the functioning of the pension system but also in the 
context of ensuring decent care in the last phase of seniors’ lives. According to the Statistics 
Poland forecast, in 2035 people aged 65 and over will constitute 24.5% of the Polish popula-
tion, in 2050 already 32.7%, while in 2018, it was approximately 18.2% (Statistics Poland, 2014).

The phenomenon of older adults living alone is increasingly noticeable. According to Statis-
tics Poland forecasts, in 2030, people aged 65 or older will lead 53.3% of single-person house-
holds, and people aged 80 or older will lead 17.3% (Statistics Poland, 2010). However, from 
the point of view of the health and independence of seniors, the most important thing is the 
dynamically progressing process of the population’s double aging, i.e., an increase in the per-
centage of people aged 80 and over. In 2050, the percentage of these people will be over 10.4% 
(Statistics Poland, 2016).

The aging of the population means that the number of people of working age is decreas-
ing, and therefore there is an increase in social spending directed at older people. The pension 
system is becoming more burdened and the demand for certain services is growing, e.g., in 
the field of health care and social care. The family structure is changing, the outflow of young 
people from rural areas causes an increase in the number of single-person households run by 
older people. The main problem that seniors will face in the future will be the excess free time 
and problems with using it. It is important for seniors to manage their time, use their profes-
sional and life experience, and their willingness to be useful. Among the basic needs of older 
people, there are the needs to perform socially useful activities, a sense of social belonging, 
social acceptance, and maintaining social relationships and mental and mental stimulation 
(Dyczewski, 1994, pp. 110–112). Their unpaid socially useful activities, both towards the family 
(benefits for children and grandchildren) and towards third parties, make people feel needed 
in their family or the wider community.

Documents such as the “Social Policy for Older People 2030: Safety-Participation-Solidar-
ity” (2018; M.P. item 1169), the “Strategy for the Sustainable Development of Rural Areas, Agri-
culture, and Fisheries 2030” (M.P. item 1150), and the “National Social Economy Development 
Program until 2023: Social Solidarity Economy” (M.P. item 214) highlight the need to create 
and develop care farms in Poland. They also point to the development and promotion of care 
professions, improving the competencies of those providing care, and shaping entrepreneurial 
attitudes, especially among young people through the development of the social economy 
sector.

Care farms can become an alternative to nursing homes. There is a growing demand for 
care services for the elderly on the market. The use of new functions of agriculture, such as 
social farming, will help solve problems related to the care and social exclusion of older people, 
as well as achieve the goals of social policy towards older people, such as social integration 
and participation in social life, individualization, i.e., adapting the benefits provided to real the 
needs of the individual, or providing them with subjectivity and independence appropriate to 
their level of life skills (Szweda-Lewandowska, 2011, p. 113).
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According to my research conducted in August 2022 among people running or intend-
ing to create a care farm (78), representatives of Agricultural Advisory Centers (190), Regional 
Social Policy Centers and Social Economy Support Centers (18), which are representatives of all 
voivodeships, the number of entities providing services care is insufficient. The respondents 
indicated that there was a significant lack of care farms in their area or they did not know that 
such facilities existed. The research result regarding this area suggests that there is a demand 
for care services, to which care farms may be the answer. Care provided on a care farm is a solu-
tion that will contribute to improving the quality of life of people using it, as well as to the 
increase in care services in rural areas. A respondent’s statement confirms it:

Care farms can contribute to increasing income on farms and will also strengthen position 
of farmers in local communities. Moreover, direct contact with nature has a beneficial effect 
on the health and condition of people staying on this type of farm (own study).

Polish authorities developed the care farm model as a part of the project “GROWID: Care 
Farms in the Development of Rural Areas in the Face of Demographic challenges,” imple-
mented by a consortium that included the Ministry of Agriculture and Rural Development, the 
Jagiellonian University, the Agricultural University of Krakow in Krakow and the Agricultural 
Advisory Center in Brwinów, Branch in Krakow. The model indicates that a care farm is a service 
provided on a farm in the field of daycare and/or social integration for individuals and families 
to improve their functioning (Stępnik, 2020, p. 3). An agricultural farm is an agricultural land 
with forest land, buildings, or their parts, equipment, and livestock, if they (may) constitute an 
organized economic whole, including rights and obligations of running an agricultural farm 
(Stępnik, Nowak, & Adamska, 2020, p. 3). Therefore, the care farm constitutes an extension and 
complementation to agricultural activities that uses the farm’s potential.

The care farm provides social services (mandatory package) in the following areas:
	– agrotherapy for participants, which involves implementing a program of therapeutic and 

activation activities based on the agricultural potential of the farm,
	– group classes for participants,
	– assistance in dealing with participants’ everyday matters,
	– assistance in hygiene activities,
	– serving meals and drinks to participants.

Furthermore, care farms can provide services that extend and complement mandatory ser-
vices in the field of:

	– free transport of participants from and to their place of residence, and in connection with 
assistance provided in dealing with everyday matters,

	– organizing integration activities for participants’ families and the local community mem-
bers.
Care farms’ services can serve people who require support in carrying out basic life activi-

ties, hygiene care, ensuring contacts with the environment, support in the field of integration 
and social activation. Thus, this group includes older people, people with disabilities, and peo-
ple with special needs – i.e., people who, due to their external or internal characteristics, or 
due to the situation they find themselves in, must take additional actions or take additional 
measures to overcome the barrier to participate in various spheres of life on an equal basis 
with others.

According to the model’s assumptions, daycare on a care farm can encompass up to eight 
participants at the same time, and no more than 24 participants in the week. The scope of sup-
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port must be individually determined for the wards in the form of an individual support plan 
that follows the idea of deinstitutionalization and considers the client’s personal needs.

Moreover, the model indicates a minimum infrastructure standard, i.e., the need to have 
farm buildings, agricultural crops and residential premises that will serve for care activities. 
A care household should have a room for spending time together in the form of a common 
room with a table uniting all participants, a separate room with a bed for rest, a kitchen with 
equipment, rooms for hygiene activities equipped with a shower cabin, a washbasin, a toilet 
bowl and a washing machine, as well as the necessary facilities to conduct particular forms of 
agrotherapy.

The care farm model does not specify the number of people providing care for the partici-
pants, but one caregiver working at a given time is enough to ensure the safety of the people 
staying on the farm, and the care household should have at least two people capable of per-
forming the caregiver’s function, in case one of them cannot carry out the duties. Caregiv-
ers may be members of the farm household working on its behalf or external persons with 
whom an employment relationship has been established. The model does not specify the level 
or type of education required of the caregiver. However, it indicates mandatory completion 
of a training program enabling obtaining or renewing a certificate issued by the Agricultural 
Advisory Center. If it is necessary to provide care farm participants with specialized support 
that goes beyond the competences of the care farm staff, the farm should establish coopera-
tion in the form of subcontracting specialized people or external entities.

As already mentioned, care farms operate successfully in many countries in Europe and 
around the world, but they differ, among others, in structure, target group, and financing.

Italy was one of the first European countries to adopt social farming, which aims to support 
existing initiatives and regulate their activities more precisely.

The act adopted the definition of social farming as an activity conducted by agricultural 
entrepreneurs, in the form of a sole proprietorship or company, and by social cooperatives, 
aimed at the professional reintegration of people with disabilities or those in particularly vul-
nerable situations. According to the act, social farming provides services and activities for local 
communities, supports medical and rehabilitation therapy, and uses zootherapy and horticul-
tural therapy. Care farms aim to aid people with various types of problems, most often people 
with disabilities, the unemployed in difficult life situations, children and youth, prisoners and 
former prisoners, people with addictions. Meanwhile, Italy listed seniors as the tenth group 
(Giarè et al., 2017, p. 37).

According to the definition of CIVAM (Centre for Initiatives Supporting Agriculture and 
the Rural Environment), in France, a care farm directs its services to young or adult people 
whose life, educational or professional situation leads to conflict or a break in contact with 
the surrounding society (FNCIVAM. 2011, p. 3). These people also include older people who 
can benefit from individualized medium- or long-term stays or from individual or group day-
care (FNCIVAM, 2014). In France, there is no uniform legal framework defining and regulating 
activities of care farms. Therefore, the legal forms of activity conducted by care farms are very 
diverse and change depending on the circumstances in which care activity on a farm begins. 
The factors determining the choice of legal form are, e.g., the service recipients’ type, the 
planned length of stay, and the type of contract that can be concluded directly with the service 
recipient or with the facility that takes care of the person. French care farms offer activities such 
as home activities (cooking, cleaning, spending time with children and family), animal care, 
education, DIY, gardening, walks, and sports activities. Therefore, according to this definition, 
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care farms focus on the rehabilitation and reintegration into society of people who, as a result 
of a difficult life situation, have been pushed to the margins of society.

The Polish welfare farm model considers the experience of countries that are more 
advanced in developing social agriculture, i.e., the Kingdom of the Netherlands, Italy and Nor-
way. I chose these countries, because in each of them social farming develops based on differ-
ent regulations and it is possible to learn about various solutions important from the point of 
view of implementing care farms in Poland. Noteworthy, there are no comparative models; the 
Polish model is dedicated exclusively to seniors.

Preparing People and Institutions to Provide Social Services in the Form of a Care Farm

The care farm model does not specify the education level or type required for caregiv-
ers, which is further supported by the absence of legal education requirements for staff in 
daycare homes. Therefore, I attempted to examine the preparation of people and institutions 
for running a care farm and their needs in terms of training and consulting. The presented 
study complements those existing ones. Thus far, research has investigated attitudes, needs, 
and expectations of Poles towards aging, with particular emphasis on residents of rural areas, 
surveys aimed at learning the opinions of older people (60+) regarding the need for innovative 
social and care services. 

5. Research Methodology

I conducted the study in 2022 and aimed to provide knowledge in terms of the demand 
for advisory and training services for people running care farms in Poland and people who 
are just planning to start this type of business. I used surveys to collect empirical material and 
sent them to the institution. For technical reasons, I had to prepare three survey question-
naires, i.e., dedicated to people running or intending to establish a care farm, representatives of 
Agricultural Advisory Centers, and representatives of Regional Social Policy Centers and Social 
Economy Support Centers. 

Table 1. Survey Respondents 

Total N = 286 All respondents

People running or intending to create a care farm N = 78 People intending to run a care farm = 34
People running a farm = 12
Local government units = 11
ODR = 7
Care farms = 5
Other activity = 6
Social enterprise = 2
Other = 1

Agricultural Advisory Centers N = 190

Regional Social Policy Centers/Social Economy Support 
Centers

N = 18

Source: own elaboration.

In addition to the groups indicated above, the study included local government units 
(social welfare centers, district family assistance centers, district labor office), Agricultural Advi-
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sory Centers in the part relating to care farms, people engaged in non-agricultural activities 
(agritourism farm with the potential to run a farm care, horse riding and hippotherapy activi-
ties, family social welfare home), and a social enterprise. I classified one answer in the category 
“Other.” Noteworthy, the representatives of all voivodeships participated in the study. 

6. Research Results

I asked the representatives of Agricultural Advisory Centers and Regional Social Policy 
Centers and Social Economy Support Centers about the functioning of care farms in their area, 
the actual provision of care services and the possibility of providing these services by care 
farms (Figure 3 and 4). 
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4.1

17.2

yes

no

other services 

I don’t know 

Are There Any Care Farms in Your Area of   Operation?
Responses of ODR Representatives

Figure 3. Knowledge of Representatives of Agricultural Advisory Centers
Source: own elaboration.
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10.5
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Are There Any Care Farms in Your Area of   Operation?
Responses of ROPS/OWES Representatives

Figure 4. Regional Social Policy Centers/Social Economy Support Centers 
on the Functioning of Care Farms

Source: own elaboration.
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In total, 61.1% of respondents found the number of entities providing care services insuf-
ficient. No respondents indicated the answer “sufficient.” The respondents indicated that there 
was a significant lack of care farms in their area or they did not know that such facilities existed. 
The research result in this area indicates that there is a demand for care services, to which care 
farms may be the answer. The aim of social policy towards older people is, among others:

	– social integration and participation in social life;
	– individualization, i.e., adapting the services provided to actual needs units;
	– improving the standard of living of older people through the system of material benefits 

and services;
	– ensuring their subjectivity and independence appropriate to their fitness level;
	– promoting inter- and intra-generational integration (Szweda-Lewandowska, 2011, p. 113).

Care on a care farm improves the quality of life for users and increases care services in rural 
areas, as confirmed by the respondent: “Care farms can contribute to increasing income on 
farms and will also strengthen position of farmers in local communities. Moreover, direct con-
tact with nature has a beneficial effect on the health and condition of people staying on this 
type of farms.” This idea is part of the deinstitutionalization process, which includes the priority 
of social services provided in the local community before stationary services. The develop-
ment of individualized social services provided in the local community, including preventive 
services, will reduce the need for institutional care.

We may find the confirmation for this thesis in respondents’ answers regarding the possibil-
ity of providing social services (including care) by care farms and the role of care farms in the 
deinstitutionalization process.

Respondents emphasized that the topic of creating care farms is very interesting and could 
play an important role in the era of an aging society and in the deinstitutionalization of social 
services. However, this requires legislative changes, i.e., clear legal conditions, financing meth-
ods, etc. These are necessary to develop a model enabling the permanent and continuous pro-
vision of services on care farms (respondents’ responses). Social economy can play a significant 
role here, e.g., by creating – with the support of the Social Economy Support Center – social 
enterprises/social economy entities on farms to develop care for people who need support in 
everyday functioning, and also as an alternative form of obtaining external funds for imple-
menting care and social services. 

The Agricultural Advisory Center and other Agricultural Advisory Units should educate 
rural residents, especially representatives of local government units, regarding the possibilities 
of cooperation with care farms. Their cooperation is recommended here both with govern-
ment institutions (including the Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Policy, Agricultural Social 
Insurance Fund, State Fund for Rehabilitation of Disabled Persons) and local government insti-
tutions (Regional Social Policy Centers, social service centers), other social welfare units, as well 
as the non-governmental sector (including Social Economy Support Centers). 

Among the surveyed representatives of Regional Social Policy Centers/Social Economy Sup-
port Centers, more than half (55.6%) had little knowledge about care farms, and nearly three 
fourths did not know the GROWiD project or its details. Employees of Agricultural Advisory 
Centers should play an important role in transferring knowledge, including practical knowl-
edge on green care, to representatives of local governments, and the third sector. 

The potential of both Agricultural Advisory Centers and Social Economy Support Centers 
should be combined, because the knowledge of the employees of these institutions – comple-
mentary and adequate to issues related to green care – will ensure that care farms become an 
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alternative form of care in the local environment and use the potential of both the farm and 
the social economy sector.

Most care farm owners and those planning to run a care farm have higher education or 
training in fields such as rehabilitation, public health, gastronomy and dietetics, pedagogy, 
elderly care, medical caregiving, disability caregiving, first aid, therapy, and hippotherapy.

Nearly three fourths of respondents had experience in providing care, e.g., for a family 
member (Figure 5).

62

22

1

yes

no

as an association, we run
a shelter with care services
for people in crisis of

Figure 5. Respondents’ Experience in Providing Care
Source: own elaboration.

People who have experience in caring for family members are much more interested in run-
ning a daycare home than others (Dąbrowski, Stępnik, & Król, 2017, p. 36).

At the time of conducting this study, Agricultural Advisory Centers could offer support to 
those running/intending to run care farms, primarily in the field of establishing and operating 
care farms, searching for sources of financing, running a business/non-agricultural activity and 
legal aspects of the operation of a care farm. In turn, representatives of care farms and those 
interested in running this type of activity indicated areas in which training and consulting are 
necessary (Figure 6 and 7).

First of all, in the case of training, respondents pointed to issues related to the creation, 
operation, and management of care farms, care services, and the course for an elderly person’s 
caregiver. These last two indications deserve attention because the respondents had experi-
ence in providing care for family members (69.6%), but nearly one third had no qualifications. 
Nearly one fourth of the respondents also indicated training in creating agrotherapy programs 
and conducting workshops for participants of the care farm (e.g., handicrafts). Knowledge in 
these areas is crucial because the care farm will offer required agrotherapy services, includ-
ing therapeutic and activation activities based on the farm’s agricultural potential, along with 
group activities.

When it comes to consulting, the respondents mainly specified issues related to searching 
for sources of financing, legal aspects of the functioning of a care farm or its management. 
Respondents also noted the importance of advice on submitting offers for public procure-
ment and competitions, which helps diversify funding sources, and guidance on preparing for 
inspections, relevant to the future certification system.
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The care farm model indicated that starting a care farm operation is possible, among oth-
ers, after completing training and passing the Agricultural Advisory Center’s certification pro-
cess. In provincial Agricultural Advisory Centers, it should be mandatory to create positions of 
specialists whose sole task will be to support people planning to create and run care farms and 
people implementing other forms of social farming. The Agricultural Advisory Center should 
establish a section to implement training programs for care farm operators and caregivers, as 
well as to verify their competencies. The section will also provide training for people working 
with care farms, such as social welfare employees. Care farms will undergo periodic evaluations.

7. Conclusions

Old age is a natural stage of human life that we can neither stop nor postpone. However, 
we can survive this time in good physical and mental condition. The topic of care farms is rela-
tively new but future-proof. It requires preparation for new tasks related to the development 
of social agriculture. Care farms, which can provide a range of care, nursing, support and other 
services, are becoming an important entity in the deinstitutionalization of social services from 
the point of view of the increasing need to share responsibility for the implementation of social 
tasks at local levels with various stakeholders. The developed model of a care farm will allow for 
increasing the availability of social services, activating the environment, and developing local 
communities in rural areas.

To sum up, we can point to aspects related to the problem of old age that justify the need 
to create care farms:

	– demographic changes – aging of society;
	– projected increase in spending on health care/senior policy;
	– singularization of old age;
	– deinstitutionalization of the social assistance system (creation of new forms of assistance 

provided by alternative entities at the local level).
The importance of green care results from changes in regulations at the European and 

national levels, as well as from the experiences of other countries in this area. 
Key conclusions:

	– Care farms in Poland require support of municipal governments that are responsible for 
providing care services to people who need them. Therefore, care farms should be part of 
the deinstitutionalization process of social services.

	– Local government should become a natural partner for care farms in minimizing social 
problems.

	– An important aspect of implementation activities should be the education of both poten-
tial care farm operators and local government officials – mainly decision-makers – con-
ducted primarily in the language of benefits.

	– The Agricultural Advisory Center and other Agricultural Advisory Units should educate rural 
residents, especially representatives of local government units, regarding the possibilities 
of cooperation with care farms. I recommend their cooperation with the Ministry of Family, 
Labor and Social Policy, Regional Social Policy Centers, Social Economy Support Centers, 
social welfare centers/social service centers, and other social welfare units.

	– Farms should strengthen the promotion of green care and care services.
	– Cooperation of Agricultural Advisory Centers with Regional Social Policy Centers/Social 

Economy Support Centers should allow for a holistic approach and meet the needs in the 
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field of training and consulting for care farms or people intending to run such activities. 
Farmers can operate a care farm as a business or as a social economy entity. The Social 
Economy Act allows a social economy entity to gain social enterprise status, which provides 
access to additional financial support.

	– Due to the provision of care services on farms, employees of Agricultural Advisory Cent-
ers should possess appropriate knowledge. To ensure a professional approach to the issue, 
I  recommend, following the model, creating job positions for specialists whose sole task 
will be to work with people planning to create a care farm and those running care farms or 
establishing inter-sectoral cooperation.

	– I recommend that Agricultural Advisory Centers and Social Economy Support Centers col-
laborate on training and consulting to provide complementary support for care farm oper-
ators and share knowledge in this area.
I propose that future research directions should focus on preparing farms to provide social 

services, considering architectural accessibility. The study should analyze and verify the current 
conditions on each farm and recommend adaptations for rooms intended for care services. 
It should also assess the need for technical infrastructure to ensure farms are fully equipped to 
support older adults, people with disabilities, those with special needs, or individuals at risk of 
social exclusion.
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Abstract:	 Background: Failure is a common aspect of entrepreneurship due to high uncertainty. This study exam-
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failure.
Research design and methods: The study employs focus group interviews (FGI) with social entrepre-
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as a setback and an opportunity for growth. The study identifies financial instability and mission drift as 
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1. Introduction

Entrepreneurship is defined in various ways, encompassing aspects such as opportunity 
pursuit, business creation, uncertainty, and profit-seeking. These definitions reflect diverse 
perspectives within the field of entrepreneurship and beyond (Gartner, 1990; Shane & Venka-
taraman, 2000; Bennett, 2006). Moreover, entrepreneurship can be viewed as a set of activities 
that bring about innovations, altering existing production factors in both industrial and ser-
vice delivery sectors (McGrath, 1999). Others define entrepreneurship as “a process of learning” 
(Minniti & Bygrave, 2001). The definitions of entrepreneurship may vary, but a common and 
essential characteristic is the willingness to take risks, which inherently involves the possibility 
of failure (Carroll, 2017). Furthermore, due to the substantial level of uncertainty and ambigu-
ity inherent in the entrepreneurial process, failure is a prevalent phenomenon (Politis, 2008; 
Sarasvathy, 2001).
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Entrepreneurial failure (EF) impacts all entrepreneurs, regardless of their sector. This paper 
focuses specifically on the context of social entrepreneurship, a field that has attracted grow-
ing attention in recent literature. As highlighted by Czakon et al. (2022), this focus is both timely 
and innovative, given that prior research on social entrepreneurship has largely concentrated 
on its positive, ethical, and social dimensions (Gupta et al., 2020), with limited exploration of 
failure. Moreover, Dacin et al. (2010) emphasize that a deeper understanding of entrepreneurial 
failure would significantly enrich social entrepreneurship research. Addressing the gap in aca-
demic and case-based studies on failed social enterprises, this paper seeks to examine atti-
tudes toward failure and provide insights into its potential benefits for current and future social 
entrepreneurs. This objective was pursued by analyzing statements gathered during focus 
group interviews (FGI) with key stakeholders in the social economy sector, including social 
entrepreneurs.

The paper is structured into three main sections. First, it reviews the existing academic lit-
erature on entrepreneurial failure. Second, it presents the empirical research methodology and 
provides an interpretation of the findings. Finally, it highlights the theoretical and practical 
implications derived from the research and suggests avenues for future investigations.

2. Literature review

2.1. Entrepreneurial failure 

Entrepreneurial failure has garnered significant research interest since McGrath’s (1999) 
seminal work, which highlighted failure as an intrinsic aspect of entrepreneurship. Since then, 
knowledge in this area has expanded considerably (e.g., Mitchell, Mitchell, & Smith, 2008; 
Justo, DeTienne, & Sieger, 2015; Dias & Teixeira, 2017; Klimas et al., 2020; Lattacher & Wdowiak, 
2020). This interest extends to grey literature, where internet data has become integral to sci-
entific research, providing valuable insights for analysis. Google Trends (GT) is currently the 
most widely used tool for leveraging internet data, allowing for the reverse engineering of user 
search data to gather information, particularly about interest in entrepreneurial failure. Google 
Trends is a freely accessible online tool that tracks trending topics based on Google search 
queries, offering various analytical capabilities (Mavragani & Ochoa, 2019). The methodology 
follows Mavragani and Ochoa’s (2019) guidelines for selecting appropriate keywords, regions, 
time periods, and categories. The data collected from GT is normalized for analytical purposes. 
In the search query, a high level of interest is represented by a score of 100, whereas a score of 
0 indicates either a lack of interest or insufficient data. GT segments data by geographical loca-
tions, such as countries, territories, and cities, and allows users to define a custom time range 
for analysis.

Despite significant advancements, uncertainties and ambiguities persist in our understand-
ing of entrepreneurial failure (DeTienne, 2010; Singh, Corner, & Pavlovich, 2007; Jenkins et al., 
2014; Jenkins & McKelvie, 2017). According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, “failure” encom-
passes several meanings, including a lack of success, business failure, deficiency, fracture, ina-
bility to perform, or an abrupt cessation of normal functioning. While these definitions suggest 
that failure marks the end of an endeavor, it can also signify the beginning of a journey toward 
success when well-understood and effectively utilized. Generally, failure refers to a condition 
in which the desired goal is not achieved (Cannon & Edmondson, 2001). However, capturing 
the essence of failure is challenging because it can occur at both organizational and individual 
levels (Cardon, Stevens, & Potter, 2011) and can be measured either objectively or subjectively. 
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In the context of business or entrepreneurship, failure specifically refers to the cessation of 
a company’s operations when its performance fails to meet its objectives (McGrath, 1999; Poli-
tis & Gabrielsson, 2009).

To be more specific, from a financial standpoint, a company is deemed to have failed when 
its earnings decline and/or costs increase to the point where the company becomes insolvent. 
As a result, it becomes unable to secure new borrowing or equity financing and, consequently, 
cannot continue operating under its current ownership and management (Shepherd, 2003). 
According to Cope (2011), entrepreneurial failure occurs when a company fails to achieve its 
goals and meet the expectations of key shareholders, ultimately resulting in its termination. 
Nonetheless, an entrepreneur may experience failure in a venture that is later taken over and 
successfully managed by someone else. Conversely, the venture itself may fail, but the entre-
preneur may continue pursuing other endeavors and ultimately achieve success (Sarasvathy, 
Menon, & Kuechle, 2013). Therefore, the failure of an organization does not necessarily equate 
to the failure of the entrepreneur.
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Figure 1. Global Interest in the Term “Failure” in the “Science” Category, Trendline, 
Last 5 Years

Source: Own compilation using Google Trends.

Figure 2. Global Interest in the Term “Failure” in the “Science” Category, by Region, 
Last 5 Years

Source: Own compilation using Google Trends.
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Understanding failure is further complicated by the fact that the abandonment of a busi-
ness venture (entrepreneurial exit) is sometimes conflated with organizational or entrepre-
neurial failure (Wennberg et al., 2010). Still, entrepreneurs may exit companies for various rea-
sons, such as retirement, capitalizing on their success, or pursuing new business opportunities 
(DeTienne, 2010; Watson & Everett, 1996), which do not necessarily constitute failure in a strict 
or broad sense. Additionally, some entrepreneurs are compelled to leave their ventures due 
to poor financial performance, such as insolvency, yet the exit itself may not signify personal 
failure. Considering these nuances, Singh and colleagues emphasize that entrepreneurial fail-
ure should include at least two dimensions: economic factors, such as bankruptcy or liquida-
tion, and factors pertaining to the entrepreneurs themselves (Singh, Corner, & Pavlovich, 2007). 
In other words, entrepreneurial failure encompasses not only failures at the enterprise level but 
also failures at the individual level (Khelil, 2016). Lattacher and Wdowiak (2020) emphasize that 
fully understanding the concept of entrepreneurial failure requires three levels of interpreta-
tion. These levels are: first, failure as the disappearance of the firm from the market; second, 
failure in organizational terms; and third, failure as defined by the entrepreneur’s personal per-
ception (Lattacher & Wdowiak, 2020).

As evident from the above, the definition of entrepreneurial failure encompasses various 
dimensions and is relatively ambiguous. Some dimensions are evaluated from the perspec-
tive of personal failure experienced by entrepreneurs, while others focus on corporate failure. 
Certain definitions combine these aspects to provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
entrepreneurial failure. Entrepreneurs, as the primary human resources in new ventures, serve 
as both owners and managers (Alvarez & Busenitz, 2001). This dual role makes it difficult to 
separate entrepreneurs from the companies they establish. As a result, entrepreneurial failure 
should not be regarded as a singular, all-encompassing phenomenon but rather as a multifac-
eted concept that encompasses a broader range of situations across different levels of analysis 
(Jenkins & McKelvie, 2017).

2.2. Entrepreneurial Failure in SE

In the context of social enterprises, the matter becomes even more complex due to their 
specific characteristics. In addition to pursuing profit maximization, these enterprises aim to 
create job opportunities for individuals at risk of social exclusion and professional marginaliza-
tion. They also address social, environmental, and economic challenges that may be neglected, 
inadequately addressed, or ineffectively managed by governments, the private sector, or civil 
society organizations (e.g., Battilana et al., 2015; Borzaga et al., 2020; Defourny & Nyssens, 2021; 
Pacut, 2022). Other researchers have highlighted the hybrid nature of social enterprises, which 
involves blending values and practices from both the commercial and not-for-profit sectors, 
while emphasizing the creation of social value (Battilana & Lee, 2014; Ebrahim Battilana, & Mair, 
2014; Defourny, Nyssens, & Brolis, 2021).

Given these distinctive characteristics, failure in social enterprises is not only examined 
from organizational and individual perspectives but also has a profound impact on a diverse 
range of stakeholders, including those whose well-being relies on the social value generated 
by the enterprise (Laurisz, 2019). Researchers have linked failure in social enterprises to financial 
difficulties or a deviation from their core mission in favor of self-interest, commonly referred to 
as “mission drift” (Dart, 2004; Bielefeld, 2009). While financial failure, often stemming from an 
inability to meet financial obligations, is a prevalent challenge for social enterprises, research 
on this aspect remains limited.
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Additionally, the increasing demand for innovative solutions to social problems places 
significant pressure on social enterprises to demonstrate effectiveness and achieve success 
(Wronka-Pośpiech, 2018; Ćwiklicki & Pacut, 2023). However, while success stories frequently 
capture attention, the literature on social entrepreneurs has been criticized for idealizing them 
(Zietsma & Tuck, 2012) and for overestimating the scale and impact of their activities (Lumpkin 
et al., 2013).

Among the research conducted to date, the work of Scott and Teasdale (2012) stands out for 
its focus on failing social enterprises. Their study examines the differences in failure between 
social and conventional entrepreneurship. In conventional enterprises, failure is predomi-
nantly associated with financial challenges, often measured through quantitative metrics such 
as bankruptcy or the inability to meet financial targets. However, Scott and Teasdale (2012) 
emphasize that social enterprises, beyond financial failure, are also susceptible to “mission 
drift,” which occurs when the pursuit of self-interest leads to a departure from the organiza-
tion’s original mission (Dart, 2004). Bielefeld (2009) defines mission drift as a situation in which 
activities aimed at achieving financial objectives start to overshadow or alter the enterprise’s 
social mandate. Other researchers (Fowler, 2000; Jones, 2007) also confirm that certain social 
enterprises, particularly third-sector non-profit organizations, are at high risk of mission drift. 
However, deviation from the mission is less common in clustered business social enterprises 
(Ebrahim, Battilana, & Mair, 2014).

The social entrepreneurship literature frequently portrays social entrepreneurs as heroic 
figures, emphasizing inspiring and impactful success stories of individuals who appear to 
be saving the world. This strong focus on success leaves little space for exploring failure, as 
reflected in the limited research addressing failure within social entrepreneurship (Dacin et al., 
2010; Low & Chinnock, 2008; Chmelik, Musteen, & Ahsan, 2015; Mordaunt & Cornforth, 2004; 
Wronka-Pośpiech, 2018). Much like entrepreneurial failure in general, the concept of failure in 
social entrepreneurship is difficult to define. While financial failure can be measured quanti-
tatively, the social mission often takes precedence over financial outcomes (Dart, 2004). This 
distinction fundamentally differentiates social entrepreneurship from commercial entrepre-
neurship. As a relatively emerging area of research, studies focusing specifically on failure in 
social entrepreneurship remain scarce. Nonetheless, recognizing and examining failure in this 
context is essential for a holistic understanding of the field.

Therefore, the main objective of this research is to explore and analyze the mindset towards 
failure among social entrepreneurs. Specifically, the research aims to address the following 
research questions:

RQ1: How is failure perceived?
RQ2: Does the perception of failure differ depending on the actors in the social economy 
sector?
RQ3: What are the consequences of failures?
RQ4: Does the perception of the consequences of failures differ depending on the actors in 
the social economy sector?

3. Research Method and Material

This qualitative descriptive study (Sandelowski, 1993) employed Focus Group Interviews 
(FGIs) conducted in three major Polish cities: Warsaw, Poznań, and Katowice. The FGIs included 
key stakeholders representing all major actors in the social economy sector, such as social 
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entrepreneurs, representatives from Social Economy Support Centres (OWES), and delegates 
from government agencies, including Regional Centres for Social Policy and the Department of 
Social Economy at the Ministry of Family and Social Policy. The primary objective of these FGIs 
was to explore and analyze participants’ perspectives on failure. The development of focus 
group questions was guided by practical recommendations from Patton (2002) and Rubin and 
Rubin (1995). While the questions were not piloted prior to data collection, they were iteratively 
refined with input from researchers specializing in qualitative methods, entrepreneurship, and 
social entrepreneurship.

During the focus groups, participants were asked to explore various interpretations of fail-
ure and how it is perceived and discussed. They reflected on the challenges and failures faced 
by social enterprises, the underlying causes of these failures, and their consequences. Moreo-
ver, participants shared their views on how the failure of a social enterprise differs from that of 
a conventional enterprise. The interviews were conducted using an open-ended format, pro-
viding participants the flexibility to bring up any relevant issues or concerns.

The participants of the FGIs were selected for their expertise in social entrepreneurship, 
ensuring that the discussions were both well-informed and analytically rich. A purposive sam-
pling approach was adopted to ensure a diverse range of perspectives from key stakehold-
ers in the social economy sector. Prospective participants underwent a screening and consent 
process, during which they were provided with detailed information about the study’s objec-
tives, their rights as participants, and the confidentiality protocols. Only those who provided 
informed consent were included in the study. The FGIs comprised a total of 13 participants, 
with the distribution of representation across disciplines and sectors detailed in Figure 3.

54%

15%

31%

Discipline-wise representation

social entrepreneurs

representatives of Social Economy Support Centre

delegates from government agency

Figure 3. Discipline-wise Representation in the Three FGIs
Source: own elaboration.

The focus group interviews were conducted between February and June 2020 in Polish and 
took place in dedicated laboratories, facilitated by a trained moderator. Each session lasted 
between 90 minutes and two hours. The three FGIs provided an opportunity to capture diverse 
perspectives and achieve data saturation. One of the FGIs was observed by the author of this 
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paper through a one-way mirror. The coding method used to reference focus group partici-
pants in the quoted statements is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Coding of Statements

FGI Respondent Coding symbol

FGI in Poznań (FGI 1) Respondent 1 – representative of OWES 
Respondent 2 – delegate from, government agency, regional level
Respondent 3 – social entrepreneur
Respondent 4 – social entrepreneur
Respondent 5 – social entrepreneur

FGI-P-1
FGI-P-2
FGI-P-3
FGI-P-4
FGI-P-5

FGI in Warsaw (FGI 2) Respondent 1 – social entrepreneur
Respondent 2 – delegate from, government agency, national level
Respondent 2 – delegate from, government agency, national level
Respondent 4 – social entrepreneur

FGI-W-1
FGI-W-2
FGI-W-3
FGI-W-4

FGI in Katowice (FGI 3) Respondent 1 – representative of OWES 
Respondent 2 – delegate from, government agency, regional level
Respondent 3 – social entrepreneur
Respondent 4 – social entrepreneur

FGI-K-1
FGI-K-2
FGI-K-3
FGI-K-4

Source: own elaboration.

The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim by an experienced transcriptionist. 
The data reduction process was conducted in several steps to ensure a comprehensive analy-
sis. Initially, the focus was on identifying two primary categories within the data: the various 
meanings of failure and their associated consequences.

To identify these categories, an open coding methodology, as described by Strauss and 
Corbin (1990), was employed. Multiple rounds of coding were conducted, during which the 
data were segmented into discrete parts, closely examined, and compared to identify patterns, 
similarities, and differences. The coding process was carried out meticulously to ensure the 
development of a consistent and reliable coding framework.

Next, axial coding was conducted to identify relationships between codes and refine them 
into broader categories. This process facilitated the examination of consistencies, differences, 
and complementarities across the FGI interviews. Particular attention was given to under-
standing the meanings of failure, the reasons for failure, and its consequences, leading to the 
identification of several themes within these categories.

To ensure the robustness of the analysis, Creswell’s (2007) recommendations for maintain-
ing data validity in qualitative research were followed. Although a single coder carried out the 
coding process, it was iterative and involved regular consultations with other researchers to 
discuss and validate the emerging themes and categories.

Through this rigorous coding and analysis process, a comprehensive understanding of fail-
ure was developed by exploring the interplay between the various meanings of failure, the rea-
sons behind them, and their consequences.



SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP REVIEW  Vol. 2 / 2024

63

4. Results and Discussion

4.1. Various Meaning of Failure

In recent years, the entrepreneurial community has become increasingly open to discuss-
ing failure, with social entrepreneurs even being encouraged to embrace their setbacks. Events 
and discussions centered on sharing failure stories highlight that encountering failure is an 
inevitable aspect of addressing complex social issues. As a result, social entrepreneurs often 
find themselves navigating a continuous cycle of successes and setbacks.

In this evolving narrative, failure is frequently portrayed as a valuable learning experience 
and an opportunity for personal and professional growth. However, the significant challenges 
and personal toll that failure imposes on social entrepreneurs are less frequently acknowl-
edged. While current discussions often celebrate failure, they tend to overlook the reality that 
not all failures result in positive outcomes or learning opportunities.

In this section, I present the different perspectives on failure that emerged from the FGIs. 
One social entrepreneur describes it as follows: 

…in the case of a social enterprise, there must be two objectives; otherwise, it is not a social enter-
prise. There has to be financial stability, but it cannot be more important than the mission objective. 
In other words, there must be a balance between the two, and neither can take precedence over the 
other; otherwise, it would not be considered a social enterprise, but rather just entrepreneurship. 
That’s okay too, but then it wouldn’t be categorized as a social enterprise. The inability to maintain 
this balance is this failure for the social entrepreneur. (FG-K-3) 

Another interviewee emphasizes: 

…the mission is more important, but if there is financial stability, then we can effectively carry out the 
mission – they are interconnected. To fulfill the mission, having some financial security is necessary, 
so we don’t have to constantly search for funding to ensure our existence. (FG-K-1)

One respondent also drew attention to the social entrepreneur himself, stressing that: 

…in fact, such an entrepreneur probably has even more to deal with than a regular entrepreneur. 
He or she contends with various other challenges, and yet we quite consciously sit here and expect 
an extraordinary amount from them. (FG-P-5)

According to the respondents, managing a social enterprise requires balancing the dual 
objectives of generating income and creating social impact. Lower performance in business 
indicators may result from prioritizing social impact over profit maximization. Conversely, an 
increased emphasis on income generation, often described as “mission drift” in the literature, 
is perceived as compromising the enterprise’s original mission and is regarded as a form of fail-
ure. Traditional markers of success, such as high revenue, substantial scale, and resilience, may 
sometimes obscure deeper organizational shortcomings.

One interviewee, however, highlights an important point: 

…we should also remember that the concept of failure is very broad and ambiguous. For exam-
ple, I met with a few people who ran a social enterprise for a while and then had to close it down 
because it didn’t generate enough money. But these individuals didn’t have a sense of failure at all, 
for instance. Their enterprises lasted 2–3 years, during which time they achieved some kind of goal, 
and as a result, they successfully reintegrated the individuals they employed. However, at some point, 
they made the right decision that it wasn’t worth keeping it running at all costs and creating prob-
lems for themselves, such as taking additional loans to save the enterprise. They simply decided that 
this was the moment to close it down. (FG-K-1)
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Indeed, some social entrepreneurs described failure as “a step back but also a step forward” 
(FG-P-3) and as “a chance to try something again, but with more experience” (FG-P-5), while 
others referred to it as “wasted time and resources” (FG-W-4) or even a “devastating emotional 
experience” (FG-K-4). Importantly, failure does not have to be a last resort, as a representative 
of the Regional Centre for Social Policy underscores: 

We have several examples on the regional market where social enterprise did not survive, while the 
people who were involved in it later fared much better on the labor market – they succeeded in the 
commercial market or just went into business of their own. So, we can say that this effect of activation 
both socially and professionally came true. (FG-K-2)

As the various perspectives mentioned above demonstrate, the interpretation of failure is 
subjective and depends on the operating context and the individuals involved. Respondents 
emphasized that short-term, intentional experiments differ significantly from ambitious pro-
jects that fail due to mismatches among people, processes, and resources (Table 2).

Table 2. Various Meanings of Failure

Perspective Description Exemplary source

Balancing 
Objectives

Failure due to inability to balance financial 
stability and mission objectives

“…there must be a balance between the two, and neither 
can take precedence over the other; otherwise, it would not 
be considered a social enterprise” (FG-K-3)
“…the mission is more important, but if there is financial 
stability, then we can effectively carry out the mission 
– they are interconnected. To fulfill the mission, having 
some financial security is necessary, so we don’t have to 
constantly search for funding to ensure our existence” 
(FG-K-1)​

Personal Toll Failure resulting from the fact that social 
entrepreneurs face more challenges and are 
expected to deliver extraordinary results

“…such an entrepreneur probably has even more to deal 
with than a regular entrepreneur” (FG-P-5)
“…I face the pressure every day as a leader who is 
financially responsible. I have this feeling that if things 
go the wrong way, it’s on me and there’s a million zlotys 
at stake… well, so there is this financial pressure for me 
– that’s one thing. But what’s even worse is the pressure 
connected with my employees. For some of them, this job 
is a matter of survival. I can handle the pressure, find a way 
for myself to cope with it” (FG-W-1)​

Mission Drift Failure due to prioritizing income generation 
over social impact, which is viewed as compro-
mising the original mission

“…the mission is more important, but if there is financial 
stability, then we can effectively carry out the mission 
– they are interconnected. To fulfill the mission, having 
some financial security is necessary, so we don’t have to 
constantly search for funding to ensure our existence” 
(FG-K-1)
“…there has to be financial stability, but it cannot be more 
important than the mission objective. In other words, 
there must be a balance between the two, and neither can 
take precedence over the other; otherwise, it would not be 
considered a social enterprise, but rather just entrepreneur-
ship. That’s okay too, but then it wouldn’t be categorized as 
a social enterprise. The inability to maintain this balance is 
this failure for the social entrepreneur” (FG-K-3).
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Perspective Description Exemplary source

Learning 
Opportunity

Failure as a step back but also a step forward, 
providing a chance to try again with more 
experience

“…failure as ‘a step back but also a step forward’ (FG-P-3)
‘a chance to try something again but with more experi-
ence” (FG-P-5)

Negative 
Emotional Impact

Failure as wasted time, resources, and a devas-
tating emotional experience

“wasted time and resources” (FG-W-4)
“devastating emotional experience” (FG-K-4)
“the front-runner certainly gets hit over the head hard. 
But there are others – the employees, actors inside that is, 
the main beneficiaries – and it’s crucial to provide them 
with opportunities and help them overcome difficult 
situations” (FG-W-4)

Long-term Positive 
Impact

Failure as something that may lead the indi-
viduals involved to do better in the future.

“…social enterprise did not survive, but the people 
involved later fared much better” (FG-K-2)
“…we should also remember that the concept of failure is 
very broad and ambiguous. For example, I met with a few 
people who ran a social enterprise for a while and then had 
to close it down because it didn’t generate enough money. 
But these individuals didn’t have a sense of failure at all, for 
instance. Their enterprises lasted 2–3 years, during which 
time they achieved some kind of goal, and as a result, they 
successfully reintegrated the individuals they employed. 
However, at some point, they made the right decision that 
it wasn’t worth keeping it running at all costs and creating 
problems for themselves, such as taking additional loans to 
save the enterprise. They simply decided that this was the 
moment to close it down” (FG-K-1)

Source: own elaboration.

Respondents highlighted the chronic underfunding of social enterprises, points out an 
essential correlation: 

Rightly or wrongly, social enterprises are sometimes associated with low quality. But it is usually the 
case that if the investment budget is low, the quality is also low, because you don’t buy a table for PLN 
1,000, but for PLN 100. Unfortunately, in our case, there have been cost-cutting measures on account-
ing, and we opted for the cheaper option. Our first accountant made mistakes with the PFRON 
[Państwowy Fundusz Rehabilitacji Osób Niepełnosprawnych – State Fund for the Rehabilitation of 
the Disabled] grant and also encountered issues with filling in the forms. As a result, we missed out 
on the opportunity to receive a lot more money for several months. Our situation is quite complex 
as we are connected to the foundation, the restaurant, and PFRON. Therefore, it is essential to have 
an accountant who truly knows her stuff, as knows how to manage the combination of business with 
the foundation. (FG-W-1) 

Interestingly, most interviewees repeatedly emphasized the importance of selecting 
a competent accountant and highlighted the mistakes that can arise in this process. They also 
pointed out that mismatches can occur with individuals contracted to provide services for the 
social enterprise, as reflected in the following statement: 

…we used marketing consulting, that is, we found specialists ourselves and OWES financed it for us. 
Consequently, we ended up paying someone who was very experienced in creating an online image 
and related to electronic products like blogs, media, and fan page contact. However, our product 
is more related to the cosmetics market, specifically beard care products. So, we wasted time and 
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money because the person we hired didn’t know how to address our actual problems related to the 
cosmetics market. (FG-W-4)

However, when discussing mismatches among people, respondents frequently highlighted 
the haphazard manner in which social enterprises are often established. As one participant 
expressed:

I have witnessed many cooperatives set up in this way – from the so-called “roundup,” where people 
were simply rounded up to create an enterprise because there are projects that need to be saved. 
These individuals may have some kind of disability or somehow fit into the criteria. (FG-P-2) 

Another respondent shares a similar opinion, stating: 

There are situations where incompetent support institutions gather people just to fulfill certain indi-
cators, even though there is a lot of speculation that these people, in one or two years, will not survive 
as an enterprise. There is no accountability, and these individuals end up in a worse situation than if 
they hadn’t set up this enterprise at all. (FG-W-2) 

In the short term, embracing failure as an opportunity for learning was perceived as diffi-
cult, particularly when dealing with financial losses. A social entrepreneur described it this way:

The whole idea was to be able to provide services for children and parents, simply. But these come 
with enormous costs. I understand that because I myself had problems organizing funding for my 
son’s rehabilitation trips. So, I wanted our foundation to be an organization that supports this, and we 
needed money for that purpose. Unfortunately, there was no funding, and we had to cover various 
expenses ourselves. That’s how we managed to stay afloat. However, last year was very challenging, 
really very tough. The only reason we survived was that I come from a corporate background, not so 
long ago I worked in a bank, and I had many friends and connections, including CEOs of various other 
organizations, and they helped us to pull through. (FG-P-4)

The consequences of bad financial decisions also resonate in other statements:

As a result of bad business decisions at the beginning we are constantly struggling to maintain liquid-
ity. One year has passed, and now we’re entering the second year, still struggling with liquidity. At any 
point, the landlord can terminate our tenancy due to six months of rent arrears… Can you imagine 
that I am currently on sick leave, trying to reduce the costs of maintaining my employment… shame 
and sorrow… (FG-W-1)

Receiving unfavorable news and negative feedback, often tied to the process of “failure,” 
can be difficult to accept immediately following a setback. Analyzing failures requires time, 
and for those responsible for leading their organization and delivering social value, shifting 
focus to identify flaws and weaknesses can be especially challenging. In many instances, the 
notion of failure as simply a step toward success proves inadequate, as it overlooks the broader 
consequences and costs of failure, which extend beyond the experiences of the individual 
social entrepreneur.

4.2. Consequences of Failures

The consequences of failure are far-reaching and can profoundly affect a wide range of 
stakeholders. Employees, their families, customers, and suppliers are among those directly 
impacted. Additionally, the effects extend to the broader ecosystem in which social enterprises 
operate. Potential issues include diminished confidence in the organization’s management, 
scrutiny over why the failure was not anticipated or addressed earlier, and a loss of trust in the 
brand, which can impede long-term growth. As one social entrepreneur explains:

I face the pressure every day as a leader who is financially responsible. I have this feeling that if things 
go the wrong way, it’s on me, and there’s a million zlotys at stake… well, so there is this financial pres-
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sure for me – that’s one thing. But what’s even worse is the pressure connected with my employees. 
For some of them, this job is a matter of survival. I can handle the pressure, find a way for myself to 
cope with it, but take Anna (name of an employee), for instance – she’s been through three transplants 
and is losing her eyesight. Where will she find another job? (…) After all, there are also my employees, 
whom I hire, and for whom this work is of utmost importance. When they sense any uncertainty in my 
voice, the whole team immediately becomes anxious, thinking that something is going wrong, that 
the boss isn’t confident anymore, and they start questioning: Boss, will this job still be here? (FG-W-1).

Another social entrepreneur adds:

…the public figure, the front-runner, certainly gets hit over the head hard. But there are others – the 
employees, actors inside, that is, the main beneficiaries – and it’s crucial to provide them with oppor-
tunities and help them overcome difficult situations. We had a woman whom we rescued from a cha-
otic lifestyle, really pulled her out of a tough spot – she couldn’t distinguish between a wine glass 
and a vodka glass… And when we explained to her the difference between a cake fork and a regular 
fork, she looked at us as if we were fools – but why? Sometimes she used a regular fork to serve cake. 
For her now, going back to that small village, to a life with just chickens, after experiencing working in 
a team with us, well, that’s a tragedy! She simply can’t imagine it! (FG-W-4)

Given the implications of failure, it is understandable that addressing this challenging topic 
is difficult. Our discussions frequently underscored concerns about the potential harm failure 
could inflict on the leader personally or on the organization’s reputation, potentially limiting 
future opportunities for partnerships and funding. Moreover, participants highlighted the 
broader impact on other stakeholders. This sentiment is reflected in the following words: 

For example, if I were to terminate the foundation, which includes the kindergarten and nursery ser-
vices, I would also have to terminate the contract with a small family company that provides catering. 
This would result in a significant decrease in revenue for that supplier, amounting to thousands of 
zlotys per month. (FG-P-4)

While the impact on customers is generally viewed as less significant, one of the interview-
ees mentioned a particular concern:

I know some places that have become deeply rooted in the local community, where people come to 
talk and connect… places important especially for older individuals who find meaning and purpose 
in their lives through these interactions. If we were to close down such places, these people would 
lose their gathering spot. (FG-W-2)

This point of view is consistently echoed regardless of where the FGI is conducted:

I wouldn’t forget the local community. These social enterprises are deeply rooted somewhere within 
the local community. Most often, if not always, they begin their operations in a close-knit environ-
ment. When such an enterprise has already established itself and become a part of this local com-
munity, and then suddenly collapses, there can be a sense of loss and regret that it didn’t succeed. 
(FG-K-2)

Entrepreneurial failure can also impact government agencies, as reflected in the opinion 
of a representative from the Regional Centre for Social Policy, who sees such failure as having 
implications related to ineffective social policy: 

…because, in principle, it looks like this – we support the SE, and if, for some reason, the SE collapses 
and we can’t pinpoint the reasons, then it has further implications because funds have been invested 
in this enterprise. (FG-P-2)

On the other hand, a delegate from governmental agencies emphasizes a different 
perspective:
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…of course, if such an enterprise ceases its activities, I personally feel regret. However, it also depends 
on the individual employee, official, or person involved. Let’s be honest, in our line of work, no one 
will be forced to leave their position due to this particular event… these are independent entities 
operating in the market. It’s not as if we have direct connections or dependencies on each other. 
(FG-W-3)

An interesting aspect is also presented by respondents representing the Social Economy 
Support Centres (OWES), which play an important role in strengthening the social and solidar-
ity economy sector. According to the National Program for the Development of Social Econ-
omy, their task is to assist in creating and developing social economy entities, including social 
enterprises. This is how one of the representatives from OWES talks about it: 

We, at the Center for the Support of the Social Economy, are on the front line when it comes to failure. 
We find out first, and social entrepreneurs ask us to help them, rescue them, and solve their problems. 
(FG-P-1)

As noted by another representative: 

…because if this, let’s call it a permanent ‘failure,’ occurs, for example, even after the grant period 
has ended, it becomes a real problem for us – as OWES – since then, the marshal’s office may request 
the return of the grant. So, it poses a significant challenge for us (…) we haven’t actually encountered 
such a situation, but I know that other organizations have faced such issues. It’s crucial for OWES and 
the funded entity to share a common interest in avoiding such situations. And if problems do arise, 
the goal is to minimize their impact somehow, isn’t it? (FG-K-1)

The above statements confirm the multidimensionality of failure in relation to social 
entrepreneurs.

As respondents were asked about whether failure also affects the organization’s environ-
ment at the national level, it is worth examining their viewpoints: 

I believe that these institutions, the higher up they are, have a greater responsibility to reflect on 
whether the support they provide and the concepts they devise are right and effective. This is espe-
cially crucial at the national level – were the legal provisions and laws enacted good enough to facili-
tate the best possible and smoother development of social entrepreneurship, or were some mistakes 
made there? (FG-K-2)

A representative from one OWES adds in the same vein:

…at the central level, it is important to assess certain indicators, especially those for which we are held 
accountable by the European Commission. Then, the question arises: What conclusions are drawn 
from this? For example, if something is not successful, is it because – and I’m speaking somewhat 
subjectively now – these OWES are not coping, or is it because the formal and legal environment, the 
system itself, is more of a hindrance than a help? In my opinion, sometimes there is too much focus 
on various types of indicators and elements for national institutions, which may be more important 
to them than genuinely reaching out and helping these people. (FG-K-1)

Lastly, respondents also point out less obvious stakeholders who might be affected by such 
a failure: 

…it still occurs to me that there could also be a negative impact on the entire social group that was 
reintegrated through the activities of the social enterprise. That is, for example, stereotypes are per-
petuated, such as the belief that it’s not possible to work with the homeless, that it is impossible to 
work with addicts, that it is impossible to work with women for some reason. (FG-P-3) 

What is more, respondents also recognize the fact that 

…it is disheartening to observe that some of the social groups that were meant to be empowered 
through the projects become discouraged by the idea of cooperatives. At times, when we attempt to 
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introduce the concept of forming a cooperative, they reject it, claiming that it won’t work at all, and 
they view it as a mere waste of time. (FG-P-1)

Such perspectives appear particularly concerning given that social entrepreneurship is 
tasked with supporting marginalized individuals in integrating into society, overcoming chal-
lenges, and improving their professional and social competencies.

5. Conclusions

Although failure can have significant negative consequences, such as financial, psychologi-
cal, and physiological difficulties (Byrne & Shepherd, 2015), it also presents a valuable oppor-
tunity for learning (Boso et al., 2019; Dias & Teixeira, 2017). Entrepreneurs are encouraged to 
view failure not as the end of their entrepreneurial journey nor as proof of their unsuitability 
for entrepreneurship (Lafuente et al., 2019). The findings reveal a wide range of perspectives 
on how failure is perceived. Social entrepreneurs often view failure as both a setback and an 
opportunity for growth, while others regard it as wasted time and resources or a deeply emo-
tional experience. The perception of failure is subjective, shaped by individual circumstances 
and roles within the social economy sector. Among these, social entrepreneurs are the most 
intensely affected, experiencing failure with the greatest personal impact.

By presenting the various perspectives on failure that emerged from the FGIs, this study 
contributes to the understanding of entrepreneurial failure within the context of social entre-
preneurship. Social enterprises are fundamentally characterized as double-bottom-line organ-
izations, striving to achieve both financial success and social impact. A recurring theme in the 
discussions was the dependence of social entrepreneurs on funding from diverse sources, 
including governments, wealthy individuals, and private corporations.

Over the past two decades, the funding landscape for social enterprises has undergone 
a  significant transformation. Historically, these organizations relied heavily on direct grants 
from the government. However, there has been a noticeable shift toward a more diversified 
funding model, with social enterprises increasingly generating earned revenue from a broader 
range of sources. This change reflects the sector’s evolving emphasis on financial sustainabil-
ity. Despite this progress, the persistence of “grant dependency” remains a critical concern, as 
it continues to pose a risk of failure or bankruptcy if funding support is withdrawn.

Another recurring theme in the debate on social enterprises, which is also evident in the 
opinions of respondents, pertains to the tensions between values. Social enterprises are inher-
ently associated with conflicting goals, values, norms, and identities. Managing these elements 
simultaneously not only leads to tensions and competing demands but also becomes crucial 
for gaining a comprehensive understanding of social enterprises. Additionally, the social enter-
prise sector must develop the capability to analyze, understand, and even anticipate market 
and social needs as expressed by consumers, beneficiaries, the government, and other stake-
holders. This requirement presents an even greater challenge for social enterprises, given their 
dual focus on financial viability and social impact.

Social enterprises can encounter failures stemming from inadequate integration, a complex 
and continuous process that requires sensitivity, openness, and significant time and energy 
dedicated to fostering strong relationships within the team. Effective integration is a critical 
investment in the success of social enterprises. Similarly, socialization is an ongoing effort that 
extends well beyond the initial months of membership in a social enterprise. It should be nur-
tured through a blend of formal and informal social activities to strengthen cohesion and col-
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laboration. Furthermore, enhancing the qualifications of social enterprise members is essential 
for their growth. It not only increases work efficiency but also improves their standing and rep-
utation in the market, further contributing to the enterprise’s overall success and sustainability.

The consequences of failures are far-reaching, impacting a wide range of stakeholders, 
including employees, their families, customers, suppliers, and the broader community. These 
effects can manifest as a loss of confidence in management, questions about organizational 
effectiveness, and diminished trust in the brand. Social entrepreneurs themselves face signifi-
cant emotional and financial pressures because of these failures. The perception of these con-
sequences varies among different actors in the social economy sector. Social entrepreneurs 
often concentrate on the immediate and personal effects, such as financial strain and emo-
tional burden. In contrast, representatives from Social Economy Support Centres (OWES) and 
government agencies tend to emphasize the broader implications, focusing on social policies 
and the effectiveness of support systems in mitigating the impact of such failures.

As an exploratory study, our objective was to illuminate entrepreneurial failure within the 
context of social entrepreneurship. To achieve this, we adopted an inductive approach, utiliz-
ing FGIs to explore and analyze attitudes toward failure and to provide insights into the poten-
tial benefits of openly discussing failure for both current and future social entrepreneurs.

Naturally, this study has certain limitations, primarily stemming from the chosen method-
ology. FGIs, by their nature, involve a limited number of participants, which may not fully rep-
resent the broader population being studied. Additionally, group discussions can be affected 
by dominant participants or group dynamics, potentially resulting in some perspectives being 
overemphasized or overlooked. Another limitation lies in interpretation bias, as analyzing FGI 
data requires interpreting participants’ responses, a process that can be subjective and influ-
enced by researchers’ preconceptions and biases (Hines, 2000). Recognizing and addressing 
these limitations is essential for contextualizing the findings and guiding future research.

Another notable limitation of this study relates to its timing. The data was collected before 
the onset of the Covid-19 crisis, which has since significantly affected Poland and other coun-
tries. This crisis likely altered perceptions of failure and increased skepticism toward entrepre-
neurial opportunities in general. Follow-up studies could investigate how these changes have 
influenced social entrepreneurs.

While the contributions of social entrepreneurs are not new, the current momentum and 
growing interest in this movement provide a strong foundation for future research. Under-
standing the reasons behind the failure of social enterprises is essential to ensure that the 
efforts and experiences of these entrepreneurs are not wasted. This knowledge is vital for 
preventing others from encountering similar frustrations and discouragement. Developing 
resilience to manage and overcome failure is particularly important during the early stages of 
a social enterprise, yet not all entrepreneurs possess this skill.

Given that social enterprises are deeply influenced by cultural, social, and community fac-
tors, expanding research to include other countries is critical. Additional empirical studies, such 
as case studies conducted in varied contexts, would provide deeper insights into the phenom-
enon. Furthermore, there remains a gap in understanding the cognitive processes and coping 
strategies that social entrepreneurs use when confronting potential failure and exit. Further 
exploration in these areas is both necessary and valuable for advancing the field.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, there has been a growing interest in the concept of social responsibility 
within the Polish education market (Pisz, 2009; Piasecka, 2015; Pędziwiatr, Czaplicka-Kotas, 
&  Kulczycka, 2018; Vásquez-Torres & Tavizón-Salazar, 2021). This trend is evidenced, among 
other factors, by the increasing number of Polish higher education institutions (HEIs) signing 
the “Declaration of Social Responsibility of HEIs” since 2017 (MNiSW, 2017). By 2022, the group 
of signatories expanded by 77 additional HEIs, bringing the total to 160 public and private 
institutions. According to the website of the Ministry of Funds and Regional Policy, the prac-
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tical implementation of the Declaration aims to “continuously strengthen the organizational 
and management capacities of higher education institutions by improving resource efficiency, 
developing academic staff, and building the prestige of the university as a generator of knowl-
edge and creator of new ideas” (MNiSW, 2017). Universities in Poland voluntarily commit to 
promoting the principles of sustainable development and social responsibility through their 
study programs, research initiatives, and management and organizational solutions (Detyna, 
2023, pp. 211–214). The implementation and development of social responsibility in universi-
ties (SRU) is actively supported by the Ministry of Funds and Regional Policy, which established 
a Working Group on Social Responsibility of Universities (WG for SRU) in 2018. This group, of 
which the author of this article is a member, develops annual Good Practice Catalogues in areas 
such as ESG (MEN, 2023) and practices related to the information and communication tools 
employed by universities. The WG for SRU’s primary role is to collaborate with the academic 
community to advance the social responsibility of Polish higher education institutions (HEIs) 
and to promote the principles of sustainable development as a foundation for higher educa-
tion (MNiSW, 2017).

Members of the SRU WG (2022–2023) conducted research on good practices in social 
responsibility among foreign universities. Data for the analysis and evaluation were collected 
from the websites of 130 universities across 47 countries worldwide. A webinar organized 
by the SRU WG in May 2023 highlighted, among other findings, that communication is a key 
element in implementing the concept of social responsibility in universities. However, the 
research revealed that relatively few foreign universities report on SRU or ESG (Environmental, 
Social, Governance) activities, either on their websites or social media platforms. Only 14% of 
the universities surveyed explicitly integrate SRU aspects into their vision and mission state-
ments, while dedicated SRU strategies were identified in just 30% of respondents. Addition-
ally, universities seldom provide information on their websites regarding the units or positions 
responsible for coordinating SRU activities. In summary, the research conducted in recent years 
points to a relatively low level of implementation of the SRU concept in universities. Key deficits 
include areas such as student and employee volunteering programs, for example, initiatives 
promoting healthy lifestyles (Detyna, 2023).

The main objective of this article is to present the results of research on the practical imple-
mentation of the concept of social responsibility in Polish universities. The literature review 
includes an analysis of published research findings on both Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) and the social responsibility of universities. To achieve this objective, empirical research 
was conducted, focusing on the analysis and evaluation of information about SRU available 
on university websites. A random selection method was applied, resulting in a sample of 39 
out of 160 Polish universities that had signed the SRU Declaration. The research was carried 
out between July and September 2023. The article does not disclose the names of the sur-
veyed universities, as consent for such disclosure was not obtained. The primary research tools 
included a control sheet and a qualitative analysis of the content published on the websites of 
the selected universities. The sample comprised public universities (84.60%) and private uni-
versities (15.49%).

2. Literature Review

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is nowadays one of the key management concepts, 
according to which an organization should not only care about its own economic goals, 
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but also about achieving long-term goals for society (Gadomska-Lila, 2012, pp. 41–51; Bar-
cik & Dziwiński, 2016, pp. 21–32; Płoszajski, 2017; Carayannis & Morawska-Jancelewicz, 2022, 
pp. 3445–3471; Gasparski, 2022). In the literature, CSR is most often referred to business organi-
zations, but more and more often the concept is considered and presented in the context of the 
operating conditions of non-profit organizations, i.e., public administration units, hospitals or 
universities (Krodkiewska-Skoczylas & Żarlicka, 2015, pp. 277–295; Jakubiak, 2017, pp. 132–147; 
Buchta et al., 2018, pp. 22–33; Jastrzębska et al., 2019, pp. 285–297; Santos et al., 2020; Ali et al., 
2021, p. 124931; Chumaceiro Hernandez et al., 2022, pp. 51–62; Huerta, Armas, & Sotelo, 2022; 
Barrera-Rodríguez et al., 2023, pp. 787–809; Vallaeys & Álvarez-Rodríguez, 2022; Detyna, 2023, 
pp. 208–234; Hudson & Brandenberger, 2023). 

An important milestone in popularizing the concept of social responsibility was the publica-
tion of H. R. Bowen’s book, in which the author defined Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) as 
the entrepreneur’s commitment to policies, decisions, and courses of action that align with the 
goals and values deemed desirable by society (Bowen, 1953, p. 6). The concept was originally 
directed at the decisions of the entrepreneur himself, whereas it is now linked to the activities 
of the whole organization (Leoński, 2015, p. 93; Buczkowski et al., 2016; Drzazga, 2019; Bolibok, 
Kasprzak-Czelej, & Zinczuk, 2022). At the same time, the need for a total (comprehensive, mul-
tidimensional) implementation of CSR assumptions into all areas of an organization’s function-
ing is indicated, emphasizing the importance of the environment, customers, employees and 
investors (Kowalska, 2009; Ebert & Griffin, 2013, pp. 64–65; Ławicka, 2016, pp. 207–220; Latif et 
al., 2021, pp. 815–829). This idea was summarized by B. Gajdzik, who described CSR as a com-
prehensive approach to thinking about business in all its aspects (Gajdzik, 2015, p. 16). Similarly, 
authors K. Davis and R. L. Bloomstrom highlight that CSR is a business concept grounded in 
the management’s responsibility to make decisions and take actions that balance the pursuit 
of their own interests with the protection and enhancement of social welfare (Davis & Bloom-
strom, 1975, p. 6). A socially responsible organization should, therefore, adhere to fundamental 
economic and legal standards, work to meet the needs of diverse stakeholders, contribute to 
environmental sustainability, and engage in morally and ethically justified activities. According 
to M. E. Porter and M. R. Kramer, a key prerequisite for implementing CSR within an organiza-
tion is its ability to act as a responsible corporate citizen (Porter & Kramer, 2007, pp. 85–87).

A noteworthy model in terms of practical application is the so-called CSR 2.0 model, also 
referred to as the systemic concept of CSR (Figure 1). This model is founded on five key princi-
ples: responsiveness to societal issues, creativity in problem-solving, scalability of socially desir-
able solutions, globality (addressing both local and global challenges), and circularity (design-
ing actions that are sustainable throughout the entire product or service life cycle) (Bachnik, 
2011). The CSR 2.0 model shifts away from a purely philanthropic or PR-driven approach toward 
a more interactive framework that incorporates the voices and needs of stakeholders. Further-
more, this model emphasizes leveraging new technological advancements, such as social 
media, primarily as tools for dialogue and engagement. Building relationships and addressing 
the needs of diverse stakeholder groups are central to the CSR 2.0 approach (CSR 2.0, 2012).

According to the European Commission, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a concept 
through which organizations voluntarily integrate social and environmental concerns into 
their operations, engaging collaboratively with stakeholders. The sustainable success of an 
organization is built on ongoing dialogue with its environment, addressing aspects such as 
environmental protection and the development of social capital (Huang et al., 2014, pp. 68–84; 
Schaefer, Terlutter, & Diehl, 2019, pp. 1–20; Castro, 2022, pp. 48–55; Wirba, 2023; Fatima 
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&  Elbanna, 2023, pp. 105–121; Hahn et al., 2023, pp. 1–23). According to the PN-ISO 26  000 
Standard (ISO 26 000, 2013; Encyklopedia ESG, n.d.), CSR is an organization’s responsibility for 
the impact of its decisions and actions on society and the environment ensured by transparent 
and ethical behavior that contributes to sustainable development, including: well-being and 
health of society (Luty-Michalak & Kotowska-Wójcik, 2016; Cichowicz & Nowak, 2018, pp. 7–19), 
takes into account the expectations of stakeholders (Buglewicz, 2018; Wolak-Tuzimek, 2019), 
complies with applicable law and is consistent with international standards of conduct (Wali-
szewski, 2018), and is integrated into the organization’s operations and practised in its relation-
ships (Kotowska-Wójcik & Luty-Michalak, 2016; Khoo et al., 2023, pp. 716–763). According to the 
standard, the seven key areas of CSR include organizational governance, human rights, labor 
practices, the environment, fair operating practices, consumer issues, and community engage-
ment and development (ISO 26 000, 2013; Krodkiewska-Skoczylas & Żarlicka, 2015, p. 280; Mef-
tah Gerged et al., 2023). The World Business Council for Sustainable Development defines the 
social responsibility of an organization as an ongoing commitment to ethical behavior and 
contributing to sustainable economic development. This involves improving the quality of life 
for employees and their families, as well as enhancing the well-being of the local community 
and society as a whole (Zinczuk et al., 2020).

A common denominator in the various ways of defining Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) is the principle that any organization – regardless of its area of activity – should aim to be 
both pro-social and pro-environmental in its operations. It is worth emphasizing that socially 
responsible practices today encompass not only adherence to ethical standards in relationships 
with employees, competitors, and customers (in the case of universities, this includes students, 
employees, research institutions, etc.), but also increased investments in human resources, 
community development, and environmental protection (Hawken, 2007, pp. 210–221; Marek 
& Białasiewicz, 2011, pp. 98–99; Detyna, 2023, pp. 208–234). Well-executed CSR implies that 
managers are attuned to the issues impacting the lives of the people with whom they live and 
work and understand the societal conditions they influence, aiming to have a positive impact 
(Gustafson, 2007, pp. 191–192). In this context, university managers should consistently con-
sider the social implications of their decisions, as these affect diverse societal groups, including 
stakeholders and the environment. Consequently, they must analyze, in a socially responsible 

RESPONSE

CREATIVITY

SCALABILITY

GLOCALITY

CIRCULARITY

• responding to problems, including global ones

• generating creative solutions
• building relationships with stakeholders

• implementing socially responsible practices 
on an appropriately large scale

• focusing on benefits to society

• responding not only to loyal problems
• taking into account the broader context

• designing sustainable activities from start to finish
• care for the development of human capital

Figure 1. CSR 2.0 Model
Source: own elaboration based on data sourced from Bachnik, 2011; CSR 2.0, 2012.
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manner, not only the objectives – whether strategic, tactical, or operational – set by the univer-
sity but also the methods employed to achieve these goals.

We can define the social responsibility of a university as a strategic and systemic approach 
to university management, fostering collaboration and dialogue with stakeholders that con-
tributes to sustainable development, shaping the values and attitudes of civil society, promot-
ing academic values and the creation of new ideas, and sustaining and developing scientific 
and teaching competencies that enhance business efficiency and innovation (MNiSW, 2017). 
In this context, it is worth emphasizing that the principles of the SRU Declaration apply to all 
areas of the university’s operations: teaching activities, research, internal organization, and 
engagement with all stakeholder groups (Detyna, 2018). The practical implementation of these 
principles should be reflected in the university’s commitment to promoting sustainability and 
social responsibility through its educational programs, research initiatives, management, and 
organizational practices.

At this point, it is worth quoting the provisions of the SRU Declaration, which has been 
signed by Polish universities. Its preamble emphasizes the role of the university as a hub for cre-
ating and transmitting knowledge about the surrounding reality, incorporating and applying 
the principles of social responsibility across all areas of its activities, and promoting these prin-
ciples among its stakeholders. The signatories of the SRU Declaration commit to the practical 
implementation of the principles of sustainable development, ensuring high-quality research 
and education, and fostering the comprehensive development of the academic community by 
undertaking the following:
1.	 Uphold the academic values outlined, among other sources, in the Code of Ethics for 

Academic Staff, particularly values such as conscientiousness, objectivity, independence, 
openness, and transparency (PAN, 2024).

2.	 Cultivate the social and civic attitudes of future elites, encouraging community building, 
creativity, openness, communication, social sensitivity, and a culture of professionalism.

3.	 Promote equality, diversity, tolerance, and the respect and protection of human rights 
within the academic community and its broader environment.

4.	 Expand curricula to include topics such as ethics, corporate social responsibility, sustain-
ability, and social innovation.

5.	 Implement projects that apply the principles of social responsibility, particularly in areas 
such as diversity management in the workplace, employee volunteering, ethics promotion, 
intersectoral collaboration, and socially engaged marketing.

6.	 Undertake research and implementation projects, in partnership with other academic cent-
ers worldwide, the business sector, public administration, and non-governmental organi-
zations, to address significant social challenges.

7.	 Foster inter-university, national, and international cooperation to adapt and reinforce best 
practices in university social responsibility.

8.	 Strengthen the organizational governance of universities by basing management practices 
on the principles of social responsibility, embedding these principles in strategic docu-
ments and related activities to support the comprehensive development of the academic 
community and effectively fulfill the university’s mission.

9.	 Ensure transparency in the university’s operations by, among other actions, measuring out-
comes, promoting and disseminating results, and designating a person or team to coordi-
nate these efforts.
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10.	Minimize the negative environmental impact of activities conducted by the academic com-
munity and its stakeholders in all dimensions.

11.	 Engage in dialogue with stakeholders to determine the priorities of the university’s social 
responsibility policy and communicate the outcomes.

12.	 Adhere to principles of ethics and responsibility in teaching and research to create opti-
mal conditions for stakeholders to benefit from the knowledge, intellectual capital, and 
achievements of the university (MNiSW, 2017).
The importance and usefulness of such enshrined pro-social principles is evidenced by the 

relatively large number of SRU Declarations signed by Polish HEIs. This number accounts for 
approximately 45% of all higher education institutions operating in Poland. According to the 
Central Statistical Office, there were 359 of them in the 2022/2023 academic year. 

To summarize, the literature provides numerous definitions and references to the concept 
of social responsibility in relation to competitive value (Detyna, 2024b, pp. 65–83), management 
approaches, ethics (PAN, 2024), and the necessity for universities to address economic chal-
lenges, including labor market needs. Social responsibility is also linked to the creation of social 
relationships, innovation, quality of education (Grudowski & Lewandowski 2007; Wiśniewska & 
Grudowski, 2016; Tutko, 2016; Piasecka, Ludwiczak, & Tutko, 2021; Khan et al., 2022; Yeh et al., 
2021), and initiatives supporting sustainable development (Detyna, 2023, pp. 208–214; Detyna, 
2024c, pp. 65–72).

3. Research Method and Material

The practical implementation of the concept of social responsibility in Polish higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIs) required the adoption of an appropriate research methodology. A litera-
ture review on the subject was complemented by empirical research. This research involved the 
analysis and evaluation of information about SRU available on the websites of HEIs. Conducted 
between July and September 2023, it focused on a randomly selected sample of institutions 
that had signed the Declaration of Social Responsibility of Universities between 2017 and 2022, 
totaling 39 universities out of 150 (24.37%). The article does not include a list of the surveyed 
universities, as their consent for disclosure was not obtained. The research group comprised 
both public (84.60%) and non-public (private – 15.49%) HEIs, including universities with sci-
entific categories and those offering practical, vocational training profiles. In presenting the 
research findings, the author drew on her practical experience as the Rector’s Plenipotentiary 
for Social Responsibility of HEIs and as a member of the Working Group on Social Responsibility 
of HEIs at the Ministry of Funds and Regional Policy.

Figure 2 shows the structure of the surveyed universities by type (profile). The largest 
groups were universities (30.77%), vocational universities (23.08%) and universities of technol-
ogy (17.95%). The surveyed universities also included universities of economics (10.25%), uni-
versities of natural sciences (10.25%) and medical universities (7.70%).

The survey encompassed 14 out of 16 provinces in Poland. The largest groups of surveyed 
universities were in three provinces, accounting for a total of 16 universities (41.03%): Mazovian 
(17.95% – 7 universities), Lower Silesian (12.82% – 5 universities), and Lublin (10.26% – 4 universi-
ties). In five additional provinces – Podlaskie, Silesian, Pomeranian, Greater Poland, and Lesser 
Poland – three universities were surveyed in each province, totaling 15 universities (38.46%). 
Each of these provinces represented 7.69% of the surveyed institutions. In the West Pomera-
nian (5.14%) and Kuyavian-Pomeranian (5.14%) provinces, two universities were included in 
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each. Meanwhile, four provinces – Warmian-Masurian, Łódź, Opole, and Subcarpathian – each 
contributed one university to the survey, amounting to a total of four universities (10.24%). The 
distribution of surveyed universities across the provinces is illustrated in Figure 3.

4. Results and Discussion

The empirical study reveals that the vast majority (82.05%) of the surveyed universities that 
signed the Declaration of Social Responsibility of Universities between 2017 and 2022 published 
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Figure 2. Structure of the Surveyed Universities (%) According to the Type (Profile) 
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Source: own elaboration.
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the full text of the Declaration, including all 12 principles, on their websites. Additionally, all 
universities indicated that they had signed the Declaration and confirmed its validity. 

Figure 4 presents the survey results regarding the detailed information about the SRU con-
cept available on university websites. A dedicated subpage highlighting activities related to 
SRU was identified in 41.03% of the surveyed universities. This finding suggests that for most 
of the surveyed institutions, the topic of social responsibility is not a significant aspect of their 
image communication.
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Figure 4. Information Posted on the Websites of Universities that Signed the SRU 
Declaration in 2017–2022 – Structure of the Surveyed Universities (%)

Source: own elaboration.

On the websites of 35.90% of the universities, information was available about appointed 
proxies or groups/teams dedicated to SRU. However, it is unclear whether such functions or 
teams exist at the remaining institutions or if they exist but are simply not reported online. 
Only one in three universities (30.77%) provides easily accessible codes of ethics or legal docu-
ments introducing the concept of social responsibility, such as CSR areas, SRU principles, ESG 
goals, and similar guidelines, on their websites. Extremely rare, in the context of the survey 
conducted, were situations where codes of ethics (e.g., codes of ethics for students, for lectur-
ers, for doctoral students, for students at the University of the Third Age, for the entire aca-
demic community) developed by the university were posted on the university’s website. Such 
situations concerned about 12.82% of the surveyed institutions. 

Despite the growing popularity of the SRU concept, only 23.08% of the surveyed universi-
ties publish studies in the form of reports on their websites. These reports most often focus on 
self-assessments of the process of implementing the SRU concept, typically based on forms 
provided by the SRU Working Group at the Ministry of Funds and Regional Policy. Relatively 
few institutions, however, present detailed research findings in this area based on their own 
methodologies or solutions.
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In one in four surveyed universities, information (news) on ongoing activities in the SRU 
areas – in the social, environmental and organizational governance areas – it is posted on an 
ongoing basis.

For several years, the SRU Working Group has been developing Catalogues of Good Prac-
tices in the field of social responsibility and sustainable development policies implemented 
by Polish universities. These catalogues are available on the websites of only 17.95% of the 
surveyed universities, suggesting relatively low interest in these periodic studies (MEN, 2023). 
What is particularly concerning, in the context of the need to promote the SRU concept, is 
that only a small number of universities (7.69%) have materials related to CSR, SRU, ESG, and 
similar topics available on their websites. The few institutions that do provide such resources 
include files and links to legal acts, monographs, studies, reports, and examples of good prac-
tices from both Polish and foreign universities. By doing so, these universities contribute to the 
expansion and deepening of knowledge about the concepts and real-world practices of social 
responsibility.

The deficits in information provided on the surveyed universities’ websites, as identified 
during the research, may come as a surprise given that the vast majority (92.31%) include ref-
erences to SRU or ESG in their development strategies (Figure 5). Whether these references 
are direct or indirect, they clearly indicate that universities view the human (social) factor as 
crucial to their development and future. This conclusion is supported by the observation that 
university strategies place the strongest emphasis on the importance of communication and 
collaboration with all stakeholder groups, including students, employees, and representatives 
of the socio-economic environment, particularly at the local level.
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Figure 5. Information Posted on the Websites of Universities that Signed the SRU 
Declaration in 2017–2022 – Structure of the Surveyed Universities (%)

Source: own elaboration.

Only 10.26% of the surveyed universities have developed and publicly shared an SRU devel-
opment strategy on their websites. A slightly larger group (17.95%) outlines their social respon-
sibility goals. A particularly unique activity identified during the survey is the preparation and 
publication of separate SRU budgets for the year, observed in just 2.56% of the institutions.
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The research conducted allows for the presentation of a list of good practices that could 
inspire universities seeking to develop the SRU concept in a meaningful way. Among the activi-
ties recommended by the author are:

	– Establishing interdisciplinary teams dedicated to SRU.
	– Utilizing self-assessment (diagnosis) forms to evaluate the implementation of the SRU con-

cept.
	– Developing and implementing a distinct SRU strategy, including vision, values, principles, 

diagnosis, stakeholders, and strategic goals.
	– Preparing SRU reports in both Polish and English and posting them on the university’s web-

site, preferably on a dedicated SRU subpage.
	– Supporting and promoting scientific research and publications on social responsibility and 

sustainable development, such as creating an SRU “library” with links to research findings 
and publications.

	– Incorporating subjects related to CSR, SRU, ESG, and similar topics into the curricula of all 
academic programs.

	– Publishing legal acts and documents on the SRU subpage, including strategies, equality 
plans, regulations, SRU reports, and examples of good practices from various university 
departments and units.

	– Drafting and publicly sharing a university-wide code of ethics, or separate codes tailored 
for students, employees, doctoral candidates, and other groups.

	– Developing English-language versions of university websites, particularly those related to 
SRU activities.

	– Promoting initiatives such as cooperation, integration, educational programs, health-pro-
moting actions, and student and employee volunteering on the university’s SRU subpage.

	– Introducing participatory budgeting as a mechanism for co-management (participatory 
governance), which could include initiatives related to ecology and sustainable develop-
ment, as well as an “employee budget” allowing employees to allocate specific funds annu-
ally.

	– Organizing “issue meetings” to address topics such as the situation of older, pre-retired 
employees or non-academic staff.

	– Creating a “volunteer map” (empathy map) of the university community, including stu-
dents, employees, and external partners, using tools like online surveys to identify the 
scope and scale of academic involvement in volunteering and charitable activities.

	– Collaborating on SRU initiatives with other universities and organizations in Poland and 
abroad, such as joining international forums like the Principles for Responsible Manage-
ment Education (PRME), participating in Global Compact programs, or implementing HR 
Excellence in Research standards for university workplaces.
Assuming that the SRU should address the needs of all stakeholder groups, it is important 

to emphasize that partner expectations generally fall into three broad categories of HEI func-
tioning and impact (Duque et al., 2019; Martínez-Valdivia et al., 2020, p. 6179; Comoli et al., 2021, 
p. 124; Lytovchenko, 2021; El-Kassar et al., 2023). These categories typically include:
1.	 Social aspects, including ethical considerations.
2.	 Environmental concerns, emphasizing care for the natural environment.
3.	 Corporate governance, such as systemic solutions for organization and management 

within the HEI (Geryk, 2010, pp. 271–287; Merta-Staszczak et al., 2020; Nguyen Thi Khanh & 
Nguyen, 2022; Godonoga & Sporn, 2023, pp. 445–459).
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In the light of the literature and empirical research, the positive effects of SRU are primarily 
reflected in university activities that are widespread and continuous, including:

	– Adhering to the provisions of the Code of Ethics for Academic Staff, which emphasizes values 
such as conscientiousness, objectivity, independence, openness, and transparency (PAN, 
2024).

	– Investing in enhancements to the university environment, including improvements to 
infrastructure.

	– Refining processes that positively impact the academic community, the local area, and the 
natural environment.

	– Exploring and implementing more efficient and effective organizational and manage-
ment approaches (Grudowski & Lewandowski, 2012; Detyna, 2017, pp. 33–48; Detyna, 2023, 
pp. 224–225).
Among the potential long-term benefits of implementing SRU principles – benefits that 

can serve as effective motivators for university managers – the author identifies the following:
	– Enhanced integration of the academic community with external stakeholders, including 

the local community, through university-related activities.
	– Strengthening the university’s reputation as a socially responsible institution.
	– Improved communication and engagement among students, staff, and collaborating 

stakeholders, fostering closer relationships, synergies, and the building of a cohesive aca-
demic community.

	– Increased work efficiency through the improvement and rationalization of processes across 
all areas of the university.

	– Attracting investment funds and external funding as a reflection of confidence in the uni-
versity’s social responsibility and performance.

	– Deepening relationships with external stakeholders, expressed through joint projects, 
event organization, and investments in popular-scientific, cultural, sporting, charitable, and 
socially significant initiatives.

	– Growing interest from prospective staff, increasing the university’s attractiveness as an 
employer.

	– Improved employee retention, reflecting the university’s appeal as a workplace.
	– Enhanced motivation and creativity among university staff through continuous stimulation 

and support.
	– Reduced risk of litigation, promoting a more secure operational environment.
	– Improved public image, resulting from better collaboration with stakeholders such as the 

local community and students.
	– Positive media responses, which contribute to the construction and reinforcement of the 

university’s public image.
Due to their long-term nature, the potential benefits listed require the consistent imple-

mentation of principles aligned with the SRU Declaration. The scope of these benefits may 
expand or contract depending on the actual activities undertaken by the university, rather 
than those merely stated as public relations objectives.

5. Conclusions

The research resulted in a list of good practices and recommendations for improvement 
activities for universities that have formally declared their commitment to implementing SRU 
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principles in practice. The publication highlights diverse approaches to defining the social 
responsibility of organizations, as well as various contexts and potential benefits of applying 
this concept in universities.

According to the author, the complexity and multifaceted nature of SRU should be care-
fully considered during both the design and implementation phases. All areas of a university’s 
operations should be accounted for, including image communication and engagement with all 
stakeholder groups (Riad Shams & Belyaeva, 2019, pp. 423–436; Park, 2023, pp. 147–158; Rybak, 
2021; Klein et al., 2021). Social responsibility in higher education institutions (HEIs) is reflected in 
activities that benefit all stakeholders, including students, employees, employers, and external 
partners (Bacoup et al., 2016; Hnatyszak, 2018; Schaefer, Terlutter, & Diehl, 2019, pp. 191–212; 
Cygonek, 2021; Reichel, Rudnicka, & Socha, 2023, pp. 263–275; Agustina et al., 2023, pp. 885–
905; Detyna, 2024a, pp. 62–67).

Key to the success of SRU implementation is the continuous improvement of communica-
tion among stakeholders and the building of an integrated academic community around the 
university (Żemigała, 2020; Detyna, 2023). Successful implementation also requires effective 
communication from university management to all students, staff, and external stakeholders, 
demonstrating their commitment to embracing and developing SRU principles.

Another critical factor is integrating the SRU concept into key strategic documents, such as 
the university’s vision, mission, development strategy, SRU strategy, and quality policy. Survey 
results indicate that most universities lack separate SRU strategies. Adopting systemic solu-
tions, including an appropriate organizational structure tailored to the institution’s needs, chal-
lenges, and opportunities, could prove highly beneficial.

The author also emphasizes the importance of developing a motivational system tailored 
to the individual needs of university employees. Such a system should stimulate commitment, 
creativity, and innovation in implementing and sustaining the SRU concept. Planning a policy 
for employee competence development – consulted with all relevant parties – is also advis-
able. This includes raising awareness of CSR, ESG, and related concepts, as well as enhancing 
social competences. The success of SRU implementation depends largely on the knowledge, 
motivation, and engagement of university employees.

Careful analysis of employee needs and the impact of proposed activities, such as training, 
on motivation and loyalty is recommended. For instance, the author proposes using a “map” of 
the university’s responsibilities toward employees (Detyna, 2017, pp. 42–43). This “map” could 
outline various aspects under which specific actions may be proposed, such as:

	– Employment conditions
	– Health and safety
	– Employee development
	– Satisfaction and communication
	– Involvement in organization and management
	– Equal opportunities
	– Work-life balance
	– Employee volunteering

Activities implemented under these aspects, as part of the SRU concept, can positively 
impact many areas, including the quality of education, research, and collaboration with repre-
sentatives of the socio-economic environment. The effectiveness of socially responsible activi-
ties may also be enhanced through oversight and initiatives led by specially appointed SRU 
teams or positions, such as plenipotentiaries, managers, or coordinators.



SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP REVIEW  Vol. 2 / 2024

87

However, according to the research, cyclical SRU reports are rare at universities. Even when 
such reports exist, they often go unnoticed due to the lack of up-to-date information on uni-
versity websites. This includes the absence of published audit results or evaluations of progress 
toward the stated goals. This lack of visibility is particularly concerning given that the universi-
ties voluntarily signed the SRU Declaration between 2017 and 2022. These institutions have 
a responsibility to keep all stakeholders informed about their socially responsible activities and 
the successes achieved.

To address the need for monitoring results within the SRU framework, the author rec-
ommends developing a scorecard or other reporting mechanism to track and communicate 
progress. Examples could include specialized survey forms, check sheets, or similar tools. It is 
crucial that these tools are utilized consistently and systematically to inform decision-making 
processes and ensure transparency in the university’s social responsibility efforts.

In summary, effectively implementing and sustaining the Social Responsibility of Universi-
ties (SRU) concept requires tailoring it to the specific needs and capabilities of each institution. 
This includes considering stakeholder expectations and leveraging available resources such as 
human capital, knowledge, financial assets, and infrastructure. Communicating SRU initiatives 
through university websites and social media platforms is crucial for enhancing institutional 
image and transparency. However, research indicates that Polish universities have significant 
room for improvement in this area. Enhancing online communication of SRU efforts can lead to 
better stakeholder engagement and a stronger reputation for social responsibility.
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Abstract:	 Background: This article aligns with contemporary approaches to defining entrepreneurship by exam-
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of Information Technology and Management in Rzeszow (UITM), the article explores the connections 
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1. Introduction

The post-pandemic economic landscape, coupled with evolving trends in the job market 
and significant geopolitical transformations, has necessitated the development of a highly 
adaptive and flexible entrepreneurial perspective on employment. In this context, young 
individuals, empowered by access to global information and social media platforms, increas-
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ingly recognize the importance of self-reliance. They are more inclined to take control of their 
careers, pursue self-employment, and establish their own businesses to realize their potential.

The structure of this paper is organized as follows: it begins with a review of the existing 
literature. This is followed by a presentation of the data collected for the empirical analysis, 
conducted by the research team from the Department of Entrepreneurship at the University 
of Information Technology and Management (UITM) in Rzeszow, Poland. The subsequent sec-
tion outlines the methodologies applied in the research and the derived results. The paper 
concludes with a discussion of the findings and a summary.

2. Literature Review

Entrepreneurship, as a concept, is rich in its multidimensional nature and plays a crucial role 
in various domains. It has become a focal point of scientific research, attracting scholars from 
diverse fields such as management, economics, sociology, and psychology. A review of the 
literature suggests that researchers aim to explore its characteristics, interdisciplinary nature, 
multifaceted applications, and definitions, striving to understand the complexity of the con-
cept and its wide range of applications (Łuczka & Rembiasz, 2016; Rembiasz, 2017).

The particularly strong impact of entrepreneurship is evident in shaping both economic and 
social dimensions. From the perspective of economic sciences, its influence extends far beyond 
conventional economic indicators, acting as a catalyst for innovation, economic growth, and 
employment potential. Simultaneously, in the realm of social sciences, there is a marked inter-
est in examining human traits, particularly soft skills and innate abilities, that contribute to 
fostering entrepreneurial attitudes (Wyrwa & Sołtysiak, 2016). According to Bławat (2003), this 
perspective, viewed through a humanistic and personalistic lens, defines an entrepreneurial 
individual in terms of specific characteristics and relatively stable behavioral traits.

Another perspective on defining entrepreneurship is offered by Mrozowicz (2008), who 
views it as an inseparable, creative, and essential aspect of an individual’s personality and char-
acter. Mrozowicz considers entrepreneurship to be a set of personal values, primarily evident 
in socially or professionally shaped roles. Additionally, the researcher highlights a strong and 
stable connection between behaviors influenced by innate personality traits and those shaped 
through social and situational factors.

Following the humanistic perspective on entrepreneurship, it is important to highlight 
a fundamental view that frames it as the ability to navigate effectively through various life situ-
ations. This perspective portrays entrepreneurship as a skill that individuals can develop and 
refine through a dynamic process of learning and experiential growth (Piecuch, 2010).

Another perspective on defining entrepreneurship is the classical approach of Drucker 
(1992), who views entrepreneurship as a unique approach to management. Drucker empha-
sizes the role of the entrepreneur, highlighting traits such as innovation and creativity that 
drive the introduction of new ideas while optimizing the use of available resources and laying 
the foundation for future business growth. In this view, the entrepreneur is depicted as some-
one who actively seeks change, responds proactively, and capitalizes on emerging opportuni-
ties. Building on the humanistic perspective of entrepreneurship and innovation, Gąsiorowska-
‑Mącznik (2017) argues that the essence of entrepreneurship lies in individuals’ abilities and 
skills to introduce market innovations. This classical perspective underscores the intrinsic rela-
tionship between innovation and entrepreneurship.
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Building on the values mentioned above, Timmons (1990) offers valuable insights into this 
perspective. The author defines entrepreneurship as the process of creating or recognizing 
opportunities and utilizing them regardless of available resources. He emphasizes that entre-
preneurial acts are creative undertakings where entrepreneurs dedicate energy to initiating 
and building organizations beyond ordinary description and analysis.

Some authors, such as Simons (1999), directly link entrepreneurship and creative novelty 
in the market with the inherent risks of conducting economic activities. Simons characterizes 
entrepreneurship as a unique venture defined by risk-taking. Entrepreneurs are often identi-
fied as individuals willing to embrace risk in their economic pursuits. However, the organiza-
tional dimension of entrepreneurship focuses on the processes of identifying and exploiting 
opportunities, where the individual’s personality traits and abilities play a crucial role (Baran 
& Bąk, 2016).

Continuing to view entrepreneurship as a system of human characteristics, behaviors, and 
actions, Guliński and Zasiadły (2005) provide an intriguing description. They define commonly 
understood entrepreneurship as the ability to undertake various initiatives – a trait of energetic 
and active individuals that manifests at different stages of life. This perspective aligns with 
psychology, which classifies entrepreneurship as a psychological trait that conditions an indi-
vidual’s ability to succeed as an entrepreneur. Consequently, an entrepreneurial person can be 
described as someone who naturally excels in organizing and subsequently managing various 
enterprises.

Entrepreneurship arises from personalized, individual values, including talents, creativity, 
dynamism, skills, readiness to take risks, and external stimuli influencing the individual, such as 
economic traditions, resource availability, societal reactions to business initiatives, and socio-
economic policies (Dąbrowska & Skowron, 2015; Wach, 2015; Skica, Mikuš, & Holienka, 2022).

In summary, entrepreneurship represents a dynamic and ever-evolving field of study that 
transcends disciplinary boundaries. Its multidimensional nature – encompassing economic, 
human, and organizational aspects – enhances its status as a complex and dynamic phenom-
enon. This multidimensionality underscores its fundamental strength and value as a driver of 
socio-economic progress (Cieślik, 2014). However, it is equally important to emphasize another 
critical dimension of entrepreneurship: the humanistic perspective, which centers on the indi-
vidual, their potential, behaviors, and actions. This raises a compelling question: Who is an 
entrepreneurial person? How can we describe individuals characterized as entrepreneurial in 
the literature? First, every attempt to define an entrepreneurial individual highlights a set of 
traits that facilitate effective engagement in entrepreneurial activities. Below are the key traits 
identified in the literature review.

	– Innovation and Creativity: These traits are understood as the ability to generate innovative 
ideas and adopt a creative approach to problem-solving (Śledzik, 2013; Shane & Venkatara-
man, 2000; West & Farr, 1989).

	– Action and Energy: These qualities are characterized by a propensity to take action, an 
energetic approach to challenges, and an active stance in achieving goals (Huczek, 2018; 
Gartner, 1988; Frese & Gielnik, 2014).

	– Risk Resilience: This trait is described in the literature primarily as a willingness to take risks 
and the ability to manage uncertainty. It is most commonly discussed in the context of 
running a  business (Simons, 1999; Miller & Friesen, 1982; Knight, 1921; Ferreira, Coelho, 
& Moutinho, 2020).



SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP REVIEW  Vol. 2 / 2024

95

	– Independence and Decision-Making: These qualities are perceived in the literature as the 
ability to make decisions independently and to direct actions and initiatives autonomously. 
Furthermore, they support the process of independently creating or recognizing opportu-
nities and capitalizing on them (Sarasvathy, 2001; Busenitz & Barney, 1997; Shepherd, Wil-
liams, & Patzelt, 2015).

	– Communication and Relationships: The key aspects of these traits include the ability to 
develop effective social networks and business relationships. Central to this is the capac-
ity to navigate the socio-economic environment where specific actions are undertaken, 
particularly in the context of social networks (Wach, 2015; Podolny, 1993; Phelps, Heidl, 
& Wadhwa, 2012).

	– Strategic Thinking and Goal Setting: These traits are described in the literature as the ability 
to establish a long-term vision for actions and initiatives, particularly in economic contexts. 
This aptitude enables individuals to set clear business goals, both in the short and long 
term (Collins & Porras, 1996; Krueger, 2003; Kóska-Wolny, 2023).
The humanistic perspective and the characteristics of an entrepreneurial individual should 

be complemented by the concept of entrepreneurial potential. This potential is considered the 
cornerstone of successful business ventures, enhancing the ability to leverage one’s attributes 
and skills in entrepreneurial activities. High entrepreneurial potential is particularly crucial for 
identifying and capitalizing on profitable business opportunities. The synergy between per-
sonal attributes and entrepreneurial potential is vital for achieving business success (Kuckertz 
et al., 2020; Obschonka et al., 2020; Obschonka & Stuetzer, 2017). According to Shepherd and 
Patzelt, key features of this approach include creativity, perseverance, adaptability, and a will-
ingness to take risks. These traits form the foundation of resilience and adaptability, which are 
especially important for navigating the complexities and uncertainties inherent in the busi-
ness environment (Shepherd & Patzelt, 2018). This version ensures smoother transitions, logical 
structuring, and a professional tone while retaining the original meaning and references.

Beyond individual traits, the socio-economic aspect plays a crucial role in the entrepreneur-
ial approach. The environment significantly influences the development of entrepreneurial 
potential, with supportive policies, access to capital, and a favorable business climate serving 
as essential pillars that foster and amplify entrepreneurial aspirations (Binder & Coad, 2020; 
Stam & Spiegel, 2016; Estrin, Mickiewicz, & Stephan, 2016). The combination of individual char-
acteristics and external factors, particularly the interaction between them, is a key determinant 
of entrepreneurial success, as emphasized by Krueger and Brazeal (2018). Moreover, self-assess-
ment of one’s entrepreneurial abilities emerges as a critical factor influencing the likelihood 
of establishing a business. Research indicates that a positive self-assessment enhances will-
ingness to take risks and engage in entrepreneurial activities (Krueger & Brazeal, 2018; Shane 
& Venkataraman, 2000; Ferreira et al., 2020).

In conclusion, it is worth noting that entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial potential arise 
from the interaction between individual traits and external factors. Exceptional individuals, 
equipped with the specific skill sets outlined earlier, demonstrate the ability to adapt to chang-
ing environments and socio-economic conditions. This adaptability enables them to effectively 
transform their potential into success, defined by the establishment of a thriving business.
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3. Research Method and Data

The survey was conducted among 1,526 UITM students between January 17 and March 21, 
2023, representing approximately 29.8% of UITM’s student population. Each field of study was 
represented by at least 20% of the students, ensuring representativeness and enabling com-
parisons across disciplines.

The questionnaire was developed in collaboration with experts in economics, sociology, 
and psychology. The survey consisted of three parts. The first part included 28 questions 
grounded in existing literature and validated by sociologists, aimed at examining the entrepre-
neurial potential of students. The second part, comprising 8 questions, focused on students’ 
evaluations of UITM’s entrepreneurial support offerings and their needs in this regard. The 
third part gathered demographic data such as gender, age, professional status, study mode, 
specialization, country of origin, and level and field of study.

This article analyzes selected aspects of the survey to maintain a clear narrative and focus 
on topics introduced earlier. A 5-point Likert scale was employed, with 5 indicating “Definitely 
agree” and 1 “Definitely disagree,” allowing students to express their opinions directly and 
effectively.

The authors conducted Kruskal-Wallis ANOVA tests to graphically represent the research 
results using box plots. Additionally, C-Pearson and V-Cramer tests were employed to measure 
the co-occurrence of various studied variables. All collected results were statistically signifi-
cant, meeting the threshold of p < 0.05.

The analysis determined that entrepreneurial potential is directly correlated with self-
assessment regarding the urge to start a business. To explore this relationship, the authors 
included the question, “I am seriously thinking about starting a business,” alongside other 
metric-based questions in their evaluation.

4. Results and Discussion

Figure 1 indicates that the highest willingness to start an enterprise is observed among 
individuals who are self-employed or shareholders in a company, while the lowest is found 
among those who are economically inactive and not seeking employment.

Among other groups of respondents, most responses are relatively similar. Notably, free-
lancers exhibit a willingness to start a business nearly identical to that of full-time employees, 
despite their unique approach to work that blends elements of full-time employment with 
entrepreneurial activities (Kazi et al., 2014). This similarity supports the longstanding concept 
of corporate entrepreneurship discussed in the literature (Bouchard & Fayolle, 2017; Kuratko, 
2012; Cieślik, 2015).

The relationship between employment status and willingness to start a business was ana-
lyzed using the C-Pearson and V-Cramer tests (Figure 2, Table 1). The C-Pearson test confirmed 
a relationship between the two variables. However, the V-Cramer test suggests that additional 
determinants beyond employment status may influence the willingness to start a business. 
As highlighted in the literature, proactive behavior, irrespective of employment status, plays 
a crucial role in entrepreneurial potential (Delle & Monipaak, 2016). Nonetheless, unemployed 
individuals often have more compelling motivations to start their own business (Startiene 
& Remeikiene, 2009).
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Figure 1. ANOVA Test Results in Response to the Question: “I am Seriously Thinking about 

Starting a Business” Based on Employment Status
Source: own elaboration.
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Figure 2. C-Pearson and V-Cramer Tests Results in Response to the Question: “I am Seriously 
Thinking about Starting a Business” Based on Responses on Employment Status

Source: own elaboration.
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Table 1. Results of C-Pearson and V-Cramer Tests Presented in Figure 2

Indicators Value

Pearsons-C 0.31

Pearsons-C (max) 0.89

Pearsons-C (adjusted) 0.35

Cramers-V 0.17

P-value < 0.000001

Source: own elaboration.

The results in Figure 3 illustrate the relationship between the willingness to start a business 
and the language of study (English or Polish). Analysis of the data indicates that respondents 
from English-speaking study programs are significantly more likely to consider starting a busi-
ness. This finding is visually represented in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. ANOVA Test Results in Response to the Question: “I am Seriously Thinking about 

Starting a Business” based on Track of Study
Source: own elaboration.

The results of Pearson’s C-test indicate a relationship between the language of study and 
the willingness to start a business. However, the V-Cramer’s test (Figure 4, Table 2) suggests 
that additional factors beyond the language of study influence entrepreneurial intentions.

Notably, most respondents in English-language programs are foreign students who come 
to Poland to pursue higher education. These students often face numerous challenges, includ-
ing formal obstacles like obtaining a residence card and cultural adjustments, as studying in 
Poland represents their first experience in a European country for many, particularly those from 



SOCIAL ENTREPRENEURSHIP REVIEW  Vol. 2 / 2024

99

Africa and the Middle East. Overcoming such challenges builds their confidence and motivates 
them to take on further risks, such as starting a business.

This observation aligns with research by Palimąka and Rodzinka (2018) and Palimąka (2021), 
which highlights that starting a business is often perceived by students as a new challenge to 
conquer. Additionally, the necessity to take risks during the study process may contribute to 
the higher entrepreneurial potential observed among these students (Popescu et al., 2016).
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Figure 4. C-Pearson and V-Cramer Tests Results in Response to the Question: “I am seriously 
thinking about starting a business” Based on Responses on Track of Study

Source: own elaboration.

Table 2. Results of C-Pearson’s and V-Cramer Tests Presented in Figure 4

Indicators Value

Pearsons-C 0.16

Pearsons-C (max) 0.71

Pearsons-C (adjusted) 0.23

Cramers-V 0.16

P-value < 0.000001

Source: own elaboration.

Analyzing the results shown in Figure 5, it can be concluded that the fields of study where 
students most frequently consider starting a business are management, cosmetology, nursing, 
and cybersecurity. For management students, this inclination may be influenced by their aca-
demic background, as their curriculum often includes subjects related to entrepreneurship and 
running a business. The high ranking of cosmetology is also unsurprising, as graduates in this 
field commonly establish their own service-based businesses, which is a popular career choice. 
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The presence of nursing among the top results can be attributed to the legal framework allow-
ing nurses to establish partnerships. Nursing is classified as a „free profession” under Article 
88 of the Code of Commercial Law, enabling graduates to pursue entrepreneurial ventures 
within their field. Cybersecurity students also demonstrate a strong interest in starting a busi-
ness. This is likely due to the growing popularity of the field (Crumpler & Lewis, 2019) and the 
high demand for skilled professionals. This demand allows cybersecurity graduates to explore 
opportunities in both full-time employment and entrepreneurial or freelance ventures.

The results presented in Table 3 and Table 4 confirm a correlation between fields of study 
and the desire to start a business. The C-Pearson test indicates a strong relationship between 
these variables, supporting the findings of Teixeira and Forte (2017). Their research similarly 
demonstrated that participation in certain fields of study, particularly those with a predisposi-
tion toward entrepreneurship or freelancing, significantly influences the willingness to start 
a business.

Table 3. Results of C-Pearson’s and V-Cramer Tests Presented in Figure 6

Indicators Value

Pearsons-C 0.35

Pearsons-C (max) 0.89

Pearsons-C (adjusted) 0.40

Cramers-V 0.19

P-value < 0.000001

Source: own elaboration.

Table 4 includes responses from students categorized by their fields of study. The fields 
demonstrating the highest entrepreneurial potential are Nursing (51%), International Business 
Management (49%), Finance and Accounting in Management (34%), and Graphic Design (27%).

Table 4. Cross Table of Responses to the Question: “I Seriously Think About Starting 
My Own Business” by Field of Study (%)

Definitely 
agree

Definitely 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Rather  
agree

Rather 
disagree

Aviation management 30 5 14 39 13

Computer science 14 5 30 40 10

Cybersecurity 17 6 33 39 6

Data science 15 2 22 52 9

English philology 6 2 35 40 16

English philology with Chinese language 0 13 44 38 6

Finance and accounting in management 34 2 34 22 7

Physiotherapy 8 3 44 34 10

Game design and development 6 0 46 29 20

Computer graphics and multimedia production 7 7 35 40 10

International business management 49 4 7 37 4
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Definitely 
agree

Definitely 
disagree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

Rather  
agree

Rather 
disagree

Cosmetology 14 4 27 46 9

Logistics 24 2 25 41 8

Management 24 7 18 41 11

Nursing 51 7 7 29 5

Other 21 5 28 42 4

Programming 11 3 35 27 23

Graphic design 27 9 23 14 27

Psychology in management 15 0 27 46 12

Source: own elaboration.

5. Conclusions

Among the theoretical results, several findings stand out:
	– Low correlation between field of study and willingness to start a business: This suggests 

that other factors, such as personal traits linked to entrepreneurial potential, play a signifi-
cant role. For instance, creativity – a key entrepreneurial trait – is naturally associated with 
computer graphics students, who demonstrate one of the highest indicators of entrepre-
neurial potential (Mróz & Boratyn, 2023).

	– Higher willingness among English-speaking students: English-speaking students exhibit 
a significantly greater willingness to start a business compared to their Polish-speaking 
counterparts. This difference can be attributed to entrepreneurial traits such as a higher 
risk-taking propensity and persistence in achieving goals. For these students, starting their 
own business often aligns with their earlier decisions and represents another barrier to 
overcome in their pursuit of professional fulfillment.
The practical outcome of the study, which the authors emphasize, highlights the significant 

entrepreneurial potential among UITM students. Importantly, the university’s business support 
offerings should cater not only to students in Polish-language programs but also equally to 
those in English-language programs. Furthermore, the support system should be tailored to 
address the diverse needs of students across different study paths, ensuring inclusivity and 
effectiveness in fostering entrepreneurial success.

Our findings reveal that the fields with the highest concentration of students possessing 
business-oriented backgrounds and significant entrepreneurial potential are International 
Business Management, Management, and IT. This trend likely stems from the core curricula of 
these programs. For instance, International Business Management and Management include 
subjects directly related to entrepreneurship, providing students with foundational knowl-
edge and skills for running their own businesses. Moreover, these students benefit from addi-
tional support, such as specialized training and workshops, beyond basic activities related to 
business establishment. IT students, on the other hand, are drawn to entrepreneurship due to 
the streamlined process of setting up businesses in this field and the availability of relatively 
simple taxation systems (Mencel, 2021).

Conversely, the fields with the lowest entrepreneurial potential are Philology, English Phi-
lology with Chinese, and Computer Game Design. This may be attributed to the nature of 
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future professions in these fields, which often do not demand entrepreneurial traits like risk 
management or innovation. For example, a career in translation, typical for English Philology 
graduates, does not inherently require these predispositions.

A different perspective on entrepreneurship focuses on the intention to start a business in 
the near future. Fields characterized by high entrepreneurial intent include Nursing, Computer 
Science, Computer Graphics, and Multimedia Production. For nursing students, this intent is 
linked to the legal framework that classifies nursing as a freelance profession, enabling the 
establishment of partnerships. In fields such as Computer Science, Computer Graphics, and 
Multimedia Production, the entrepreneurial inclination is likely due to the prevalence of free-
lance work in these industries (Skrzek-Lubasińska & Gródek-Szostak, 2019).

The study is based solely on the survey conducted at UITM, a private university, and there-
fore cannot be generalized to the entire population of students in Poland. Factors such as the 
specific context of a private university limit the scope of the findings. In the next stages of 
research, the authors intend to expand the study by administering the survey at a national and 
even international level, enabling comparisons across various student groups.
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1. Introduction

In the 21st century, higher education in the United States stands at a crossroads. Confi-
dence in universities has sharply declined, driven by rising tuition costs and the perception 
that degrees no longer guarantee value in the job market. Enrollment rates continue to drop as 
public trust erodes, and universities face growing pressure to prove their relevance in prepar-
ing students for an increasingly dynamic and uncertain world. Employers, meanwhile, have 
voiced concerns that graduates often lack the critical skills needed for the modern workforce, 
such as teamwork, problem-solving, and adaptability.
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At the same time, global challenges such as climate change, global migrations, income 
inequality, and workforce disruption demand innovative and socially conscious leaders. In this 
context, higher education must ask not only how to prepare students for individual success 
but also how to equip them to address these collective challenges. The traditional liberal arts 
approach, while still relevant, has struggled to adapt to these shifting priorities. Students and 
employers alike are seeking more interdisciplinary, hands-on learning experiences that bridge 
academic theory with practical application.

Entrepreneurial experiential learning has emerged as a promising model to address these 
challenges. Rooted in constructivist learning theories, this approach emphasizes problem-
solving, innovation, and reflection through real-world projects. It allows students to engage 
deeply with societal issues while developing critical skills like creativity, collaboration, and 
adaptability. More importantly, it fosters an entrepreneurial mindset focused not only on finan-
cial success but also on making meaningful contributions to the social economy.

This study is guided by the following research questions:
1.	 What skills and competencies do students develop through entrepreneurial experiential 

learning in undergraduate education?
2.	 How do students apply these skills to address real-world problems in the social economy?
3.	 What are the broader implications of entrepreneurial experiential learning for higher edu-

cation reform and workforce readiness?
To address these questions, this article examines two case studies: Education Entrepre-

neurship and Education Consulting, courses taught by the author at a private university. Both 
courses challenge students to identify and address real-world problems while developing 
actionable solutions. By focusing on applied learning and stakeholder engagement, these 
courses provide a model for how universities can respond to declining public trust and shifting 
educational priorities.

Through this analysis, the article argues that entrepreneurial experiential learning offers 
a pathway to bridge the growing divide between higher education and the workforce while 
preparing students to become leaders in the social economy. By equipping students with the 
tools to address complex societal challenges, universities can reclaim their relevance and con-
tribute meaningfully to the communities they serve.

2. Methods

This article presents findings from a practitioner self-study (Samaras, 2010), where the 
author reflects on teaching practices and classroom observations to analyze the impact of 
entrepreneurial experiential learning in two undergraduate courses: Education Entrepreneur-
ship and Education Consulting. This approach focuses on qualitative, classroom-based insights 
to identify patterns in student learning and engagement. Data were collected over eight 
semesters in the two courses. 

Data Sources

Instructor Observations
a)	 The author engaged in ongoing observational practices throughout each semester to 

assess student engagement, collaboration, and skill development. While formal notes were 
not systematically recorded after each class, observations were informed by multiple inter-
actions and reflective processes, including:
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	– Grading and Feedback: Detailed assessments of student assignments, project deliverables, 
and presentations provided opportunities to evaluate evidence of problem-solving, team-
work, and communication skills.

	– Office Hours and Informal Discussions: Regular one-on-one and group interactions with 
students during office hours and class sessions offered deeper insights into their learning 
processes, challenges, and progress.

	– Classroom Interactions: The author carefully monitored group dynamics, participation, and 
collaboration during class activities and discussions, drawing on these observations to tai-
lor instruction and support.

b)	 These observations, while informal, were continually integrated into the instructional 
approach and guided by the author’s reflections on teaching practices. This iterative 
process aligns with the principles of practitioner self-study, which emphasize reflective 
engagement with students as a means to understand and improve learning outcomes 
(Woods, 2021).

End-of-Course Student Feedback Surveys
a)	 At the conclusion of each semester, students completed anonymous feedback surveys pro-

vided by the university.
b)	 The surveys, administered as part of course evaluations, included multiple agreement scale 

questions about the quality of the course and teaching and two open-ended questions:
	– “Is there anything else you would like to share about the course?”
	– “Is there anything else you would like to share about the instructor?”

c)	 Surveys were collected primarily for teaching improvement purposes.
Student Reflection Memos (Education Consulting Course Only)
a)	 Students submitted reflection memos as part of their graded coursework.
b)	 The memo’s prompts encouraged students to reflect critically on their learning, team 

dynamics, challenges encountered, and connections to real-world contexts.
c)	 This structured reflection process aligns with Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, empha-

sizing the crucial “reflective observation” stage (Kolb, 1984). Memos prompt students to 
connect academic concepts with professional skills, bridging their learning with broader 
personal and career development goals (Ash & Clayton, 2009; Eyler, 2002).

Informal Feedback
Additional feedback was gathered through informal discussions during class and office 

hours. These conversations were not systematically recorded but contributed to the author’s 
overall reflections.

Other factors

Sample Size and Demographics
a)	 The study involved around 172 undergraduate students across eight semesters:

	– Education Entrepreneurship Course: 85 students.
	– Education Consulting Course: 87 students.

b)	 Demographic insights were drawn from classroom observations and interactions, indicat-
ing roughly:

	– 65% of international students (predominantly from Asia).
	– 35% of domestic students from diverse socioeconomic, racial and ethnic backgrounds.

c)	 While no formal demographic survey was conducted, this diversity is notable for under-
standing varied perspectives on entrepreneurial learning.
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Data Analysis
a)	 The qualitative data were analyzed using a thematic approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This 

method identifies recurring patterns and themes within qualitative datasets. The analysis 
followed these steps:

b)	 Data Familiarization
	– Student work, feedback surveys, and reflection memos were reviewed multiple times to 

identify patterns.
c)	 Initial Coding

	– The author conducted inductive coding by identifying recurring words, phrases, and ideas 
(e.g., “teamwork,” “confidence,” “problem-solving,” “real-world issues”).

d)	 Theme Identification
Codes were grouped into broader themes aligned with the research focus. Emergent themes 
included:

	– Skill Development: Students reported communication, teamwork, and critical thinking 
growth.

	– Engagement: Experiential projects provided meaningful, applied learning opportunities to 
develop professional skills.

	– Reflective Growth: Students highlighted how feedback and iteration deepened their learn-
ing.

e)	 Cross-Referencing
	– Themes from feedback surveys and reflection memos were compared with student work 

and classroom observations to identify areas of convergence or divergence.
Ethical Considerations
a)	 Data Collection Context: The data for this study were derived from routine teaching prac-

tices, including observations, feedback surveys, and coursework. However, students were 
not explicitly informed at the time that their reflections and survey responses might be 
used for research purposes.

b)	 Anonymization Measures: To ensure privacy, all data analyzed were fully anonymized, and 
no individual student could be identified in the study. Reflection memos, part of graded 
coursework, were included retrospectively to provide qualitative insights into student 
experiences.

c)	 Study Framing: As this study was conducted retrospectively without explicit informed con-
sent, it is framed as a self-study of teaching practices rather than formal human subjects 
research.

d)	 Future Compliance: Future iterations of this research will seek appropriate institutional 
review board (IRB) approval to adhere to formal research guidelines and ensure transpar-
ency in the use of student data.

Limitations
a)	 This study has a few limitations that should be acknowledged:

	– Self-Reported Data: Feedback surveys and reflection memos rely on students’ subjective 
perceptions, which may introduce bias.

	– Potential Researcher Bias: As the instructor and researcher, the author’s dual role may influ-
ence interpretations of the data. 

	– Absence of Peer Validation: The analysis was conducted solely by the author without exter-
nal validation or inter-rater checks.
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b)	 Despite these limitations, the study provides valuable practitioner insights into entrepre-
neurial experiential learning’s potential to foster skill development, student engagement, 
and reflective growth. This study aligns with classroom-based qualitative approaches often 
used in practitioner self-studies (LaBoskey, 2004), where instructors reflect on pedagogical 
practices to identify student outcomes and areas for improvement. 

3. Background

3.1. Declining Confidence in Higher Education

Today, the American higher education system is at a crossroads as the public’s trust in uni-
versities has eroded significantly over the past 25 years. In 2015, 57% of Americans surveyed 
expressed confidence in higher education as an institution. By 2023, that number had dropped 
to 36%, with an alarming 22% expressing little confidence (Gallup, 2023). This was the most 
significant drop in confidence of any institution, including banks, the military, health care sys-
tem, etc. This shift also reflects growing skepticism about higher education’s value within the 
context of the rising costs of tuition and the general perception of the institutions’ elitism. 
These divisions have also been divided along political lines, with voters on the right (Republi-
cans) showing a 37-point decline in trust compared to a 9-point drop among voters on the left 
(Democrats) (Gallup, 2023).

This declining trust also comes at a time of shifting enrollment trends in higher educa-
tion. Over the past decade, higher education institutions have faced a steady decrease in stu-
dent enrollment. Between 2010 and 2021, total undergraduate enrollment in degree-granting 
higher education institutions decreased by 15%, dropping from 18.1 million to 15.4 million stu-
dents (NCES 2023). The Covid-19 pandemic appears to have accelerated this decline. From fall 
2019 to fall 2023, undergraduate enrollment fell by over 900,000 students, representing almost 
a 6% decrease in students (Best Colleges, 2023). As a result, the proportion of Americans with-
out a college degree remains relatively high; around 42 million have only “some college, no 
degree” (Brown, 2023).

Part of this decline is no doubt due in part to the demographic shifts brought on by lower 
birth rates, which has resulted in a decrease in actual high school graduates (O’Connell-Dome-
nech, 2024). However, other factors might account for this shift, particularly the rising costs of 
attending university, which has outpaced inflation and wage growth. This has resulted in more 
students taking on more debt to afford a university education (The Change Leader, n.d.). This 
cost increase has occurred primarily due to the increase in non-teaching administrative roles at 
universities and a perceived lack of efficiency (the Change Leader, n.d.). 

Employers have also raised concerns about the disconnect between higher education 
and the economy, reporting that graduates often lack essential skills required in the modern 
workforce. A 2021 survey by the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) 
revealed discrepancies between the importance employers place on certain skills and industry 
perceptions of recent graduates’ proficiency in those areas. For instance, while 62% of employ-
ers deemed teamwork essential, only 48% felt recent graduates were well-prepared in this skill. 
The largest gap was in critical thinking, with a 21-percentage-point difference between impor-
tance and preparedness (Finley, 2021). Although the report noted that employers overall have 
faith in the value of a higher education degree – 87% said it is “definitely” or “probably” worth 
the investment of time and money -- they also see room for improvement (Finley, 2021).
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3.2. A Shift in Educational Priorities

In recent years, students have started moving away from traditional liberal arts disciplines 
toward career-oriented and technical fields. The liberal arts, which emphasizes critical thinking, 
interdisciplinary learning, and a broader understanding of the human experience, is intended 
to develop a wide range of skills in youth to prepare them for various fields. Most 4-year uni-
versity programs (as opposed to more technical 2-year programs) in the U.S. will provide their 
students with a liberal arts curriculum and even require students to take specific courses in the 
liberal arts. 

The popularity of the liberal arts, however, is starting to lose ground among students. We 
see this shift at various institutions, including the most elite. For example, at Harvard University, 
only 7% of the 2022 entering class majored in a humanities field, down from nearly 30% who 
studied the humanities in the 1970s (Heller, 2023). Students increasingly seek programs that 
they perceive are better aligned with job market demands and provide clearer pathways to 
employment.

This trend is not merely a reflection of changing preferences; it mirrors evolving workforce 
needs. In addition, the rise of automation, AI, and globalization has shifted the focus toward 
building technology, business, and communications skills. Liberal arts programs that fail to 
incorporate these elements risk becoming irrelevant. In fact, in the AAC&U report, employers 
also favored students who during their period in university had completed an internship or 
apprenticeship (49%), worked in a community setting with people from different backgrounds 
and cultures (47%) or had a job or engaged in work-study while in college (46%) (Finley, 2021).

The National Association of Colleges and Employers (NACE) reported in its Jobs Outlook 
2022 survey that employers identified significant gaps between what they considered impor-
tant in specific competencies and the actual capacity of recent university graduates. For exam-
ple, although critical thinking and communication skills were highly valued, employers noted 
that many university graduates were not strong in these areas (Gray, 2021). The hiring platform 
Monster.com has conducted its own research on skills and found that a “third of U.S. employers 
say the skills gap has increased compared to last year (2020), and 80 percent of employers say 
they have difficulty filling openings due to skills gaps as opposed to a year ago.” (Monster 2021).

This skills gap has also had a concrete impact on employment. Data from the Federal 
Reserve Bank of New York indicates that as of December 2021, 41% of college graduates in the 
United States aged 22 to 27 were underemployed, working in jobs that typically do not require 
a college degree. This rate is higher than the 34% underemployment rate among all college 
graduates, suggesting a persistent issue for recent graduates (Pew Research Center, 2022).

Colleges have responded in part by developing programs that merge the liberal arts with 
more technical fields, like data science, equipping students with analytical skills alongside 
critical thinking ones. For instance, the University of Illinois is combining information sciences, 
statistics, computer science, and math to prepare students for careers that involve data and 
research (see Illinois’s Bachelor of Science in Information Sciences + Data Science: https://
ischool.illinois.edu). Some institutions are offering majors that integrate fields, like environ-
mental science, with the liberal arts (See Wildavsky 2024 for a discussion of the “career arts” as 
a blend of liberal arts and a focus on careers). For example, the University of Toronto’s School 
of the Environment claims to provide a “hub for researchers and students from many different 
disciplines spanning the social sciences, natural sciences, and humanities, bringing together 
many different perspectives to bear on today’s pressing environmental challenges.”
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Given the challenges facing higher education and the increasing demands of the social 
economy, entrepreneurial experiential learning offers a promising pathway forward. The fol-
lowing literature review explores the theoretical foundations and pedagogical approaches 
that inform this educational model, while identifying critical gaps in the current scholarship.

4. Literature Review: Experiential Learning and Entrepreneurial Learning

Experiential learning emphasizes active student engagement through real-world chal-
lenges, hands-on projects, and reflective practice. According to Kolb (1984), “learning is the 
process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience” (p. 41). 
Experiential learning immerses students in authentic, often complex tasks to develop collabo-
ration, creativity, and problem-solving skills. 

The experiential model of learning is rooted in the broader educational philosophy of con-
structivism, which argues that knowledge needs to be constructed through experience and 
interaction within the students’ environment. Dewey (1938) argued that education should 
blend theoretical knowledge and practical action to provide students with the skills to engage 
with society critically. This principle of learning by doing contrasts with more traditional objec-
tivist and behavioralist approaches, which emphasize lecture-based teaching and mastery 
through practice and repetition (Dewy, 1938).

The constructivist approach is at the core of the growing trend toward more student-cen-
tered pedagogies, such as project-based learning (PBL) and entrepreneurial education, which 
aim to bridge academic theory with tangible, real-world problem-solving. David Kolb’s (1984), 
experiential learning theory (ELT) offers a structured model for understanding how experience 
drives learning. According to Kolb’s, experiential learning involves a cyclical framework with 
four stages:
1.	 Concrete Experience: Active engagement in a task or problem.
2.	 Reflective Observation: Reviewing and reflecting on the experience.
3.	 Abstract Conceptualization: Formulating theories or ideas based on reflections.
4.	 Active Experimentation: Testing these concepts in new, practical contexts.

Kolb’s ELT framework is significant because it highlights the dynamic relationship between 
experience and reflection, a process critical for developing higher-order skills such as critical 
thinking, creativity, and problem-solving. Within this cycle, learners are encouraged to alter-
nate between “doing” and “thinking,” making learning both interactive and reflective (Kolb, 
1984).

At the higher education level, PBL generally means providing students with an opportu-
nity to work on a large project that develops career ready skills and mirrors the professional 
world before they graduate. Through projects, students master skills that are hard to teach in 
traditional lecture-style classrooms (Glenn, 2016). Studies have found PBL in higher education 
to also provide “enhanced student engagement, interdisciplinary collaboration, and authentic 
problem-solving” (Evenddy et al., 2023).

Entrepreneurial education offers an ideal application of Kolb’s model. According to Hägg 
and Gabrielsson (2020), entrepreneurial education evolved from a focus on traditional business 
knowledge to incorporating pedagogical approaches that emphasize real-world engagement, 
opportunity recognition, and risk-taking. In entrepreneurship education, students:

	– Identify a real-world problem or challenge (concrete experience)
	– Reflect on the relevance of the problem within a global context (reflective observation)
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	– Develop innovative solutions to address the problem (abstract conceptualization)
	– Test these solutions iteratively (active experimentation)

Entrepreneurial education is inherently experiential, allowing students to integrate theo-
retical knowledge about venture creation with practical applications (Motta & Galina, 2023). 
As Bell and Bell (2020) suggest, effective entrepreneurial education requires learning envi-
ronments that support iterative, reflective learning experiences, and not simply knowledge 
transfer. As such, students in entrepreneurial education engage in activities like brainstorming, 
customer interviews, prototyping, elevator pitching and even sales. 

Experiential entrepreneurial education is intended primarily to create more entrepreneur-
ial intentions among students, it can further enhance student engagement by fostering inno-
vation, agency, and a clearer connection between students’ educational experiences and their 
future goals, particularly as it relates to starting their own business. While venture creation is 
a common focus, Motta and Galina (2023) argue that entrepreneurial education also supports 
the development of soft skills such as adaptability, critical thinking, and communication – skills 
that are transferable to various career paths, not just entrepreneurship.

Key benefits of experiential entrepreneurial education include:
	– Skill Development: Enhances critical thinking, communication, teamwork, and adaptability.
	– Engagement: Motivates students through meaningful, real-world projects.
	– Mindset Cultivation: Encourages innovation, resilience, and problem-solving.

Experiential entrepreneurial education also bridges the gap between academic learning 
and professional practice, addressing critiques that higher education fails to prepare stu-
dents for real-world complexities (Finley, 2021). Other studies have also stressed how working 
in teams, such as those for entrepreneurial projects, provides students with opportunities to 
experience a more professional environment (Morai et al., 2021).1

However, while Kolb’s framework is widely acknowledged, its application to entrepreneurial 
education—particularly in social entrepreneurship—remains underexplored. Hägg and Gabri-
elsson (2020) highlight a gap in scholarship regarding how experiential approaches cultivate 
entrepreneurial competencies specifically for societal impact, rather than profit-driven goals. 
This gap underscores the need for studies, like the present one, to examine entrepreneurial 
experiential learning in contexts that address challenges in the social economy.

5. Case Studies of Education Entrepreneurship and Education Consulting

The author currently teaches at a large private university as part of an interdisciplinary Bach-
elor of Arts degree in Education Studies that combines a comprehensive liberal arts education 
with opportunities for practical, hands-on learning experiences. The program emphasizes criti-
cal thinking, analytical skills, and preparing students for diverse career paths, including those 
in education, policy, and beyond.

Two of the courses the author teaches – Education Entrepreneurship and Education Con-
sulting – exemplify the entrepreneurial experiential learning model that is critical for reinvig-
orating higher education. Both courses are designed to immerse students in real-world chal-
lenges, encouraging them to apply their academic learning to create innovative solutions to 
pressing issues. In addition, both courses introduce elements of the specific education market. 

1	 It’s important to remember that such preparation is crucial for future professionals, as they will often work in settings that require 
them to integrate perspectives and expertise from various fields. This alignment between educational methods and professional 
realities makes PBL an effective strategy for bridging the gap between academic learning and workplace skills.
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For the entrepreneurship course, it is much more explicit, as students develop ideas for busi-
ness ventures that address education challenges. 

With the consulting class, the focus is on addressing solutions within the context of a mock 
professional advisory service. While these courses differ in the ways they incorporate the mar-
ket, they share a common goal: to develop students’ entrepreneurial mindsets and provide 
them with critical skills to address complex issues in the 21st century, including those in the 
social economy. 

5.1. Education Entrepreneurship

Course Overview

The Education Entrepreneurship course blends theory and practice to explore how market 
forces can drive educational reform. Students begin by engaging with foundational debates in 
education research, political economy, and policy. The course quickly transitions to hands-on 
applications, requiring students to work in teams as education entrepreneurs tackling real-
world problems. Students focus on identifying key educational challenges and designing inno-
vative solutions to address them.

A core part of this process involves conducting customer research by interviewing potential 
users and leveraging insights to develop viable business ideas. Throughout the course, stu-
dents present their findings to the class, iterate on the feedback received, and refine their pro-
jects. Past projects have addressed issues such as:

	– The challenges faced by international students post-Covid-19.
	– The mental health needs of university students.
	– Financial literacy gaps among youth.
	– Limited access to higher education resources for low-income families.

Core Skills Developed

The Education Entrepreneurship course immerses students in a process that mirrors real-
world entrepreneurial ventures, focusing on three key experiential components: problem iden-
tification, opportunity recognition, and social impact.

Problem Identification. This is a fundamental skill in entrepreneurship, yet one often over-
looked in traditional education. Students learn that most new businesses fail because they 
do not address a market need. To address this, students dedicate a significant portion of the 
semester to identifying and refining the problem -- the “hair on fire” issue that needs solving 
-- before progressing to solution development.

For example, in the class, one group of international students identified difficulties navi-
gating the U.S. healthcare system. Through interviews with peers and potential users, they 
uncovered critical issues, including challenges accessing providers, navigating insurance, and 
addressing language barriers during medical appointments. By leveraging these insights, the 
team proposed an app that integrated provider directories, insurance tutorials, and live trans-
lation services. This group iterated on their project throughout the semester – starting with 
a focus on more general issues that international issues face and then zeroing in on health 
care as they conducted the interviews and gained new insights, demonstrating that customer 
research teaches students to be flexible and open. 

Another group focused on recidivism among formerly incarcerated individuals. Initial 
research revealed that many of these former prisoners lacked basic technology skills, which 
hindered employment and reintegration. Through interviews with prison education admin-
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istrators, nonprofits, and formerly incarcerated individuals, the students shifted their focus to 
developing a program providing digital literacy and workplace technology training. Reflecting 
on their process, the team wrote: “Each interview pushed our business idea forward by testing 
our hypotheses with real-world contexts.”

These examples highlight how the iterative process of problem identification requires stu-
dents to challenge assumptions, adapt their thinking, and develop a deep understanding of 
stakeholder needs – skills that extend far beyond the classroom.

Opportunity Recognition. This is a cornerstone of entrepreneurship education, equipping 
students with the ability to identify problems that not only need solutions but also have viable 
market potential (Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). In this course, students are encouraged to 
identify challenges that resonate personally or professionally, often leading to projects with 
long-term real-world impact.

For instance, one group identified a lack of accessible information about their university’s 
courses and facilities. They noted gaps in understanding course structures, such as whether 
they used innovative teaching methods like project-based learning, and identified a need 
for real-time updates on resource availability (e.g., library seat occupancy). Building on these 
insights, the team developed a prototype for a university information system to enhance stu-
dent decision-making. They continued refining the concept after the course ended, collaborat-
ing with faculty and administrators to test its feasibility.

Another group tackled the challenge of helping international families navigate the private 
school admissions process in the U.S. They proposed a specialized app providing tailored guid-
ance on school profiles, application requirements, and scholarships. These projects demon-
strate how entrepreneurial experiential learning enables students to carry their ideas beyond 
the classroom while fostering lifelong skills in critical thinking and adaptability.

Social Impact. What sets this course apart is its focus on social impact. Students are required 
to develop a process for measuring how their innovations contribute to the social economy, 
focusing on tangible benefits for specific populations. This approach encourages students 
to think beyond profitability, incorporating metrics and measures to evaluate their solution’s 
impact.

In the project addressing recidivism, the team proposed metrics such as learning outcomes 
and longer-term indicators like career development and lifelong learning for their beneficiar-
ies. Another project, aimed at improving career outcomes for university students, emphasized 
metrics such as increases in self-confidence and job satisfaction, alongside traditional employ-
ment rates.

These projects illustrate how students are challenged to balance financial sustainability 
with social impact, learning to design solutions that address the double bottom line. One obser-
vation is that when students are forced to come up with a process for measuring outcomes, 
they think more critically not only about the value of their innovations, but the importance of 
demonstrating impact to key stakeholders over time. This holistic approach not only enhances 
students’ understanding of entrepreneurship but also instills a deep sense of accountability 
and critical thinking about the societal implications of their innovations.

Student feedback

End-of-course surveys and observations highlight several themes about students’ 
experiences:
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Opportunities for real world application of skills:

This course truly taught me a lot about translating our skills into abilities in the labor market, whether 
it’s doing a start-up or entering a company. (2024)

This course is very hands–on and constructive in building my business skills and business mindset. 
I like the course… because of its real–world application value and how it gives us genuine (not fake 
and superficial!) team–work experience. (2024)

Opportunities to work collaboratively with others: 

I consider this as a genuine team–work experience where we get to work together for a long time and 
truly tried to integrate our skills in the team. (2024)

Opportunities to incorporate theory into practice:

The ratio of education policy learning to entrepreneurship learning was perfect. I was able to incor-
porate important educational issues and statistics into my innovation project. The weekly homework 
presentations were great practice for the bigger presentations, including the final [project].

5.2. Education Consulting

Course Overview

In the Education Consulting course, students collaborate with university offices or exter-
nal nonprofits to solve specific problems of practice given to them by their clients. Acting as 
consultants, they deliver actionable recommendations and solutions to real-world clients. Like 
the Entrepreneurship course, Consulting emphasizes teamwork, stakeholder engagement, 
and practical skill-building. Unlike the entrepreneurship course, the focus for students is not to 
develop their own ideas but to work with a client and address their issues. 

Given that students are undergraduates, they are not expected to enter the course with any 
prior knowledge of the issues they will address. Instead, the course focuses on teaching stu-
dents how to develop interview protocols, ask meaningful questions, and work professionally 
with clients to provide actionable results. Through this process, students learn how to uncover 
and leverage the resources within themselves to solve complex problems, help others, and 
deliver tangible value to their clients.

Students engage in a variety of consulting tasks, including conducting interviews, analyz-
ing data, and producing professional deliverables such as evaluation plans, logic models, and 
strategic recommendations. These projects provide students with opportunities to apply their 
knowledge to real-world contexts, developing critical skills that prepare them for professional 
careers.

Examples of Client Projects

	– Supporting Military-Affiliated Students. A consulting team worked with a university office 
dedicated to providing holistic support to students, including time management coaching 
and financial literacy. Their project focused on addressing the unique needs of military-
affiliated students, such as older veterans transitioning to university or part-time students 
actively serving in the military. To develop recommendations, the team conducted inter-
views with university officers and faculty and researched how other institutions address 
similar challenges.

	– Evaluating the Impact of a Local Education Nonprofit. Partnering with a local education 
nonprofit, a team of student consultants developed a plan to evaluate the organization’s 
impact. The team conducted stakeholder interviews, reviewed organizational documents 
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and data, and created a logic model to map the nonprofit’s use of resources. Based on their 
findings, they provided actionable recommendations that the nonprofit later implemented 
to support its expansion efforts.

	– Promoting Community College Transfer Programs. Another consulting project involved 
a university program focused on recruiting students from local community colleges and 
supporting their transition to complete their degrees. The student consultants conducted 
interviews and desk research to develop a plan for raising awareness about the program 
and providing support for transfer students once they arrive on campus.

	– Enhancing Diversity in Global Admissions. A consulting team collaborated with a univer-
sity office responsible for global admissions to design a strategy for recruiting a more 
diverse pipeline of students. The team conducted interviews with staff and performed desk 
research to identify local organizations in various countries that could serve as recruitment 
partners. The consultants also developed a logic model to outline the office’s recruitment 
strategy and optimize collaboration with these organizations.

Reflective Memos

Themes in Reflections. Through these memos, students articulate the skills they devel-
oped and the lessons learned. The reflections also provide qualitative data that inform course 
improvements, allowing the instructor to refine teaching methods and adapt to evolving stu-
dent needs (Brookfield, 2017).

Professional Skills. Students consistently highlighted the development of professional skills 
such as communication, organization, and public speaking:

This class taught me how to conduct an effective interview and ask the right questions. (2023)

I learned about the importance of communication and organization skills in consultancy. Translating 
these principles into my own work helped me gain confidence in speaking publicly, asking questions, 
and coming up with new suggestions on the go. (2023)

Immersing myself in our consulting project for an extended period also proved to be a valuable expe-
rience, enhancing my ability to plan strategically and execute tasks efficiently to achieve our goals 
on time. (2023)

Teamwork and Collaboration. Students reflected on the importance of teamwork, recognizing 
how collaboration can improve outcomes and build confidence:

My team taught me how much more confident you feel progressing in your project when you are 
aware of each person’s capabilities. More importantly, when team members honestly communicate 
when they need help. It reassured me that I can also ask for help when I need it. (2023)

While I thought I liked working alone, my team members helped me realize that I am more productive 
in a group. Working with others leads to more effective results as group members contribute diverse 
ideas. (2021)

In modern days, group work is the nature of most jobs, so it’s necessary to learn how to cope with 
a team’s dynamics and take the role of a leader when required. (2021)

Feedback and Iteration. Another key theme was the value of receiving feedback:

Overall, they were very good teammates and allowed me to take initiative while still giving me con-
structive feedback on things I could do better. (2023)

Meaningful Learning. Finally, students emphasized how the course enabled them to apply 
their knowledge in meaningful ways:
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This course has been extraordinarily meaningful to me. I have always preferred practical application 
over theoretical discussions, and I am deeply grateful for this opportunity to showcase our abilities. 
(2023)

Course Impact

The Education Consulting course provides students with opportunities to engage in real-
world problem-solving while developing critical skills such as communication, critical think-
ing, and collaboration. By partnering with clients and producing professional deliverables, stu-
dents gain practical experience that prepares them for impactful careers.

Both experiential learning opportunities not only foster skill development but also encour-
age personal growth, social awareness, and a deeper connection to the communities they 
serve. Together, the Consulting and Entrepreneurship courses demonstrate the transformative 
potential of entrepreneurial project-based learning in higher education.

6. Discussion: The Case for Entrepreneurial Education

In the ongoing debate about what to teach in universities, a key issue is often overlooked: 
how do we ensure higher education prepares students not just for individual success, but to 
address society’s most pressing challenges? Much of the conversation has centered on ques-
tions like:

	– How can we design programs that align with the demands of the future economy?
	– How do we attract students who feel that higher education has lost its purpose?
	– How can we maintain the tradition of the liberal arts while providing practical, job-ready 

skills?
While these are important questions, they are incomplete. What is missing is a deeper focus 

on teaching the skills needed to help society face future challenges. This shifts the discussion 
from individual outcomes to collective responsibility: How can universities foster the next gen-
eration of social entrepreneurs and change-makers?

This question is especially relevant today as artificial intelligence (AI) rapidly transforms 
education and the workplace, automating tasks we once took for granted, such as summa-
rizing research, writing papers, and solving complex problems. As traditional skills become 
less relevant, universities must prioritize innovation, ethical reasoning, and human-centered 
problem-solving – skills that cannot be replicated by AI. This reorientation of higher education 
is not just an adaptation to technological change; it is an opportunity to address global chal-
lenges like sustainability, equity, and social justice.

The Contribution of Entrepreneurial Experiential Learning

Entrepreneurial education offers a framework for addressing these challenges. By empha-
sizing critical thinking, empathy, and innovation, entrepreneurial courses help students 
develop the skills necessary to tackle complex problems. Findings from this study highlight 
how entrepreneurial experiential learning uniquely addresses critical gaps in both theory and 
practice:

Bridging the Skills Gap

	– The entrepreneurial experiential learning model explicitly targets the “skills gap” identified 
in the background of this article. Students gain hands-on experience in problem identifica-
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tion, opportunity recognition, and social impact assessment, which directly align with the 
skills needed in today’s workforce.

	– In the Education Entrepreneurship course, students worked on a project to address recidi-
vism among formerly incarcerated individuals. Through iterative problem-solving and cus-
tomer research, they identified a need for digital literacy programs to support reintegration 
into the workforce. This process not only enhanced their critical thinking and adaptability 
but also demonstrated how entrepreneurial skills can lead to tangible solutions for urgent 
societal challenges.

Fostering Empathy and Human-Centered Design:

	– Empathy and vulnerability, often overlooked in traditional education, are central to entre-
preneurial learning. Students learn to listen, adapt, and respond to stakeholder needs. One 
student reflected on how approaching interviews with curiosity transformed their under-
standing of a client’s challenges, emphasizing the importance of empathy in developing 
impactful solutions.

	– These findings contribute to the growing recognition of human-centered problem-solving 
as a core competency in social entrepreneurship. 

Social Capital and Career Development:

	– Experiential entrepreneurial courses provide students with opportunities to develop social 
capital through interactions with clients, peers, and mentors. As one student noted, con-
ducting interviews with educators was the first time they felt their academic work could 
drive real change. These experiences help students build networks and confidence, essen-
tial components of career development and societal impact.

Implications for Educators, Policymakers, and Practitioners

Educators:

	– Entrepreneurial experiential learning should be integrated across disciplines to prepare 
students for interdisciplinary problem-solving. Courses should focus on teaching students 
how to identify problems, engage with stakeholders, and evaluate the social impact of their 
solutions.

	– Reflective practices, such as memos or presentations, should be incorporated to help stu-
dents internalize lessons and connect theory with practice.

	– Instructors need support because PBL is not easy to implement in the classroom. It requires 
considerable organization and attention to detail that is not needed as much in traditional, 
lecture style courses. In addition, in terms of time on task, instructors for project-based 
learning classes need to spend considerable time working directly with students, monitor-
ing their projects, and ensuring that their teams are collaborating effectively. 

Policymakers: 

	– Policies should encourage universities to adopt entrepreneurial education models that 
balance traditional academic goals with practical, market-driven skills. Funding for expe-
riential learning programs and partnerships with nonprofits or businesses can strengthen 
these initiatives.
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	– Policymakers should also prioritize curricula that emphasize ethical reasoning and innova-
tion, preparing students to address global challenges such as climate change, equity, and 
technological disruption.

Industry leaders:

	– Findings underscore the importance of partnering with universities to mentor and engage 
students in real-world projects. These collaborations not only support community organi-
zations but also create opportunities for students to learn and innovate in meaningful con-
texts.

Recommendations for Future Research

	– Longitudinal Studies on Impact. Future research could examine the long-term impact of 
entrepreneurial experiential learning on students’ careers and contributions to society. 
Do these programs lead to higher rates of social entrepreneurship or other forms of civic 
engagement?

	– Adapting to AI Disruption. Studies should explore how entrepreneurial education can 
evolve in response to AI, identifying new skills and frameworks that complement techno-
logical advancements.

	– Expanding Across Disciplines. Research could explore how entrepreneurial experiential 
learning models can be adapted to a variety of disciplines, such as STEM or the humanities, 
to promote innovation across fields.

Bringing the Discussion Full Circle

Today’s students demand more than a degree—they seek meaning, relevance, and the 
opportunity to make a difference. Entrepreneurial experiential learning provides a pathway to 
meet these demands, equipping students with the skills, mindset, and social capital to address 
future challenges. As one student reflected:

This course has been extraordinarily meaningful to me. I have always preferred practical application 
over theoretical discussions, and I am deeply grateful for this opportunity to showcase our abilities.

In an era where traditional skills are rapidly evolving, the emphasis on empathy, innovation, 
and human-centered problem-solving makes entrepreneurial education more critical than 
ever. By embracing this model, universities can prepare graduates not only to thrive in their 
careers but also to tackle the world’s most pressing issues with creativity and purpose.

7. Conclusion

Higher education must evolve to meet the demands of a rapidly changing world. This 
study demonstrates that entrepreneurial experiential learning offers a compelling model for 
addressing critical gaps in both theory and practice. By focusing on real-world problem-solv-
ing, stakeholder engagement, and social impact, entrepreneurial education equips students 
with the skills and mindsets needed to tackle pressing societal challenges.

The findings from the Education Entrepreneurship and Education Consulting courses reveal 
how this approach fosters essential skills such as critical thinking, empathy, and adaptability. 
Students not only gain practical experience but also learn to navigate the complexities of bal-
ancing financial sustainability with social impact – a vital competency for leaders in the social 
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economy. These results underscore the transformative potential of entrepreneurial experien-
tial learning to bridge academic theory with tangible, measurable outcomes.

For educators, policymakers, and practitioners, the implications are clear. Universities 
should integrate experiential entrepreneurial models across disciplines to better align edu-
cational outcomes with workforce and societal needs. Reflective practices, stakeholder part-
nerships, and opportunities for students to measure social impact should be central to these 
efforts. Policymakers must support funding for experiential programs that prepare students to 
innovate in an era of rapid technological and social change.

Future research should explore the long-term impacts of entrepreneurial experiential 
learning on students’ careers and contributions to society, as well as its adaptability across 
diverse educational contexts. As higher education continues to navigate declining trust and 
shifting priorities, embracing this model offers a path forward – one that reaffirms universities’ 
role as catalysts for innovation and social progress.

By equipping students with the tools to drive meaningful change, entrepreneurial educa-
tion addresses both the immediate and long-term needs of society. It fosters not just career-
ready graduates but empathetic, innovative leaders poised to shape a better future in the 
social economy.
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1. Introduction

Education is a key component of the ecosystem supporting the development of social 
enterprises and, more broadly, the social economy (Borzaga et al., 2020). Without an under-
standing of what social entrepreneurship entails, its progress is hindered. In Poland, the formal 
education of human resources for the social economy remains a relatively underexplored issue. 
At the university level, social economy and social entrepreneurship were historically taught 
primarily through postgraduate programs. Over time, however, these educational offerings 
began to expand. Factors driving the development of social entrepreneurship education were 
identified, and models of collaboration between universities and social economy actors were 
explored (Stanienda, Gądek, & Płonka, 2017; Starnawska 2018). Beyond formal curricular pro-
posals, courses on social entrepreneurship have also been integrated into a broader educa-
tional and research framework within various management and economics programs (Popo-
wska, 2018; Pacut, 2019).

The initiative to develop academic programs in social economy education was launched 
at the Pedagogical University of Krakow (now the University of the National Education Com-
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mission in Krakow, abbreviated as UKEN) in 2016. Responding to the growing need for mana-
gerial staff within social economy entities, the university undertook the implementation of 
first- and second-level degree programs. These courses were designed to introduce the unique 
characteristics of the sector and to prepare graduates for roles in cooperatives, associations, 
foundations, social enterprises, and even traditional businesses seeking to operate in a socially 
responsible manner. The establishment of the social economy program at UKEN in 2016 was 
spearheaded by Professor Janina Pach, who assembled a teaching and research team and 
inspired it to focus on this emerging field. Since then, efforts have been ongoing to adapt the 
educational offerings to meet the needs of both the social economy sector and students.

2. Presentation of Activities

The degree program in social economics became a permanent part of the educational offer-
ings at the Faculty of Social Sciences at UKEN. Notably, UKEN was the only university in Poland 
providing free education in this field at both the undergraduate and graduate levels. The 
program featured a practical profile, with a curriculum rooted in collaboration with the socio-
economic environment. This was particularly evident in the implementation of a dual studies 
model for the Master’s degree program between 2019 and 2021. The dual studies approach 
combined the traditional model of knowledge acquisition with skill development and practical 
vocational training. Before launching the program, the curriculum and study plan, including 
course charters, underwent extensive consultations and modifications to better align with the 
actual needs of the labor market. During their studies, students integrated academic knowl-
edge with practical experience through internships and participation in the activities of social 
economy entities. These included study visits, thesis work conducted with the involvement of 
mentors from social organizations and enterprises, and other forms of engagement. The dual 
degree program was implemented as part of the project “Social Economy – Practical, Neces-
sary and Attractive,” funded by the National Centre for Research and Development under the 
POWER 2014–2020 program, co-financed by the European Social Fund. As of the 2023/2024 
academic year, UKEN has introduced a degree program in economics with an academic profile, 
offering specializations: “social economics” at the undergraduate level and “social manager” at 
the graduate level.

Educational activities in social economics at UKEN are directed not only at its own students 
but also at those from other universities, both domestic and international. Since 2021, UKEN 
staff have been conducting workshops on social entrepreneurship for students at the Chinese 
University of Hong Kong (CUHK) Business School and Taiwan National Chiayi University. These 
workshops are part of the project “Responsible Business – From East to West,” which com-
pleted four editions by the end of the 2023/2024 academic year. The project introduces stu-
dents to diverse business models that move beyond the traditional profit-maximization para-
digm, emphasizing the importance of key stakeholders and societal well-being. Participants 
explore concepts such as corporate social responsibility (CSR), shared value creation (CSV), ESG 
strategies and reporting, and social entrepreneurship, among others. Social entrepreneurship, 
in particular, is presented as a pathway to conducting business in a socially responsible man-
ner. The project brings together experts from Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan, the UK, and Poland, 
with the UKEN team leading the social entrepreneurship component.

International cooperation plays a crucial role in enhancing and modernizing teaching prac-
tices and, equally important, in strengthening research potential. Many projects undertaken 
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by UKEN academics are grounded in conceptual, methodological, and applied frameworks 
developed through international collaborations co-financed by the EU. The first such initiative 
was “INN@SE – Innovative Social Entrepreneurship with Youth Engagement,” funded under 
the Erasmus+ program (KA205, Strategic Partnerships, Cooperation for Innovation), and imple-
mented between 2020 and 2022. This project, led by UKEN in partnership with institutions 
from Italy, Northern Macedonia, and Jordan, focused on fostering social entrepreneurship 
among young people. Within the project’s framework, research was conducted to understand 
young people’s attitudes towards social entrepreneurship. Additionally, a global database and 
map of best practices in social entrepreneurship were developed, alongside a model for sup-
porting youth engagement in the field. The project also produced policy recommendations 
aimed at helping policymakers enhance strategies and initiatives to promote social entrepre-
neurship among young people. All publications and outcomes from the project are accessible 
at https://innose.up.krakow.pl/. In 2022, the project was recognized by Youth@Work – one of 
Europe’s largest transnational alliances for youth employability and entrepreneurship – as the 
best project developed within the network.

The next two projects focus on the role of social entrepreneurship in the ecological trans-
formation, also referred to as the green transformation. This potential has been acknowledged 
by the European Union (European Commission 2021), recognizing that the business models 
and practices of the social economy are particularly well-suited for creating local and collec-
tive initiatives that deliver both social and environmental benefits. To explore green skills in 
the social economy and develop tools for their enhancement, UKEN has been implementing 
the project “SDG Labs – Harnessing the potential of the social economy towards a green trans-
formation through the establishment of Socially Driven Green Labs within Universities” from 
2021 to 2024. This initiative represents the first comprehensive transnational effort to iden-
tify current and future green skills shortages within social economy entities. Strengthening 
green skills education is critical for empowering social economy actors to contribute to the 
green transformation of the broader economy (Kowalska et al., 2022). Coordinated by UKEN, 
the project was carried out in collaboration with partners from the Czech Republic, Greece, and 
Belgium and received funding through the Erasmus+ program (KA220, Strategic Partnerships 
in higher education). From the same funding source, the project “SEgoesGreen – Integrating 
Nature-Based Solutions into Higher Education towards Exploiting the Transformative Poten-
tial of the Social Economy for a Green and Inclusive Future” has been implemented by UKEN 
between 2022 and 2025 in partnership with institutions from Croatia, Cyprus, Greece, and Por-
tugal (UKEN acts as a project partner). The work centers on building a research and analytical 
framework to identify strategies and practical examples for integrating nature-based solutions 
and eco-citizenship into social economy curricula. These efforts require an interdisciplinary 
approach and the establishment of communication pathways between experts from various 
disciplines (Murzyn et al., 2024).

In the context of international cooperation, it is important to highlight UKEN’s involvement 
in global networks focused on the social economy and entrepreneurship. Since 2022, UKEN 
staff have been members of the EMES International Research Network, the largest interna-
tional research network on social entrepreneurship. In 2024, this collaboration was further 
strengthened with UKEN joining the Affinity Group on Research on Training and Education on 
Social Economy, an initiative within EMES. This group focuses on advancing social economics 
education and provides a platform for lecturers to share and discuss resources, teaching meth-
ods, and educational approaches. It also serves as a space for researchers to exchange experi-
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ences, ideas, projects, and events related to social economy education. Additionally, UKEN has 
collaborated with REVES, the European Network of Cities and Regions for the Social Economy, 
in preparing a project proposal in the field of social economy for Horizon Europe in 2024.

Recognizing that a modern university should not only fulfill its teaching and research func-
tions but also engage in the so-called “third mission” of addressing contemporary social and 
economic challenges (Koj, 2013), UKEN staff place significant emphasis on building and foster-
ing relationships with the socio-economic environment. Educational initiatives in social eco-
nomics, aimed at cultivating a broader sense of social responsibility, are extended to primary 
and secondary school students as well. Between 2018 and 2020, UKEN hosted the University of 
Young Explorers, a program offering a series of classes for students in grades VI–VIII from pri-
mary schools in the Lesser Poland region. These activities were part of the Entrepreneurial and 
Socially Responsible Citizen project, funded by the National Centre for Research and Develop-
ment under the POWER program. Similarly, in 2024, UKEN conducted a series of lectures and 
workshops, including sessions on social entrepreneurship, for first- and second-year secondary 
school students. These activities were carried out as part of an educational project funded by 
the National Bank of Poland.

A significant form of cooperation between UKEN and social economy entities has been 
the series of student-practitioner meetings organized as part of four editions of the Forum for 
Cooperation and Integration of the Institute of Law, Administration, and Economics with Exter-
nal Partners, held between 2018 and 2021. These meetings have resulted in a robust network of 
institutional partners with whom UKEN co-creates and conducts social, economic, and sectoral 
initiatives.

Since the inception of the Social Economy degree program, UKEN has collaborated closely 
with regional authorities, including the Regional Centre for Social Policy in Kraków. This coop-
eration includes promoting and disseminating knowledge about social enterprises, their crea-
tion, and management during the annual event Social Economy Week. Additionally, since 2020, 
UKEN employees have actively participated in the Lesser Poland Committee for the Devel-
opment of the Social Economy (MKRES), which advises the authorities of the Lesser Poland 
Voivodeship. Professor Dorota Murzyn represents UKEN on the MKRES and joined the Social 
Economy Research Group, established within the Committee in 2024. The group’s objective 
is to develop methodologies and research tools to diagnose the demand and supply of social 
services, particularly for local government units involved in creating social service centers or 
social service development plans. Reflecting its commitment to social inclusion and raising 
awareness of responsible consumption, UKEN (then the Pedagogical University) became the 
first university in Poland to be awarded the title Fair Trade Friendly University.

Since 2017, UKEN has organized international scientific conferences dedicated to address-
ing various issues within the social economy sector. These conferences provide a platform 
for presenting research findings and exchanging both scientific insights and practical experi-
ences. Notably, they represent the only recurring event of this kind in Poland. Held annually, 
each conference focuses on a different theme within the social economy. Topics explored in 
past editions have included: innovation in the social economy sector; the role of education and 
social capital in the development of social entrepreneurship; social entrepreneurship in the 
face of 21st-century challenges, including the transition to a circular economy; green skills in 
the social economy; and the role of social economy entities in the provision of social services. 
A lasting legacy of these conferences is the series of post-conference publications, produced 
annually as monographs edited and co-authored by UKEN staff.
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3. Discussion and Planned Courses of Action

The activities and lessons learned in education, research, and cooperation in the field of 
social economy undertaken at UKEN in recent years allow for several key reflections. First of 
all, education in economics and social entrepreneurship is not only crucial for socio-economic 
development but also essential for building awareness and knowledge in this area and foster-
ing pro-social and pro-environmental attitudes, particularly among young people. Since the 
launch of the social economics degree program, UKEN staff have periodically surveyed stu-
dents to better understand their motivations, opinions, and attitudes. The results of the first 
such survey, conducted among students who began their studies in the 2016/2017 academic 
year, revealed a low initial awareness of the term “social economy,” with more than 50% of 
respondents indicating unfamiliarity. Additionally, only 8% of students reported choosing this 
field of study out of personal interest (Maciejewski 2018). Subsequent years saw only slight 
improvements, although the level of understanding of social economy and social entrepre-
neurship did increase. However, research also highlighted that young people’s grasp of social 
entrepreneurship often remains intuitive and unsupported by deeper scientific knowledge. 
For instance, a 2020 survey conducted as part of the INN@SE project found that half of the 
respondents claimed familiarity with the terms “social economy” and “social entrepreneur-
ship,” but only 37% stated that they understood the distinction between social entrepreneur-
ship and traditional entrepreneurship. The research, which targeted young people aged 18-35, 
also identified a subgroup of social economy students. When compared to the broader group, 
these students demonstrated significantly higher awareness: 68% were familiar with the term 
“social entrepreneurship” (Chi-square test = 13.336, p = 0.001), and 46% understood the differ-
ence between social entrepreneurship and entrepreneurship in general (Murzyn et al., 2020). 
These findings underscore the vital role of education in enhancing awareness and understand-
ing of social entrepreneurship, highlighting its importance in addressing gaps in knowledge 
and shaping informed attitudes.

Successive surveys of students, along with direct discussions with their representatives 
(e.g.,  through educational quality councils), revealed the need to increase the number of 
strictly economics-focused courses within the degree program. This feedback, among other 
factors, motivated a shift in the educational profile and led to the introduction of the eco-
nomics degree program in 2023. To ensure continuity in education for the social economy, the 
specializations “social economics” and “social manager” were incorporated into the program. 
The economics degree program is designed with an academic profile, fostering a stronger con-
nection to the research conducted at the university.

The University of the National Education Commission in Kraków (UKEN) is actively advanc-
ing its educational and research activities in the field of social economics and entrepreneurship. 
Recognizing that, in Poland, the social economy is traditionally positioned within the domain 
of social policy, the university places a stronger emphasis on the economic and entrepreneurial 
dimensions of the field. To maximize the potential of social enterprises and boost employment 
within them, it is essential to integrate social entrepreneurship into broader entrepreneurship 
and business education (Murzyn, 2021). Social economy entities require personnel with entre-
preneurial competencies and the expertise needed to manage effective social enterprises. 
Moreover, UKEN’s educational offerings and ongoing projects increasingly address contempo-
rary challenges, such as environmental and digital transformation, aligning their activities with 
the evolving demands of the modern world.



130

J. PACH, D. MURZYN, R. ŚLIWA, M. CZYŻEWSKA: EDUCATION AND COOPERATION FOR THE DEVELOPMENT…

The activities outlined above showcase a wide range of initiatives, programs, and projects 
undertaken by the University of the National Education Commission in Kraków (UKEN) to pro-
mote education and cooperation in the development of the social economy. Since 2016, UKEN 
has offered a degree program in “Social Economy,” uniquely providing such studies at both 
undergraduate and graduate levels free of charge in Poland. UKEN has also participated in 
numerous international projects that have expanded research and cooperation in social eco-
nomics. These projects have focused on areas such as developing young people’s skills in social 
entrepreneurship and identifying green competences essential for ecological transformation. 
Collaboration with other universities, international organizations, and local partners has facili-
tated the creation of support networks and the exchange of knowledge and best practices. 
UKEN’s educational initiatives extend beyond its students, targeting primary and secondary 
school students as well as the general public through various social and educational programs. 
The university also organizes international academic conferences to present research findings 
and share experiences in the field of social economics, further contributing to the advance-
ment of knowledge in this area.

Drawing from its experience, UKEN recognizes a significant demand for education in the 
field of social economy across various levels of education. A key focus in fostering pro-social 
and pro-environmental attitudes among the younger generation is the establishment and 
reinforcement of partnerships with social economy entities and enterprises committed to 
social responsibility. UKEN supports this objective by organizing internships, placements, and 
research projects in collaboration with these organizations. Expanding and continuing interna-
tional cooperation is also essential, particularly in the context of research and educational ini-
tiatives addressing green transformation and sustainable development. Participation in inter-
national networks such as EMES plays a crucial role in enhancing the quality of both education 
and research in these areas.

Promoting social entrepreneurship as an integral component of economic and business 
education is essential. UKEN plans to continue its efforts in developing green competences 
and integrating nature-based solutions into academic curricula. The university remains com-
mitted to addressing social and economic challenges by strengthening its engagement in the 
so-called “third mission” of the university. This includes organizing events, collaborating with 
local authorities and social actors, and fostering education that promotes a responsible and 
socially aware society. A significant challenge for the social economy lies in developing increas-
ingly effective methods to address both long-standing social issues and emerging problems. 
These challenges arise from the dynamic evolution of the global economy, including digitaliza-
tion, e-commerce, demographic shifts, changes in family structures, and, most critically, the 
need to adapt and innovate in creating social services and solutions.
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