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1. THE VISEGRAD GROUP

1.1. The idea and practice of the Visegrad Group
The Visegrad Group is a political project. It was formed as a result of
actions of politicians, not as a bottom-up initiative on the part of residents of Central Europe who wanted to travel, get married, buy properties, learn about the culture and the nature of their neighbors or work in
the neighboring countries.
Investigating social problems that occur in the four countries of
the Visegrad Group provides an opportunity to check the social background of this project. In other words, whether the Visegrad Group
countries are close or distant from one another on the social front. It includes both comparing the social situation in the V4 countries to other
neighboring countries, such as Austria, Germany, Slovenia, Croatia,
Romania, and to the founding countries of the EU (Benelux, France,
Germany, Italy). It may be that problems in the Visegrad Group display
significant differences and although the Group is able to work successfully at the political level, everyday problems of its citizens are too
different to think about any forms of regional cooperation to improve
peopleʼs lives in terms of employment, health care, environmental protection or public safety.
From the point of view of the history of the 20th century and the
beginnings of new countries, it is worth mentioning that there were
certain attempts to build common political future in the form of the
Polish-Czechoslovak confederation in Roman Dmowski and Thomas
G. Masaryk’s discussions (Gruchała, 1996). Also, historians point to
the ideas of creating a Polish and Czech state or a certain form of federation in the works of the British government in the last years of the
First World War. However, they remained at the level of petitions and
requests – contacts between representatives of national movements
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(Edward Beneš, Roman Dmowski) and the British government (the
Prime Minister Artur Balfour and his colleagues). The ideas however
were never put into practice within the framework of the Treaties that
ended the First World War (Cienciała 1969).
The present political project of the Visegrad Group seems to be
much more advanced than the previous attempts to go beyond nation
states and create a stronger link with the closest neighbors. It should
be stressed however that during the last two decades we could identify
periods of freezing and unfreezing, regress and progress, intensifying
and weakening of relations among the main characters of the Group,
that is politicians and high-level officials.
The Visegrad Group has existed since 1991. The vast majority of
its activities are of political nature. Subsequent presidencies are organized, heads of governments and ministers meet, agree on objectives
and identify divergencies. During its existence the Visegrad Group
has also acquired a kind of social dimension. This is primarily aimed
at creating awareness of cultural separateness of Central Europe and
a sense of belonging among its inhabitants to a regional community,
somewhere in between their own countries and the European Union.
Peter Zenker claimed: “Eastern Europe is and will always be a cultural phenomenon (p.21) [….]. We differ, and we will always differ in
our views on different problems. We should however use the Visegrad
“Four” in order to agree on common positions on as many issues as
possible; after all, the V4 has a similar number of votes in the Council
of the European Union as France and Germany” (Zenker, 2012:21,
trans. mine). Dominika Sztuka, a representative of a generation that
calls itself “the V4 generation” claimed: “Eastern Europe is not and
has never been an artificially created project which was supposed
to achieve political objectives. For us it is, and it has always been
a part of our identity, a reference point. It is a part of Europe and the
world that we come from, where we belong and that we identify with”
(Sztuka, 2012, p.6-7, trans. mine). Even if we consider such young
people’s statements as exaggerated and used for political purposes,
it seems true that the idea of the Visegrad Group has gone beyond
the world of politics and has become a part of everyday language as
well as it has settled in social practices, such as scientific, military or
transport cooperation.
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The term “Visegrad” and the abbreviation “V4” are present in mass
media, political and public debates as well as undertakings that concern
common people. Creating a battle group including soldiers from the
four countries or a scholarship fund that enables the exchange of students and employees as well as providing small grants may serve as examples of such undertakings. An evidence of the Group’s success are its
attempts to expand it to other countries of Eastern and Southern Europe
(Gostyńska, 2012): the initiative of the Visegrad Group Plus, talks with
certain Balkan countries or a similar structure of the so-called “Slavkov
Triangle” (Austria, the Czech Republic, Slovakia). The migration crisis
in Europe strengthened the position of the V4 in the European Union as
the governments of the four countries pursued a different policy regarding refugees and migrant workers from the South than the main countries of Western Europe, Germany, France and Italy1. The successful
cooperation among the member countries included also energy policy,
financing actions aimed at preventing climate changes, establishment
of the EU budget for the years 2014 – 2020 in terms of transport, agriculture and the energy market. However, other attempts turned out to be
unsuccessful, e.g. to work together and reach an agreement on the expenditures on the EU Common Agricultural Policy, imposing sanctions
against Russia, the reaction to the annexation of the Crimea as well as
the conflict in Ukraine (Adamczyk, 2014). This author also adds: “It
means that countries that are geographically close and that should share
the same interests are not always able to cooperate. It also means that
priorities identified in Warsaw, Bratislava, Budapest or Prague are not
always convergent (Adamczyk, 2014:221, trans. mine).
In Eastern Europe borders and ethnic identities often changed over
the last 1000 years. For the most part, however, there were Czech,
Moravian, Polish and Hungarian state structures, as well as a structure
of a common state of Czechs and Slovaks for 100 years. In their current

1

The EU migration summit in Brussels on 28th and 29th June 2018 led to an
agreement on the voluntary character of refugees’ relocation with a separate
position presented by the Czech Republic, Hungary and Poland which opposed
the obligatory numbers of immigrants who were supposed be accepted by particular countries. Czuchnowski Wojciech, Germany wants a new agreement on
asylum seekers. Gazeta Wyborcza 2nd July 2018, p.7
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territorial and constitutional forms, the Czech Republic and the Slovak
Republic have existed for almost 25 years (since 1993) while Poland
and Hungary since 1945. Poland has the largest population (38,5 million inhabitants in comparison with 25 million inhabitants in the other
countries). Poland and Hungary are also the most ethnically homogenous countries (over 90% of respondents declared themselves as native inhabitants of Poland and Hungary). There are significant ethnic
minorities in the Czech Republic and Slovakia (the Moravians, the
Vietnamese and the Roma people) and their sizes constitute objects of
disputes between academics, officials and the authorities. Poland and
Hungary are countries strongly influenced by the Christian religion and
a high proportion of people declare themselves as believers while in the
Czech Republic and in Slovakia only about one fifth (Nowosad, 2016).
Poland was ranked 6th in terms of the volume of its economy in
the EU while the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia were ranked
respectively on 16th, 18th and 19th place. The situation looks quite different when we compare gross domestic products or income per capita.
The Czech Republic and Slovakia are far ahead of Poland and Hungary. Also, there are similar differences as far as social development is
concerned. The Human Development Index was 0.861 for the Czech
Republic (ranked 28th), 0.843 for Poland (35th position), 0.83 for Slovakia (37th position) and finally Hungary was ranked as 43rd (Nowosad,
2016).
The largest investments as well as research and development expenditures were incurred by Hungary and the Czech Republic while
Poland and Slovakia remained behind (0.57% and 0.46% of GDP respectively).
Poland, in comparison with the other Visegrad Group countries,
portrays itself as a country with a large population, ethnically and religiously homogenous, socially developed, with an industrial and agricultural structure of economy and economically and developmentally
weaker (low expenditures on research and science) than its partners
(Małuszyńska, 2009, Nowosad, 2016).
The V4 countries were classified as countries with a high level of
social development. There are however deep disparities between them.
Inequality measures (the Gini index, the inequality index) show the
distance that separates Poland and the Czech Republic (see Table 1).
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They present different models of social development – the first one is
based on equality and the other one – on inequality. It is even more
clearly indicated by data concerning the Human Development Index
with inequality scales. Poland developed significantly and systematically, and a foundation of this development was a gap between the
rich and the poor (let us compare the HDI and the HDI including the
inequalities). The inequality measures show that the major inequalities were identified in Poland. In the other countries they were not so
glaring. One should bear in mind however that the data come from the
years 2005 – 2014.
The current data come from 2014 and 2015 due to the time necessary to develop them. In the perspective of many years one may state
higher HDI for the Czech Republic and Slovakia and lower for Poland and Hungary. The Gini index shows considerably lower income
inequalities in the Czech Republic and Slovakia while the highest in
Poland.
Table 1. A comparison of the Human Development Index (HDI), Inequality-adjusted Human Development Index (IHDI), the Gini Index, Social Inequality Index
and the Human Poverty Index (OECD).
HDI
2014

IHDI
2014

The Gini
Social
Index
Inequality
2005 – 2013 Index 2014

Poverty
2014
(2015)

Poland

0.843

0.760

32.8

9.6

10.4
(11.1) %

The Czech
Republic

0.870

0.823

26.4

5.3

5.9
(6.4) %

Slovakia

0.844

0.791

26.6

6.2

8.7
(8.4) %

Hungary

0.828

0.769

28.9

7.1

10.1%
(no data)

Source: own elaboration based on Human Development Report 2015, Work for
Human Development, UNDP, New York 2015
Poverty: https://data.oecd.org/inequality/poverty-rate.htm (access 15th February
2018) In: https://www.lovemoney.com/galleryextended/70490/worlds-richestcountries-with-the-highest-poverty-levels?page=13 (access 15th February 2018)
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To sum up, available data on social development, inequality and
poverty prove that there is internal social differentiation in the Visegrad
Group. The Czech Republic is egalitarian while Poland elitist. Slovakia is
socially close to the Czech Republic and Hungary – to Poland.

1.2. The governments of the Visegrad Group countries
in the years 2004 – 2017
In the years 2004 – 2017 the governments as well as social and economic policies of the Visegrad Group countries changed repeatedly.
The situation in Hungary was the most stable as the country was ruled
for nine years by the Hungarian Socialist Party and for the next eight
years – by an anti-communist and conservative government of the Fidesz (Magyar Polgari Szovetseg, Hungarian Civic Alliance) under the
leadership of Victor Orban.
In Slovakia a left-wing party of Robert Fico was in power (SMER)
that cooperated with four different coalition partners (Slovenska
Narodna Strana, SNS, Most-Hid, Siet). The party ruled until 2006 and
before that the party of Mikulas Dziurinda (KDH) had governed the
country. In the years 2010 – 2012 SMER transferred power to the coalition government of Iveta Radicova, (SDKU – DS – Demokraticka
Strana and SaS Sloboda a Solidarita, KDH and Most Hid). The Slovakian governments comprised then coalitions of left-wing, centrist and
right-wing parties, nationalistic and pro-Europe ones. Many parties
served as political background of the government and the most influential politician was the Prime Minister Robert Fico (Aka je zivotnost
stran….2017).
A similar situation was in the Czech Republic where there were
frequent changes of governments. The main political force the Czech
Social Democratic Party (CSSD) formed the government twice (2004
– 2006 and 2014 – 2017 , during the second term together with the
Christian and Democratic Union and Czechoslovak People’s Party,
KDU-CSL. A right-wing and conservative party Občanská demokratická strana (ODS) also twice served as a background of the government and it formed the government with two coalition parties – DKUU
– CSL or Strana Zelenych (SZ). Also, technocratic governments were
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in power several times that did not have a majority in the Parliament. In
autumn 2017 a profound change occurred in the party and parliamentary system of the Czech Republic as an anti-system party ANO 11 (the
Party of Dissatisfied Citizens) won the election under the leadership of
Andrej Babiš removing from power two parties that had ruled in the
Czech Republic before2.
In Poland a “post-communist” party the Democratic Left Alliance
(SLD) governed from 2004 to 2005. Later a “post-solidarity” party the
Civic Platform (PO) won the election twice and was in power in the
years 2007 – 2015 and finally the Law and Justice Party (PiS) which
ruled from 2005 to 2007 (in coalition). Since autumn 2015 the party
has been in power alone.
In the period that we are interested in, that is 2004 – 2017, it was possible to notice differences in forming governments and exercising power
in the Visegrad Group countries. The Czech Republic and Slovakia developed a coalition model where many parties, sometimes from completely different sides of the political spectrum, were necessary to form
a government and exercise power. Their power resulted from agreements
between various political parties. In other words, it was based on consensus seeking and pragmatic solutions. A more stable, yet a confrontational
model was adopted in Poland and Hungary where power is exercised by
one party (the second term of the Law and Justice, the Fidesz) or by a coalition of two parties (Civic Platform and the Polish Peasant Party, the
Fidesz and the Independent Smallholders’ Party – FkgP in the first government of Victor Orban and the Christian Democratic People’s Party in
the third government).
Changes in the governments in the Visegrad Group countries can be
described in the categories of a main political process as the end of the
transition process and the beginning of a new stage of European integration. In the first years of 21st century “post-communist” parties still
existed. They came from renewed hegemonic parties of real socialism: the Hungarian Socialist Party and the Democratic Left Alliance.
2

After six months of negotiations the minority government of Andrej Babiš was
sworn in on 27th June 2018, for the second time, thanks to a promise that it
would be supported in the Parliament by the Communist Party of Bohemia and
Moravia.
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In the Czech Republic and in Slovakia the situation was different than
in Hungary or Poland because parties playing the most important role
were formed after the fall of national socialism (ODS, SDKU, SMER)
or referred to pre-war traditions (The Czech Social Democratic Party
– CSSD).
From the point of view of political stability in the region (Central
Europe), it seems crucial to elaborate and consolidate a principle of
transferring power to political opponents after they win the election,
even when ideological differences between them are deep or a new
type of electorate or political parties emerged (ANO in the Czech Republic, Sloboda a Solidarita in Slovakia, Kukiz 15 and Modern in Poland, etc.).
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2. Sociological analyses
of social problems

2.1. Introduction to social problems
Sociologists use the concept of a “social problem” in relation to various phenomena. This term frequently refers to the living conditions of
certain groups and social categories of people that do not have goods
or access to services that are considered important in a particular society. Material poverty, that is the scarcity of food, clothes and shelter,
of some communities and categories (the elderly, inhabitants of rural
areas, temporary agency workers, etc.), may serve as an example here.
Social problems are sometimes defined as intergroup relations, e.g.
between men and women, residents of different countries or between
national, ethnic, religious or ideological majorities and minorities.
Another typical situation referred to as a social problem is certain behavior of some individuals and their immediate environment, mostly
in terms of consumption of certain products regarded harmful, such
as alcohol or drugs, or in term of sexuality. Also, the structure and
functions of important institutions are often called social problems,
for example education, health care or job assistance. Other situations
that may be defined as problems are conflicts of standards and/or values shared by different social categories and groups (generation gap,
the interplay of tradition and progress, etc.). The examples mentioned
above do not exhaust the list of social processes regarded as problematic and not as normal, usual, regular, daily, easy or uninteresting.
To resume, living conditions (poverty, unemployment, homelessness),
intergroup relations (such as oppression, conflicts, discrimination,
segregation, isolation and hostility), individual behavior (addictions,
suicides) or dysfunctional institutions are mainly considered social
problems.

18

Lucjan Miś: Social problems in the Visegrad Group countries

I would like to pay attention to the heterogenous nature of the term
“social problem” as it will be significant in my future analyses and solution proposals. Institutional changes can be easily made by administrative or political decisions, however the above-mentioned intergroup
relations (national, ethnic, religious, gender, etc.) are far more resistant
to change. Generally, its broad definition includes situations of material deprivation (the deficit of material means), intergroup relations,
individual behavior and dysfunctional institutions.
In the works of American (Ritzer, Barkan, Trevino) and European
(Albrecht and Groenmeyer) sociologists we may find a similar range
of problems that the most developed societies have to deal with. There
are also differences that result from using a different conceptual framework. An example here is the use of such terms as “poverty” or “income disparities”, “discrimination” or “ethnic (or racial, gender, etc.)
inequality”, “homelessness” or “housing” (housing issues, including
not only the lack of fair standards of living, but also the number and the
quality of apartments and household equipment), etc.
Social problems are resolvable. Even when they affect thousands
or millions of people. In the system of state socialism (communism)
the doctrine of full employment was implemented, aligning the standards of living, reducing poverty, eliminating homelessness, etc. The
main problems were the access to consumer goods, favoring certain
nomenclature (of the political party exercising hegemonic power) or
controlling mass media. In the system of individualistic capitalism the
most serious problems are deep income disparities, unemployment (or
inflation) or consumerism. It is impossible to eliminate such phenomena as poverty, crime, pollution or population ageing in any system,
however, it is possible to reduce or limit their negative consequences.
Well known, documented examples of dealing with social problems
are for instance: reducing cigarettes consumption in many countries
(the USA and Europe, including Poland) in the last decades, reducing
poverty in the period of the welfare state development in the USA and
in Western Europe after the Second World War, successes in fighting
AIDS/HIV in Africa, reducing environmental pollution (water and air)
in the cities of Western Europe in the second part of the 20th century or
anticorruption activities undertaken in numerous developed countries
after 2000 (books, research results and rankings released by Transpar-
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ency International). Nathan Glazer, Charlotte Ryan and William Gamson, among others, raised such matters. Glazer (1994) juxtaposed two
wars against drugs: a failure of the American Prohibition in the first
decades of the 20th century and a significant decrease in the consumption of cigarettes that resulted from a successful crusade against nicotinism in the last quarter of the 20th century. Ryan and Gamson (2006)
cooperated with the most influential anti-violence movements (Rhode
Island Coalition Against Domestic Violence) in order to create frames
regarding domestic violence and its victims.
In various countries (Nordic countries may serve as a good example
here) different efficient solutions are applied which are sometimes used
afterwards in other countries to improve the situation of problematic
categories and groups (housing programs for the homeless, supported employment or addressing gender inequalities between men and
women) (Partanen, 2016). Frequently, reforms and innovations aimed
at improving the living conditions of certain social categories caused
a violent reaction and objection of other groups, experts, administrators, officials, professionals and moralists (Glazer, 1994). Even those
programs that had a positive outcome were criticized and their opponents underlined their potential weaknesses and possible longer-term
damage.
The above-mentioned examples of ways of dealing with social
problems have certain common features. The most distinguishing one
is time, necessary for them to become effective, namely months and
years. Improving the environment or changing eating habits or those
related to drugs had taken long before one could conclude that the situation changed for the better. Planned strategies and long-term activities
intertwine with generational changes, war and post-war generations,
undernourished and overnourished ones, generations of sexual or conservative revolutions, libertarian and ascetic generations, etc., all developed as statements of opposition and as reactions to scourges that
affected previous generations.
Successful forms of overcoming social problems required cooperation of numerous entities. Political decision, legal acts, resolutions and regulations in themselves were not enough to improve the
situation. Activities targeted at changing social attitudes were necessary, for instance in the form of disseminating knowledge on high-
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risk sexual behavior, temporary, low-paid employment, alcohol and
tobacco consumption, sugar intake, discrimination against minorities
(ethnic, national, religious or sexual ones) or against territorial communities (deindustrialized areas, economically backward areas, etc.).
Sometimes in order to solve certain problems new institutions had to
be established or new customs or technologies had to be introduced
(e.g. Transparency International or stopping additional remuneration
for doctors or pharmacists in the form of gifts or bribes for professional activities). Information and communication technologies allow
to improve the way the elderly, the sick or the lonely ones integrate into
society. In short, solving social problems is only possible with the involvement of distinct social categories and groups: the authorities and
common people, mass media and social activists, inventors and circles
that influence public awareness. Lastly, it is worth noting that solutions to global social problems come from individuals and groups with
conflicting views: Marxists (the worker question), liberals (the slavery
question), Catholics (the questions of marriage and family), nationalists (the nationalism question), Zionists (the Jewish question), Christian religious groups or socially engaged scholars (the peace question),
cooperators (the question of debts of the economically weakest ones),
women (the women question), homosexuals and transsexuals (the
question of sexual rights), etc.
Different actors were engaged in the process of dealing with social
problems: individuals, groups, elites, communities and the crowd: individuals (individuals-institutions, such as Franciszek Stefczyk, Franciszek Kampelik, Friedrich Raiffeisen, Beatrice Webb, William Beveridge), social groups and intellectuals (Fabian Society in England, the
Discussion Forum Experience and Future in Poland, the Pugwash Conferences on Science and World Affairs), experts (Muhammad Yunus,
a founder of Grameen Bank that offers microloans), institutions (the
government, the authorities) or people close to or coming from difficult social backgrounds (Erin Brockovich – an American activist in
the field of environmental protection, activists from The Workshop for
All the Beings in Poland, the founders of the Alcoholics Anonymous
Movement, etc.)
Sociologists attempt to organize, describe and explain problems
developing and disappearing in different societies. They use different
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approaches based on causal thinking and on mathematical modelling
(Robert B. Smith 2011) as well as, contradictive to them, qualitative
studies that are based on the analysis of conceptual frameworks (Johnson-Cartee 2005, Kendall, 2005). Societies transform, some areas become more sparsely or more densely populated, some social categories
gain strength and emancipate (e.g. the working class during the Fordism era) and later they become gradually weaker and finally they disperse (the working class in the post-Fordist era). Some social groups
disappear (peasants) while others flourish (creative specialists in big
cities), etc. Sociologists have not elaborated a unified (unitary) theory
that would explain social problems. However, they have proposed pluralist clarifications referring to the main theoretical perspectives, such
as functionalism, critical theory or interactionist theory. I am going to
refer to them in the following chapters.

2.2. Social constructionism and a comparative
approach to social problems
The theory of social constructionism dominated the American sociology of social problems in the last three decades. A new paradigm is
being searched for, however, it has not been found so far (Dello Bueno
2015). Constructionists define the notion of “social problem” with the
use of such terms as moral activism, claims (primary and secondary
ones) as well as contradictory claims, problem validation, conceptual
framework, the creation of characters of a perpetrator, a victim and
a solution, etc. They claim that social problems have a process character and they frequently use the idea of “a natural history of problems”.
Steven Barkan (2012) mentions four stages of the process of defining
and dealing with common problems. The first one is to pay attention
to certain situations and social actions as well as to make claims to
introduce changes. The next stage consists in validating the claims by
the authorities because of pressure exerted by problem groups, social
activists, journalists, scientists or influential circles. The third stage
starts when the authorities at different levels undertake activities and
start the fight to extend the sphere of change. Such efforts are made by
entities that are interested in improving their situation or have an inter-
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est in supporting the dissatisfied groups. The last, fourth stage consists
in urging the authorities to give people more rights and to search for
new, alternative change strategies (Barkan, 2012: 6-7). Thus, social
problems are of a more normative nature, they include a significant
part of the population (not only in quantitative but also in qualitative
terms – position and prestige) and they are spread over time.
Steven Barkan (2012) and Javier Trevino (2015) study social problems aware of their normative character. Social problems are different
from such sociological issues as collective memory, group processes,
stratification and institutionalization which do not involve so much
the system of norms and values in a given society. The axial element
of a social problem is a feeling that things are going wrong, yet it is
possible to improve the situation. The feeling of dissatisfaction with
the status quo is not of an occasional or a micro-social character (concerning a family or residents of a house). It concerns many people
who can express their opinions and make a difference, try to make
positive changes. In the following chapters I am going to discuss social problems of Central Europe, that is social problems at the level of
countries and the European Union.
The constructionist approach requires an analysis of making
claims, their advocates’ actions, mass media participation in promoting the claims and creating a conceptual framework as well as a fight
between supporters and opponents of regarding a certain social category or a group (or some phenomena) as problematic. It enables to
notice the flickering of modern reality - volatility, liquidity, blurring
of shapes and hyperreality as well as a paradoxical nature of the social
world (Frieske, 2004).
I have already used the perspective of constructionism in my previous analyses of social problems of Polish society, such as unemployment or crime (Miś, 2007, 2012a, 2012b). In this work I have adopted
a different approach – a comparative one. Gabriela Lubelcova (2017)
mentions it among other types of secondary sources studies, such as
analyses of personal documents, mass media contents, official and statistical data or analyses of previous empirical research results (Lubelcova 2017:60-63). She claims: “Comparative historical studies (of various environments) make it possible to compare different approaches
to social problems and to create a cognitive platform to understand
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their important conditions as well as to understand the values and ideas
necessary to solve them (Lubelcova 2017: 60, trans. mine).
One of the first comparative studies in the history of the sociology
of social problems was a book entitled “Comparative Social Problems”
under Shmuel Eisenstadt’s editorship (1966). Eisenstadt stated that social problems were on the margin of sociological research. The studies
conducted were local in nature, they focused on problems within particular countries (e.g. the USA) without any attempts to confront them
with other ones.
Eisenstadt assumed that large social processes, such as industrialization or urbanization, generated social problems in Western
countries and subsequently they spread to other societies where
they took other forms. It was necessary then to develop policies that
would help to solve both the old problems and the new ones. “Hence
the comparative study of social problems is essential for understanding the broader processes of modernization and their repercussions
now in various countries from the point of view of social policy and
practices both in the “old” and new countries and from the point of
view of broader sociological analysis” (Eisenstadt 1966: vi). The
“new countries” were countries of state socialism, referred to as
“Communist states” (the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, the
dependent Central European Countries and Third World countries
with their various forms of socialism).
Another collective publication of a similar nature was published
almost forty years after Eisenstadt had published his book. The Soviet Union dissolved, socialist countries in Central and Eastern Europe (directly controlled by the Kremlin) ceased to exist as well as the
countries of Arab socialism. Almost fifteen years after those historical circumstances a new book was released that included international
comparisons of social problems, edited by George Ritzer (2004). Most
of the material included in the two books referred to the sizes of problematic phenomena, described by various quantitative indicators.
Over the half-century after Eisenstadt work had been published, single studies were released that juxtaposed problems identified in some
countries; they were usually comparisons of two societies, similarities and differences between them in difficult collective situations and
processes. Among others, they compared such problems and countries
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as: juvenile delinquency in Argentina and Chile (Defleur 1967), health
care system in Chile and Cuba (Waitzkin 1983), social movements in
the Philippines and Burma (Schock 1999), childcare in the USA and
Italy (Saraceno 1984), obesity in the USA and France (Saguy, Gruys,
Gong 2010) or abortion in the USA and Sweden (Linders 1998).
There were also American authors who attempted to go beyond local, Americentric analyses of social problems that Shmuel Eisenstadt
(1966) had mentioned. They did that by referring to examples of solving certain problems from different cultures and countries: Canada, Japan, the Nordic or African countries (Heiner 1999, Eitzen 1997).
In accordance with the above-mentioned examples of comparative
analyses, I attempted to describe problems present in the countries of
the Visegrad Group. Namely, I analyzed the aspects that were regarded
as crucial for residents of a given country, that is issues disturbing and
mobilizing to act hundreds of thousands or sometimes even millions of
people. I was also interested in their variability in time – which issues
gained, and which ones lost their significance.
The system transformation in the countries of Central Europe
brought solutions to their earlier problems (shortages of consumer
goods, overcrowding or the lack of freedom of expression), typical
of socialist systems, however, new (capitalist) problems emerged (unemployment, homelessness, poverty). I am going to exclude from my
study the period of fifteen years from 1989 to 2004 which was a period
of rapid and deep social changes. It was called “wild capitalism” in
Poland and it led to establishing the social market economy system and
democracy in Central Europe (Marcinkowski, 1996).
The studies that I am going to refer to in this work include 12 years,
from 1st May 2004, when the V4 countries were accepted to the European Union, to autumn 2016. In the life of an individual the first
twelve years comprise childhood and early adolescence - the beginning
of a new chapter in one’s life. As for the Visegrad Group, twelve years
are almost half of its existence. Because joining the European Union
was a kind of “new beginning”, this period of twelve years seems to be
of utmost importance for the existence of this international community.
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2.3. Sources used in the research and methods
of their elaboration
2.3.1. Subjectivity, objectivity and intersubjectivity
The Visegrad Group has existed for over 25 years. It has become an
actual political formation playing a role within the European Union
and outside (cooperation with Japan). Therefore, I wanted to investigate what problems were significant for its residents as well as what
differs the countries as far as the social sphere is concerned.
In the book “Social problems. Theory, methodology, research”
(Miś, 2007) I proposed a bivalent methodology of research on social
problems. In accordance with it, in this book I am going to present an
objectivistic (“objective”) dimension of problems, namely observable
phenomena and facts that were estimated and measured with the use
of standards developed in international research on unemployment and
employment, crime and the system of justice, corruption and integrity (Miś, 2007; Trevino, p.7). This dimension of problems is usually
presented in the form of quantitative statistical data (the number of
suicides, homicides, corruption, air and water pollution, the number
of hours spent in traffic jams, etc.) which include international definitions of the phenomena and their social contexts. I am also going to
present a subjectivistic (“subjective”) dimension, namely aggregated
data on opinions, views, perception and convictions expressed by the
surveyed citizens of the Visegrad Group countries. My intention was
to show the two dimensions of troublesome phenomena in the societies
of Central Europe. On the on hand – standards and contexts created by
an international community to compare the phenomena. On the other
hand – subjective, common feelings about them.
Such a way of thinking and writing is present in the works of contemporary sociologists and social politicians. For example, Steven E.
Barkan concludes that “A social problem is any condition or behavior
that has negative consequences for large numbers of people and that
is generally recognized as a condition or behavior that needs to be addressed. This definition has both an objective and a subjective component” (Barkan, 2012:6). A definition by Javier Trevino is similar: “(…)
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we define a social problem as a social condition, event, or a pattern of
behavior that negatively affects the well-being of a significant number
of people (or a number of significant people) who believe that the condition, event, or pattern needs to be changed or ameliorated” (Trevino,
2015:6).
Paul Spicker on the other hand states that „The definitions [of social
problems] are not ‘objective’, if by this we mean that they are fixed on
some standard which can be identified outside the context and society
where they are appliled. This does not mean that problems are ‘subjective’, however, they are not simply made up or arrived at by anyone.
A better way to describe them is that they are ‘inter-subjective’, and
the understanding of problems grows through a series of shared perceptions and beliefs. Problems are ‘socially constructed’; the pattern
of relationship in society shapes the circumstances which lead to the
problem, the way the problem is understood, and the extent to which it
is perceived as a problem (Spicker 2014: 59-60).
Thus, in the further empirical work, characteristics of each problem
will include both a subjectivistic and an objectivistic dimension. The
analysis was conducted at the level of countries (not regions or the
global level) and along the time axis (2004 – 2016). The reasons for
the problems and their structure were omitted. Emphasis was placed on
comparing the general publics in the four countries as well as phenomena, events and social processes that were disturbing and mobilizing.
I focused on an extensive presentation of particular issues in the form
of tables and charts and I reduced my own conclusions and comments
to a minimum.
I did that as I hoped that readers would have a chance to define
their own areas of intersubjectivity (using Paul Spickler’s idea) and
create an image of problems that affect the societies of Central Europe
and possible solutions. Also, I hoped that they would be able to form
a clear picture of nuisances of collective life in particular countries of
the V4 as well as the ways of dealing with them during a longer period
(at least 12 years, that is from joining the EU to the immigration crisis).
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2.3.2. Surveys, the analysis of documents and the observation
of social life
I drew knowledge on the public of the Visegrad Group countries from
the regular Eurobarometer research. The research was based on surveys conducted by the European Commission’s agenda which gathered
views of the EU residents. The European Union enlarged twice during
the period of interest to us, namely it took in Bulgaria and Romania in
2008 and Croatia in 2013.
The surveys entitled “Standard and Special Eurobarometer” have
been conducted since the 1970s. In my analyses I used those conducted
from 2004 to 2016. The Eurobarometer surveys include questions regarding the most important problems a particular country is facing.
Within the 12 years certain small changes in naming were introduced
(“the most important issues facing your country” were changed to “the
most important problem facing your country”) and the list of questions was extended. Originally, the researchers were interested merely in opinions on the countries’ problems but later they added questions about problems significant from people’s personal point of view
(“personally, what is the most important problem”) and about some
key problems for the whole European Union. As a result, they created an enormous database of views and opinions of the EU citizens,
candidates for membership in the European Union and the neighboring
countries. However, the data collected in the database are not entirely
comparable. The most distinct ones are the results from spring 2006.
The authors used then two ways of asking about social problems. They
asked open questions (list A) and they asked to indicate problems from
a paper form (list B). To the SPSS base however they put cumulative
results, without indicating which list (A or B) they resulted from. In the
other surveys they used a standard list of answers to questions (list B).
It should be stressed that the data from spring 2006 were published on
the Leibniz Association’s website just like the other surveys1. For this
reason, they were included in the charts in this book, however they

1

The character and the specificity of this research in comparison with the other
ones is going to be discussed in the empirical part.
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were not considered as for drawing conclusions. Spring 2006 results
differ significantly from the rest (they are overstated) due to the use of
two lists (A and B). To sum up, the standard Eurobarometer databases
developed and published by the Leibniz Association contain valuable
and reliable information on the Europeans’ opinions on social problems, with one exception – the survey from May 2006.
For the purpose of writing this work I used the databases (GESIS
Data Archive DBK) of a German institute for social researchers the
Leibniz Association (Leibniz-Institute fuer Sozialwisseschaften) with
its registered offices in Mannheim and Cologne. This institution gathers, processes and publishes data from the Eurobarometer surveys
(GN0008 EB – Standard and Special Eurobarometer), the Politbarometer surveys or European Value Study (GN009)2. Its archives GESIS
include the results of surveys from the last 50 years as well as current
data, that is databases of studies conducted in the current year.
Opinions on social problems represent an important part of social
life. Political decisions and election strategies depend on them, they
are used in political and presidential campaigns. Common people have
also access to knowledge on the nuisances of collective life thanks
to mass media and social networking sites that release the results
and comments on them. In the countries of Central Europe obtaining
knowledge on the opinions of citizens, making them public in mass
media and using them in political battles became a widespread prac2

Access to the raw data in SPSS Statistics was granted to me through the Leibniz Association website (www.gesis.org.de). Studies conducted in spring and
autumn of a given year (the spring research was conducted in March, April
and May, the autumn research – in October, November and December) were
subjects of my analyses. Except for 2004, and on 1st May of this year the V4
countries were accepted by the EU, I had two surveys a year on the issues that
interested me. Answers to questions on social problems (of the country, of the
EU and personal ones) were elaborated in a software package SPSS Statistics
and then exported to Microsoft Excel. On their basis I created all the charts and
tables included in this book. If there is not an appropriate description under
a chart or a table, all graphic materials (charts) and tables result from my calculations and studies. It was possible thanks to Zofia Bednarowska, Dominika
Winogrodzka and Maria Dziedzic who helped me to acquire the knowledge of
SPSS and Excel as well as their statistical support at various stages of my work
on the data.
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tice after 1989. Different research centers were founded (Institut pre
Verejne Otazki in Bratislava or Centrum pre vyzkum verejneho mineni
in Prague). Moreover, journalists, politicians, social and trade union
activists, students and social science experts (sociologists, political scientists, social politicians, etc.) gained access to databases and research
results conducted by researchers working for the European Commission or the European Parliament3.
Apart from a subjective, awareness image of social issues in the
minds of the Visegrad Group inhabitants, I also presented an objective
dimension of the problems. Thus, I searched for and processed data on
military expenditures, health care, crime, the level of unemployment,
the level of inflation and pollution. The majority of the data come from
the databases of OECD and the World Bank. The databases make it
possible to compare data for particular countries in a uniform manner,
with the use of identical measures and indexes4. Unfortunately, since it
takes a longer time for OECD and the World Bank to gather and process data, the comparisons cover a shorter period of time (for example
2004 – 2014) than it is the case with comparing the Eurobarometer
surveys (2004 – 2016). I also used statistical yearbooks from Slovakia,
the Czech Republic and Hungary in both paper and electronic form.
Based on quantitive data it was possible to determine what the
trends (migration, financial) were or how the economic environment
and the work of institutions (the police, courts of law, health care or
nature conservation) changed during the period of ten years (at least).
A valuable complementary contribution to the above-mentioned
surveys and statistical data was to observe the living conditions in the
V4 countries, Slovakia and the Czech Republic in particular. It was
possible due to my didactic and scientific work at the Department of
Social Work at Trnava University in Trnava5. Through my presence at
3

4

5

Gathering and developing “desk research” materials were possible because of
sabbatical leave “once every seven years” in the academic year 2016/2017.
Information on the sources (OECD, the World Bank, Strength Power) are under the charts, tables or visualizations.
Since 2012 I have run classes for sociology students (bachelor and master programs) at Trnava University. I also had an opportunity of professional meetings with employees of the Faculty of Health Care and Social Work (Fakulta
Zdrawotnictva a Socialni Prace).
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the university I had an opportunity to observe not only the academic
life, but also the cultural and sporting life of Trnava and the nearby city
of Bratislava. A much-improved understanding of social problems in
Slovakia was possible for me to acquire during talks with sociology
students. Problems of other countries were brought closer to me during
conferences and meetings with researchers from Czech universities.
What is more, my own research work in terms of social work in Poland
made the access to Slovakian and Czech sources easier, as well as direct contacts with lecturers and researchers.
I came into contact with different public (the police, health care, the
church) and business institutions. I also had a chance to observe the
improvements in public facilities, the development of roads and urban
infrastructure, the construction of houses and shopping centers.
My regular visits to Slovakia and the Czech Republic allowed me
to observe the labor market, the quality of work, the involvement of
employees, their age and sex and then to compare my observations to
the situation in Poland. It was the same case with obvious manifestations of such problems as homelessness, the living conditions of the
Roma people and their presence in the public space or social movements (Gorilla scandal in Slovakia in the years 2012 – 2013 or protests
under the slogan “Za slušné Slovensko” that started after the journalist
Jan Kuciak and his partner had been murdered). It was also interesting
to follow the campaigns in three countries (without Hungary). I did
not have a chance however to witness protests and manifestations that
took place in Hungary in 2014 (against the Internet tax, corruption and
undermining democratic principles) and in the Czech Republic in 2008
(against inflation or the pension reform) and in 2010 (against the reductions of salaries and employment). I got information on these matters from mass media (newspapers and the Internet).
I must mention here the limitations of my observations. They were
related to my work and visits to Western Slovakia (the Trnava region
and the Bratislava region – trnavsky and bratislavsky samospravny
kraj) as well as to the Northeast Czech Republic (The Moravian – Silesian Region - moravskoslezky kraj). In Slovakia these regions are the
richest and the most economically developed. The region of Moravia
and Czech Silesia is not the richest, but it is still above the average.
I did not visit (I just passed through) poor and weakly developed re-
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gions such as the Presov and the Banska Bystrica Region in Slovakia,
the Lubuskie and the Warmińsko – mazurskie voivodships in Poland
or western Hungary. I visited other regions more seldom or at all; as
it was the case with Hungary (and Poland – my observations come
almost exclusively from the regions of Malopolska and Upper Silesia). My aim however was not to conduct field studies and observe the
living conditions throughout the Visegrad Group. I intended to revise
and supplement the knowledge from secondary sources (surveys and
official data).
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3. Unemployment

3.1. Introduction
Since the start of representative surveys in the USA, Europe and Poland, unemployment has been considered the most important or one
of the most important social problems. Debates among economists on
advantages and damages caused by unemployment are equally long
(Miś, Nóżka, Smagacz-Poziemska 2011). The longstanding dispute
between the supporters of A.C. Pigou or J.M. Keynes is still ongoing,
further evidence for negative consequences of unemployment emerge
as well as its criticism. There is merely a consensus on general statements which were summarized by Edwin Dickens (2008: 975): “In
short, there are both theoretical and empirical grounds for the argument
that unemployment not only exists but is a fundamental social problem
in wealthy modern societies”. The arguments for the harmfulness of
unemployment frequently include the spheres of economics, psychology, sociology or criminology. As the unemployed accept the lowest
salaries and due to the mechanism of reducing prices, employers are
not interested in hiring all the unemployed who actively seek work.
There are always people who do want to work and do search for a job,
but they are not able to get it. Apart from financial costs of unemployment (benefits), there are also psychosocial costs that involve both the
unemployed and their families.
The psychosocial welfare of the unemployed is much lower than of
the employed (Dickens: 975). Most of the American research shows that
“(…) unemployed individuals receive more punitive sentences than employed individuals” and that “(…) penal policy is used to regulate labor
supply” (Schlesinger, 2008: 832). The author refers to numerous longitudinal research which “(…) find significant associations between increases
in labor surplus and incarceration rates” (Schlesinger, 2008: 832).
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Polish studies on this subject are few and prevent us from drawing
any conclusions. Klaus quotes the research in Rzeszow that indicated a correlation between unemployment and crime and a nationwide
research (by Anna Kiersztyn 2008) which did not confirm that there
was such a correlation (Klaus, 2013: 126-7). More research in the future will make it possible to determine whether there is a relationship
between unemployment and crime in Poland similar to the American
model or a different one. At the moment this subject is of peripheral
interest to Polish researchers. Due to the size of this phenomenon during the transformation and post-transformation periods it was a kind
of taboo subject and it was practically excluded from the scientific
discourse. International research indicates unambiguously that unemployment is a social problem which is directly and indirectly related
to other problems: public health, suicides, crime, poverty and family
disfunctions (Miś, 2007, Miś, Pieklus 2012).

3.2. A subjectivistic approach
3.2.1. A national problem
The results of surveys conducted by different research centers after 1989 indicated unambiguously that unemployment presented the
greatest problem for people in Poland (Miś, 2007). Although there
were short periods when enforced professional inactivity was not listed
as the first one, they were merely episodes during the entire time of
the research. From the cognitive point of view, it would be interesting
to examine in closer detail those episodes or exceptions to the rule.
Therefore, in the following sub-chapters I am going to pay greater attention to the months and years when problems in the labor market
were less acute for respondents.
The Eurobarometer surveys prove that the public changed their
mind on unemployment. They also present similarities and differences
among the Visegrad Group countries. Poles indicated unemployment
as the most significant problem more frequently than the other Visegrad Group societies. May it be mentioned that in 2006 78% of respon-
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Chart 1. Unemployment as the most important social problem in the VG countries
Source: own elaboration

dents claimed that, as well as in 2004, 2005 and 2013 when about 70%
of the surveyed people pointed to unemployment as the most pressing
problem of the country (Chart 1).
A comparison with the other V4 countries proves that many more
Poles pointed to unemployment than Czechs, Slovaks or Hungarians.
Sometimes the differences were considerable (from 20 to 40%) (see
Chart 1). The years 2008 – 2010 and 2016 were exceptional in this respect as then the inhabitants of the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary indicated this problem more often compared to an average Pole.
This radical change of opinions, namely a sudden decrease in the frequency of mentioning unemployment, was characteristic of the years
2006 – 2008 and 2015 – 2016. They were years of political changes
when the party Law and Justice (PiS) took over the governance. In the
years 2004 – 2005 the Democratic Left Alliance (SLD) governed in
Poland and in the years 2008 – 2015 – the Civic Platform. These and
other observations lead to a conclusion that during the two periods the
economic policy of the Law and Justice government coincided with
a decrease in the percentage of respondents mentioning unemployment
– to the levels of 21 and 22%.
With respect to other areas (treating unemployment as a personal
problem or a problem of the European Union), our analyses can be
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based merely on data from later years and they allow a conclusion that
in the years 2015 – 2016 the percentage of respondents referring to
unemployment as a personal problem or a problem of the EU was also
the lowest (10 and 8% respectively).
Two variables differentiated the attitude to unemployment among
numerous demographic factors. In 2016 research it turned out that
a difference occurred between men and women; women (24%) identified unemployment as a problem much more frequently than men
(18%). Similarly, inhabitants of rural areas considered it a problem
more often than inhabitants of towns (19%) and cities (15%). Other
variables, such as age, marital status, education, profession and class
self-identification, did not differentiate respondents at the anticipated
level of statistical significance (0.05).
The Eurobarometer survey showed that unemployment was much
more frequently identified as a problem by women than men. However,
a difference in the unemployment rates for women and men was slight
in 2016 (it was around 1%). It means that women were more sensitive
as for recognizing and defining unemployment as a problem.
The other result complies with the existing knowledge on the correlation between the place of residence and the problem of unemployment. Inhabitants of big cities and metropolitan areas less frequently
regard unemployment as a problem as its level is much lower in such
places than in small towns and rural areas.
3.2.2. Unemployment as a personal problem
In 2008 Eurostat added a new question to the questionnaire on the EU
residents’ living conditions and opinions on important social and economic subjects. The question considered their views on important social issues from their personal point of view. The question was phrased
as follows: what issues are the most important for you? (not for your
country). The new material enabled to find out more about the personal
and social perception of significant issues for the European Union citizens. A few years later another question was introduced which referred
to issues important not from a personal or a domestic point of view but
from a point of view of the whole European Union. So, the question
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Chart 2. Unemployment as the most important personal problem in Poland and the
average for the other VG countries (the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary) in
the years 2004 – 2016. Source: own elaboration

was: what are the most important issues for the EU residents? (not for
an average Jan Nowak from Poland, Jan Novak from the Czech Republic, Ivan Horvath from Slovakia or Istvan Nagy from Hungary, namely
from their personal, private points of view)1 (see Chart 2).
Polish respondents were concerned both about unemployment in
the country and about their own private situation. For Poles this problem was the most acute both in the national sphere and in the personal
one (the average for the period from 2008 to 2016 was 53% and 21%
of respondents respectively).
There is a surprisingly large difference between the assessment of
the problem for the country and for oneself. Poles (similarly as in the
case of Czechs, Hungarians and Slovaks, on a smaller scale though)
indicated the country (as threatened with unemployment) more often
than themselves (see Chart 3). The overall conclusion is that the residents of the Visegrad Group to a larger extent (twice more often on
average) regarded the problem of unemployment as a national problem
than as their personal problem. What is equally interesting is that in
the periods of the lowest level of unemployment in Poland (2008 and

1

The most common surnames are used here in order to refer to “an average
resident” of each country of the Visegrad Group.
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Chart 3. Unemployment as the most important personal problem in the VG countries. Source: own elaboration

2016) the results regarding the country and oneself were similar or
even convergent (see Chart 4).
An analogous situation emerged in the case of countries and the
European Union, however it seems easier to understand. Poles were
much more interested in and considered more significant the level of
unemployment in the country than in the whole EU. The differences
were substantial (from 20 to 30%) during almost the whole period.
They decreased to 14% in the second part of 2016 (see Chart 5).
Studies on the European Union problems have been conducted since
2010. A comparison of opinions expressed by Poles leads to a conclusion that unemployment from a personal perspective was mentioned
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far less often than unemployment in the country or even the whole EU
(except for 2015 and 2016 in the period of the so-called immigration
crisis). Unemployment was seen primarily as a national problem, in
a sense also as an EU problem which however concerns respondents to
a lesser extent (see Charts 5 and 6).
Answers to a question about working conditions may complement
the picture of the labor market in a certain way. This question was
asked in 2015 and 2016. Respondents from the VG countries agreed:
from 10 to 12% of them recognized some difficulties as far as working
conditions were concerned. They pointed to the fact that working con80%
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Chart 6. Unemployment as the most important national, personal an EU problem
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ditions caused problems for them and could possibly motivate them to
change their jobs (see Chart 7). The percentage of people dissatisfied
with working conditions was similar, despite disparities in the labor
markets in different countries of the Visegrad Group. A longer observation of the public would make it possible to draw conclusions on
the relationship between satisfaction with working conditions and the
risk of unemployment. The years 2015 and 2016 were exceptional in
the Polish market. In mass media they were referred to as years when
employees placed demands on employers (“employee market”) and for
this reason opinions on working conditions from these years cannot be
considered characteristic of the whole period.
14%
12%

11%
11%

12%

12%
11%

12%
12%

2016 w

2016 j

10%

10%
8%
6%
4%
2%
0%
2015 w

2015 j
Poland

Average for three countries

Chart 7. Working conditions as the most important social problem in Poland and
the average for the other three VG countries. Source: own elaboration

3.3. An objectivistic approach – the unemployed
in the statistics of labor offices and centers
for professional activity of the population
Since the political system changed, unemployment has been a serious,
for many years the most vexing, social problem in Poland. In the years
1993 and 1994 as well as 2001 – 2003 the number of people registered
as unemployed reached 3 million people (see Charts 8 and 9).
Data showing the intensity of unemployment make it possible to
understand that this phenomenon is a problem that has its own inner
(cyclic) dynamics. It requires economic, political and social activities
spread over a period of months or even years. We are interested in
the period when the countries of Central Europe entered the European
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Union and started to implement domestic and European programmes
to combat unemployment, that is the years 2004 – 2016. Earlier, unemployment in Poland was regarded by politicians and economists as
a side effect of the system transformation without an alternative (irrespective of the size of this phenomenon) or as a necessary element of
building a market economy.
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Chart 9. The number of people registered as unemployed in Poland after accession
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A comparison of the objectivistic dimension of unemployment (the
unemployment rate – Central Statistical Office) with opinions on unemployment as a personal problem indicates that respondents recognized it as a problem far more often compared to the unemployment
rate, namely the actual situation in the labor market (see Chart 11).
To an even greater extent this applied to a comparison of the unemployment rate (according to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development) with unemployment regarded as the most
important national problem (see Chart 12). The differences are significant (three and fourfold), however it can be noticed that a decline in
unemployment correlates with a decline in the number of respondents
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Chart 11. Unemployment as the most important personal problem in Poland juxtaposed with the unemployment rate (according to the Central Statistical Office – GUS).
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considering this problem the most significant while an increase in unemployment correlates with an increase in this percentage. In other
words, views on a particular economic phenomenon adapt themselves
to changes in its absolute volume.
Analyzing and discussing the values of unemployment rates, its
structural conditionality and consequences are not sociologists’ tasks.
From a sociological point of view, it is essential to know what the scale
and the dynamics of this phenomenon are and how economic processes
influence people’s opinions (and vice versa – how opinions and images influence the economy). Data regarding unemployment in the V4
countries and opinions on this problem prove the existence of a relation: an increase in the frequency of opinions on unemployment when
the rates increased and a decline in the frequency when the number
of the unemployed declined. The percentage of answers for questions
about a personal, private risk of unemployment was the closest to the
unemployment rate. Respondents regarded unemployment mostly as
a national problem and the highest percentages of this problem were
recorded in the years when unemployment was at its highest.
Unemployment in Poland affected (several times) a large share of
the population. At its peak (2005 – 2006) almost 3 million people were
registered as unemployed. This number decreased by more than 50%
to 1.4 million people in 2008 and to 1.3 million in 2016.
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To sum up the issue of unemployment, we need to recall the beginning of European integration of the Visegrad Group countries (2004).
In Poland it was a year of “infamous records” in the labor market, job
losses and professional deactivation of Poland (Kabaj, 2005). Poland
differed fundamentally from the Czech Republic and Hungary (to the
disadvantage of Poland) and the situation in Slovakia was not much
better (see Chart 13).
The years 2015 and 2016 on the other hand were years of particularly low unemployment. The volume of this phenomenon was similar to
the situation from the beginning of the system transformation, namely
the years 1989 and 1990. Among the V4 countries only the Czech Republic was in a better situation (4%) and Hungary in a slightly worse
one. Both countries coped with an increase in unemployment for almost
five years. The situation was much worse in Slovakia (9,7%) despite
many successful foreign investments (mostly automotive production).
There was a significant difference in the levels of unemployment
between the Czech Republic and Slovakia already at the beginning
of the independent Slovak Republic, not only upon their accession to
the European Union. In the early 1990s the unemployment rate in the
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Czech Republic was lower than in the UE, around 4%, and it was not
until the end of 1990s that it increased to 8% and reached the level of
“the old EU” (EU 15). In Slovakia the rate was around 14% in 1994
and it increased to almost 20% in the first years of the 21st century.
Changes in the level of unemployment in the Czech Republic and Slovakia proceeded in parallel, with a difference of around 10% in the
following years. Thus, regaining independence by Slovakia entailed
a deterioration of the situation on the labor market and deepening of
differences between two countries that used to be one (see Chart 13).
The characteristic features of Poland were rapid changes in the size
of the army of the unemployed compared to the other Visegrad Group
countries (see Chart 13). The Czech Republic took pride in the best
policy of combating unemployment while Poland was characterized by
the most extreme changes in the volume of this phenomenon.
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4.1. Introduction
Crime is a general term involving various types of human behavior,
both the ones with irreversible consequences (homicide) and others
that can be reversed (bribery). Arrigo mentions three paradigms in defining crime: legal, social constructivist and critical. My analysis is going to involve the legal paradigm for the most part according to which
crime occurs when someone breaks the law (Arrigo 2008, vol.1:178).
The law applies usually within a certain social community, most frequently a nation state. Błachut claims: „(...) an offence occurs only
as defined by criminal law, not by social reality. An offence is a matter of a definition, not a social fact. The legislator creates a legislative
instrument, an institution of formal control interprets the behavior of
an individual (a social incident) and gives it a legal meaning (Błachut,
2007:53, trans. mine).
Belonging to a larger community (the European Union) entails discrepancies between the national and the EU law. Also, there are different classifications of acts as offences in different countries of the Visegrad Group. The differences however are not going to play an important
role further on in this chapter. The description of criminal activity is
going to be based on data gathered by different state institutions that
use the above-mentioned legal paradigm.
Sociologists understand law in a broader sense. They point out
that law is not created in a social vacuum. It is created by groups and
forces that are in power. They stress that various groups have various interests and that conflicts between them are inevitable (Frieske
2004). Allesio writes that „the idea that law somehow represents the
interests of the general public is one of our nation’s greatest myths.
Law is based on what people who have the power to influence the
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law want in order to bring maximum rewards to themselves”(Allesio
2011:159).
Therefore, on several points I am going to refer to the paradigm of
social criticism and of social constructionism. This will concern mostly creating an atmosphere of fear and insecurity by mass media and the
authorities. Mosher and Akins (2008) point out that in many Western
societies the issue is not crime itself but the fear of it which constitutes
a social problem. Crime data showed a decrease in the number of homicides in the USA by 20% in the years 1990 – 1998 and an increase
in the number of TV programmes about homicides by 600% at the
same time. Mosher and Akins (2008) underline as well that politicians
and lawmakers use crime as an instrument of gaining and preserving
power, especially after the terrorist attacks in New York City in September 2001.
This fear and the sense of insecurity can be multiplied by mass media and politicians. That is why, the crime rate measured using police
statistics or statistics concerning judicial activity is low while the level
of fear of crime is very high. There is considerable evidence suggesting that in American criminological research. Barkan summarized it
very briefly: “Crime is indeed a real problem, but public concern about
crime may be higher than the facts warrant” (Barkan: 188).
Supporters of the paradigms of constructionism and criticism go
beyond quantitative data on crime and legal changes in societies. They
indicate how state agencies and private mass media use crime for their
own personal gain (power, profit) and how society loses control of unlawful actions and gives in to “moral panic” or “mass hysteria” due to
certain drastic cases of crimes that were particularly widely publicized
by the media. In the last decade a great deal of media’s attention was
given to the cases of infanticide (“the mother of Madzia from Sosnowiec”) or pedophilia (Mariusz Trynkiewicz, priests), etc.

4.2. A subjectivistic approach
Crime is regularly listed as a social problem in surveys conducted in
different countries. Other problems come and go (e.g. public transport,
corruption, climate changes) but crime – with few exceptions – causes

50

Lucjan Miś: Social problems in the Visegrad Group countries

a stir and an impulse to counteract, to fight and to wage war against it.
Crime is an exceptionally broad term and it includes all violations of
law, violent ones and those without using force, against life, health or
dignity, with or without victims, etc. I am going to analyze the issue
of crime in the Visegrad Group at the most general level. A deeper
analysis (e.g. of crimes against life, health or consensual crimes) would
make it possible to discover a lot of surprising relationships. We may
use here an example of the influence of legislation on legal access to
some drugs (e.g. marihuana) to the scale of crime and opinions on it.
Punishing cyclists and tractor drivers for alcohol consumption may
also serve as a significant example. This type of policy of prosecuting perpetrators entailed a considerable increase in the crime rate and
penitentiary data.
The Eurobarometer surveys make it possible to identify the dynamics of the public in the European Union, including the Visegrad Group
countries.

4.2.1. Crime as a national problem
In 2004 28% of Polish respondents (namely every fourth Pole) declared
that unemployment was the most important social problem. In Hungary
and Slovakia this percentage was smaller (24%) while in the Czech
Republic it was much higher (46%). Among the V4 countries only
Czech respondents distinguished themselves as for the importance they
attached to the threat of crime. In this respect the situation remained
unchanged during the whole time of the research, that is to 2016.
In Poland the issue of crime was progressively marginalized in the
eyes of the public. From 2006 to 2016 Poles’ opinions on this subject
changed in comparison with the other V4 countries. Gradually people
in Poland stopped to consider crime a problem and in 2016 only 4% of
respondents mentioned it. It reflects a dramatic change of opinions and
how little attention is paid to this issue. In other countries this problem
also lost its significance, however not to such an extent and not at such
a rate.
Barkan (2012) described the phenomenon of exaggerating crime
by American mass media. It seems that in Poland there is also moral
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panic as far as crime is concerned, especially street crime. Unlike some
European countries, there is a kind of culture of extremes in Poland,
namely people are supposed to be astounded with tragic events (Nils
2004). Therefore, the result of the Eurobarometer survey is noteworthy, namely only 4% of respondents regarding crime as the most significant problem and a steady decrease in the percentage (from 28% to
4%) within the period of 12 years.
When we compare data from before 2004, we may notice that accession into the European Union resulted in a large decrease in the
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number of respondents regarding crime as a problem. It seems to be
a positive phenomenon and the case of Poland is interesting and requiring further study (the percentage of the surveyed people who considered crime a major problem decreased seven times). Respondents in
the other three Visegrad Group countries declared more or much more
frequently (the Czech Republic) that they were concerned about crime
in their countries.
4.2.2. Crime as an individual problem
A similar relation can be observed in the case of crime referred to as
a personal problem. Respondents answered questions narrowing the
issue to their own experiences and private problems. In accordance
with Barkan’s observations (2012) on social reactions to crime in
the USA, respondents in the V4 countries also less frequently regard
crime as a problem when they refer it to their personal experiences.
The number of indications decreased significantly, which is the most
evident in the case of the Czech Republic: in 2009 25% of respondents considered crime a national problem while only 4% of them –
a personal one (see Chart 3). During the whole period of the research
the percentage of Czechs identifying crime as a national problem was
several times higher (from two to five times higher) than as a personal
problem1.
In Poland the discrepancies were much smaller than in the Czech
Republic although we could also notice the principle of primacy of national problems over personal ones. The range of differences between
the countries was large (see Chart 4). It seems that Czech respondents
tended to see national problems as much exaggerated as far as the threat
of crime was concerned while Polish respondents underestimated them
(only 5% of the surveyed people mentioned the problem within the last
five years).
1

Crime might have been the most important problem for Czechs as they could
think that offenders came from ethnic minorities (mostly the Roma minority).
In order to verify this hypothesis, in-depth interviews should be conducted
with the respondents indicating that crime is an essential reason for concern.
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Generally, residents of the other V4 countries declared that crime
constituted a personal problem for them more frequently than Poles
throughout the period of the study (see Chart 5).

4.2.3. Crime as a problem of the EU
As can be seen, analyses of certain problems follow the same pattern,
namely a problem is considered first and foremost as a national problem, then as a problem of the EU and finally as a personal one. In
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other cases, the pattern is different – a problem in mainly regarded as
a personal one, not as a national or an EU-wide problem. We may assume that what people consider personal and private is of much greater
significance than what is regarded as national or belonging to a community (the EU). In other words, people tend to refer to something as
a problem if it personally affects them or residents of a town, a village, a housing estate or a district affected by unemployment, poverty
or crime. Research results show a different picture and different data
related to a phenomenon; social phenomena are first and foremost defined collectively: at the level of countries or the EU. The situation
with crime is similar. Polish respondents recognized crime as something difficult and requiring strict counteraction at the national level,
then at the level of the EU and finally at the individual level.
Chart 6 shows that Poles were more concerned about crime in the
European Union than about crime that they were directly threatened
with (twice more on average). The results prove a high level of safety
in the country and in their immediate environment. This also refers to
the EU as in comparison with the other V4 countries crime was less of
a problem for Poles; Czechs, Slovaks and Hungarians more frequently
regarded crime as a problem in the EU. It should be also noted that
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the period during which personal, national and the European Union
problems can be compared is relatively short – six years. The opinions
may change in the future. From the historical point of view of the first
years of the Visegrad Group countries in the European Union, we can
conclude that regarding crime as a problem was the most common in
the Czech Republic and the least common in Poland. Also, the feeling
of being threatened with crime was gradually reduced in Poland and it
reached surprisingly low levels in the years 2011 – 2016.
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Chart 7. Crime as the most important problem of the EU in Poland and the average
for the other three VG countries. Source: own elaboration
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4.3. An objectivistic approach
Characterizing crime by means of quantitative data is possible with
the use of numerous sources: the police, the Public Prosecutor’s Office, the courts, penitentiary units or victimology research. To illustrate
the scale and the dynamics of crime in the V4 countries I am going to
use the most general measures, disregarding many data interesting and
significant from the social point of view (e.g. homicide rates, economic
crime rates, women’s an juveniles’ involvement in crime or the numbers of final convictions and detainees).
Changes in the character of crime in Poland have a slightly different profile than unemployment. It is illustrated by Chart 8 below
which presents an overall number of crimes during the whole quarter
of a century after the change of the political system. In the case of unemployment, we dealt with three periods of growth and decline. The
level of crime increased and decreased twice: in the first period there
was an increase by 600.000 crimes (from 1990 to 2004), then there
was a decrease and another increase in the years 2008 – 2011. From
that year there was another fall in the number of crimes to the level of
810.000 so a level lower than in the first year of the system transformation. It is worth noting that the number of crimes correlates with the
number of final convictions. It is not a strong correlation, but it proves
the existence of a relationship between final convictions and the overall number of recorded crimes. For example, from 2008 to 2010 1.1
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Chart 8. An overall number of crimes in Poland that ended in court (the Central
Statistical Office data). Source: own elaboration
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million crimes were recorded and there were 425.000 final convictions
(Buczkowski, 2013:63).
Against the background of 25 years it will be easier to understand
the phenomenon of crime in the period of Poland’s membership in
the EU. Chart 9 presents a slow decline in the number of offences to
2008 and then a slow growth to 2011 and finally a stronger decline to
2015. There was a significant change in ascertained crimes but certainly it cannot be compared to a six-fold reduction of the number of
respondents indicating crime in that period (from 28% to 4%). In other
words, the direction and the intensity of changes were positive from
the viewpoint of an ordinary man and a subjective reception of being threatened with crime was extremely optimistic. Less than 5% of
the surveyed people believed that unlawful and punishable acts constituted problems. We may say that in the social perception crime was
a problem “under control” so the existing methods of fighting it (codes,
institutions, monitoring measures, etc.) were considered effective. The
public respected the police (around 70% of positive opinions, 17% of
negative ones) which was the most highly-regarded public institution
(Evaluation of Public Sector Enterprises, 2018).
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At the moment we do not have comparable multiannual data presenting crime in the Visegrad Group countries. The available data of
the World Bank on the number of cases before the courts of first instance include merely the years 2008 – 2014 and there are no data
from the Czech Republic from 2008 to 2010. Nevertheless, the available data prove an enormous difference between Poland and the other
V4 countries. In the years 2008 – 2014 in Poland the number of court
cases increased (not decreased) from 6046,93 per 100.000 inhabitants
to 6741,09. In the other countries the number of cases was much lower
and what is more, it declined (Chart 10).
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The overall number of cases brought before the courts increased.
It should be considered however that the structure of crimes changed;
for example, there were less particularly serious crimes. Moreover, in
Poland the decrease in their number was the most rapid. For example,
the number of homicides fell: a drop in the number of homicides in the
years 2008 – 2014, when 100 was taken as a basis in 2008, was very
large – 74 for the Czech Republic, 88 for Hungary, 62 for Poland and
Slovakia (see Chart 11).
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4.4. Concluding remarks
The analysis of data on crime in the Visegrad Group countries leads to
the following conclusions. Firstly, contrary to the image of this problem in tabloidized mass media, Poles seldom consider crime a problem. What is more, in the period of the last twelve years the number
of respondents who regard violating the law as a social issue declined
gradually. Secondly, taking into consideration the differences in the
sizes of the populations, there is a significant difference in the number
of crimes detected and brought before the courts of first instance between Poland and Hungary and Slovakia.
Finally, it is worth considering the social costs of crime as well as
of the penal and penitentiary systems. Drug addiction and alcoholism
prevention may serve as an example here. An amendment of the penal
code from 15th December 2000 (Article 178 – driving, and cycling,
under the influence of alcohol) resulted in an increase in the number of
sentences by 30% (Buczkowski, 2013:64). After thirteen years however, the Polish legislator changed the legal qualification of the act from
an offence to a misdemeanor (Gruszczyńska, 2015:14), which resulted
in a kind of amnesty and releasing eight thousand convicts from prison.
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In Polish studies on crime there are more and more positive changes. For example, the activity of a non-governmental organization Court
Watch or publications based on observations of trials and publications
on the functioning of the system of justice. It is a symptom of Europeanisation of the judiciary and an attempt to rebuild the social control
of judges. When examining American problems, Tadeusz Kowalak
(1996:131) paid attention to the fact that in analyses of the extent of
crime experts stressed the insufficient activity of law enforcement authorities (the police, the public prosecutor’s office, the Bar, the prison
system).
In Poland there are shortcomings as for the identification of categories and communities affected by penal policy and its disfunctions. In
2012 I stated that street crime was intensively prosecuted and punished
while corporate crime was extensively prosecuted and treated leniently
(Miś 2012). Procedures of prolonging trials, multiple stages of legal
proceedings (appeals, cassations, extraordinary complaints) as well as
the periods of prescription, are detrimental to citizens who expect a just
and prompt judgement. Attempts to reform the judiciary, made by the
ministers Jarosław Gowin and Zbigniew Ziobro were ineffective. The
first attempt was unsuccessful and the other one caused a conflict with
the European Commission and social concern as to the independence
of the judiciary.
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5.1. Introduction
Older generations (pre-war, war or “baby boom” generations) lived for
almost half a century in the system of planned economy (the nationalization of economy). Then they experienced the system transformation
and now they benefit from state pension or work in market economy
conditions. Middle generations experienced the economic system
transformation and the young ones know merely the system of market economy. Many societies of Central Europe have knowledge and
experiences concerning living in entirely different economic systems.
In the case of Poland the knowledge includes experiences of shortages
of consumer goods and full employment, waiting in lines to buy basic
goods and full social security, stability at the basic level of satisfying people’s needs and long waiting times to get a flat or a car, low
inflation and hyperinflation at the beginning of the 1990s. One may
claim that Polish society (as well as other Central European societies)
continuously learnt new forms of management and adapted to changes
resulting from external conditions (self-sufficiency in the international
economy of socialist states and then opening up to the world under
bilateral agreements with economically the most powerful countries in
the world, cooperation with the World Trade Organization, OECD or
the European Union).
Currently, the Visegrad Group countries act in the system of global
market economy, although their national forms vary due to differing
proportions of laissez-faire and socialization, regulation and deregulation, etc. Michał Szymański and Helena Tendera-Właszczuk used
Andre Sapir’s typology and classified the Visegrad Group countries
to three different models of social and economic policy. The Czech
Republic was included in the Nordic model and Slovakia and Hungary
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in the continental model. Due to the lowest economic efficiency and
a low level of social justice, Poland was included in the Mediterranean model. The basic criteria according to which countries are classified into particular categories are the employment level and poverty
(Michał Szymański, Tendera-Właszczuk, 2015).
According to another classification, based on taxonomic analyses,
the Czech Republic belongs to a model of socio-economic development that is completely different than that of Poland, Slovakia and
Hungary (Bąba, 2016). Hence, various studies indicate significant socio-economic differences between Poland and the Czech Republic and
similarities between Slovakia and Hungary.
One of the most important features of a market economy is volatility. Periods of economic growth alternate with periods of crisis. Joseph
Schumpeter popularized the idea of “creative self-destruction” that
constitutes a part of the system of capitalist economy and stimulates
development by new inventions and new companies that use innovations to put the old ones out of the competition. In other words, individuals and groups in the system of market economy have to face
competitive pressure from other companies and the possibility of worsening or improving their situation, unemployment or promotion, loss
of earnings or new income from other sources (e.g. principal and interest) resulting from new technical, organizational, social and economic
solutions. Well-known examples of such situations include changes to
the smart phone market (Nokia, Apple) or the car market (traditional
combustion-engine cars, diesel-powered vehicles, hybrid or electric
cars), etc.
From 2004 to 2017 the economic situation changed many times,
but particularly deep changes took place in the period from 2008 to
2012 which was sometimes referred to as “the great recession” triggered by a financial crisis (on the money market, the insurance market, the real estate market or on the stock exchange). Residents of the
Visegrad Group were affected by those changes and reacted to them,
both on practical and ideological levels (perception of the changes and
forming opinions on possible future, trust and hope for change or disappointment and anxiety).
The assessment of economy is something synthetic and general. It
includes respondents’ experiences (and their knowledge sometimes)
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in terms of employment and unemployment, inflation and deflation,
productivity and consumption, easy or difficult access to credits, etc.
For example, the unemployed give the most negative opinions on the
market economy system in Poland (Kowalczuk, 2014). Some of the
components of the general assessment were described in greater detail,
e.g. unemployment, inflation or taxes as they were particularly important for the public and therefore they constituted problems themselves.
That is why, I am going to limit myself here to presenting two issues,
namely the public’s attitude to the free market economy (a subjective
approach) and changes in the economic conditions from 2004 to 2017
(an objective approach).
The acceptance of the free market economy increased in Poland in
the first decade of the 20th century (Modzelewski, 2012). In 2009 the
shift from the centrally planned (state) economy model to the market economy model was accepted by 79% of Czechs, 71% of Poles,
66% of Slovaks and 46% of Hungarians) (Czechs’ Commitment…,
2010). 15% of Czechs and Poles, 24% of Slovaks and 42% of Hungarians held the opposite view (Czechs’ Commitment to Free Markets…,
2010). During CBOS (the Polish Public Opinion Centre) research respondents were asked whether the system of market economy, based
on private property, was the best economic solution for the country. In
2000 50% of the surveyed people replied positively, in 2009 – 59% and
in 2004 – 50%. In the final report from the research we can read: “It
should be stressed however that opinions on free market are currently
much better than those from the beginning and the middle of the last
decade” (Kowalczuk, 2014:7, trans. mine). On a proportional basis,
there are more supporters than opponents of the free market in Poland,
however, depending on a year, the advantage was significant (34% in
2009) or lower (14% in 2014).
In 2017 the majority of Poles claimed that the situation was good
and almost every third Pole that the situation was bad. A better assessment of the economic situation was expressed only in the Netherlands,
Germany and Sweden (out of 38 countries surveyed). Also, it is easy
to notice a close link between positive opinions on economy and good
production results and confidence in prosperity. Residents of Hungary, France and Italy were much more critical of their own economies
and the influence of the global economy. 98% of Greeks regarded the
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conditions of their economy as bad and 88% of them considered the
condition of the global economy a threat to their country (Pouchter,
Manevich, 2017).
Polish respondents’ opinions from the years 2016 and 2017 corresponded to economic indices. A general, synthetic indicator of the
economic situation showed two periods of a bad economic situation:
from 2008 to 2010 and from 2011 to 2015 (Koniunktura w przemyśle,
budownictwie, handlu i usługach…., 2018).
The economic situation in Poland in the years 2004 – 2017 changed
depending on a sector of industry. In industry sector there were three
periods of recession (from 1.5% to 2.5%): from 2004 to 2005, from
2009 to 2010 and from 2013 to 2014 and two periods of economic
growth: from 2007 to 2008 and from 2015 to 2017. The situation in
building industry was similar but in retail trade and services it was
slightly different (Wilkowicz, 2018: A8). Generally, within the period of thirteen years there were three periods of economic prosperity
and two periods of recession (Koniunktura w przemyśle, budownictwie, handlu i usługach…, 2018). Such fluctuations influenced people’s opinions regarding the economy, confidence in it and hopes for
the future.

5.2. A subjectivistic approach
5.2.1. Economic situation as a national problem.
Unemployment and inflation were problems that were more frequently
indicated as matters of concern and issues requiring action. Also, the
research results proved the existence of a general re-think of the condition of economy and attempts to assess whether it functioned properly.
The surveyed people decided whether economy as a whole constituted
a problem or not (whether it functioned efficiently and fairly). Poles
gave the best rating to the condition of their economy compared to the
other Visegrad Group countries. Respondents from Hungary, Slovakia
and the Czech Republic more often claimed that economy constituted
a problem. Chart 1 illustrates this and compares the percentages of
indications in Poland (columns) with the percentages of indications in
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the other three VG countries (the continuous line). Within the whole
period of the research Poles were more optimistic, especially in 2009
and in autumn 2011. In the period of the global finance and banking
crisis 37% of Polish respondents claimed that the economic situation
was poor in comparison with 53% of Slovaks, Czechs and Hungarians (in 2009) and 20% and 45% in 2010 respectively. Poles’ opinions on their economy were better than residents in the other Visegrad
Group countries. The greatest differences were between Poland and
Hungary (15%), then between Poland and Slovakia while the smallest
difference was between Poland and the Czech Republic (in 2015 and
2016 the surveyed Czechs assessed their economy slightly better than
Poles). It is impossible to determine whether such good opinions on
the economic situation from 2008 to 2012 resulted from government
propaganda or from true satisfaction with the economic condition of
Poland. It is worth mentioning that at that time the term “green island”
was very popular and political marketing was directed at stressing that
Poland managed to cope with the financial crisis better than the other
European Union countries.
In other words, Poles’ opinions were more optimistic than those of
their southern neighbors. The difference is worth emphasizing with respect to the issue of unemployment – Poles more frequently indicated
the lack of job opportunities in their country compared to the other
countries.
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Chart 1. Economic situation as the most important social problem in Poland and
the average for the other three VG countries. Source: own elaboration
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5.2.2. Economic situation as an individual problem
The research results proved that the economic situation from a personal
point of view looked much better than the situation of the whole country. In the case of Polish respondents the percentage differences between
classifying the economic situation as a personal or as a national problem
were large. They accounted for 25% in spring 2009 or 20% in autumn
2011 and the average difference was 11%. The average percentage of
indications that the economic situation constituted a personal problem
accounted for 12%, and that it was a national problem – 23%. This disproportion is significant and it confirms the rule that Polish respondents
more frequently identify particular phenomena as national than as individual problems (see Chart 2).
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Chart 2. Economic situation as the most important personal and national problem
in Poland in the years 2008 – 2016. Source: own elaboration

Comparing answers to the question concerning the economic situation as a personal problem gives us information that Poles considered
it better than Czechs, Slovaks and Hungarians. The differences were
particularly large in 2008 – 2009 and 2011 – 2012, namely the years
of the crisis that resulted from the collapse of the real estate and the
banking markets in the US and Western Europe. In 2012 the opinions
started to change in the other VG countries and became more similar to
the opinions held by Poles (7% in Poland and 9% in the other Visegrad
Group countries in autumn 2016) (see Chart 3).
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Chart 3. Economic situation as the most important personal problem in Poland
and the average for the other VG countries. Source: own elaboration

5.2.3. Economic situation as an EU problem
A similar downward trend can be observed with respect to opinions
on the economy of the whole European Union. The data have been
gathered since autumn 2010. In that period almost every second Pole
and 56% of the surveyed people in the other VG countries regarded the
economic situation of the European Union as poor. The gap continued
to exist until 2012 and then it started to diminish. In 2016 negative
opinions on the EU economic situation were expressed three times less
often than in the years after the crisis (see Chart 4).
In this context, it is useful to draw attention to the recurrent pattern
of assessing the condition of the EU economy more critically than the
economic situation from a personal point of view. Respondents more
often indicated collective problems than their own ones. We could
notice parallel changes in the same direction, namely a decrease in
the number of negative opinions from national problems, through the
EU problems to personal ones. Individual opinions on the economy
changed gradually and slowly while those on the EU economic problems – rapidly, both upwards and downwards (see Chart 5). Over 50%
of the surveyed people were concerned about the EU economic situation in 2011 and 2014 while opinions on the negative condition of the
national economy were expressed by one in four Poles. In the whole
decade the changes were considerable and were a sign of a more and
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Chart 4. Economic situation as the most important EU problem in Poland and the
average for the other three countries. Source: own elaboration

more positive assessment of the Polish economy both from a collective
and from a personal point of view.
In order to assess properly and fully the economic situation of respondents, one should take into account answers to questions that were
added to the questionnaire five and two years ago respectively. Apart
from the economic situation of the country, we also get information on
the living conditions and economic situation of households.
The financial situation of households was best-evaluated in Po60%
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Chart 5. Economy as the most important personal, national and EU problem in
Poland in the years 2008 – 2016. Source: own elaboration
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Chart 6. Economic situation of households as the most important social problem
in Poland and the average for the other three VG countries. Source: own elaboration

land as on average only 18% of Polish respondents indicated that it
was a problem for them in comparison with 26% of Hungarians, 24%
of Slovaks and 22% of Czechs. This good assessment of households
evolved and we may notice convergence of opinions in all the Visegrad
Group countries (see Chart 6).
A completely different picture emerges from the assessment of living conditions: almost twice more often Polish respondents indicated
that they constituted a problem (17%) compared to Czechs or Slovaks (9 and 8%). One should bear in mind however that data regarding living conditions come merely from two years – 2015 and 2016.
Interestingly, the percentages of opinions on the problems of Polish
households (mostly families) and on the problems of individual people
were similar (17% and 18%). Poles less often indicated problems with
household finances but they complained about living conditions more
frequently than their southern neighbors.
Having regard to answers to different questions about economic
and financial problems of Polish respondents and their households, we
may notice an optimistic individual assessment, better than that of the
country, as well as a similar percentage of respondents (less than one
in five) who indicate the existence of financial problems of their households and their living conditions. What is more, it is possible to notice
convergence of opinions among the VG countries with respect to these
issues in the years 2015 – 2016.
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Chart 7. Living conditions as the most important social problem in Poland and the
average for the other three VG countries. Source: own elaboration

5.3. An objectivistic approach
In national political debates the issue of Poland’s economic backwardness is often brought up. Politicians and politically and ideologically involved economists – of almost all political options – make
statements, formulate demands or develop visions to attain the quality
of life and average earnings of Western Europe or at least to reduce the
gap between Poland and the countries of the so-called “old EU”. However, it is rarely the case that these politicians and economists draw
the public’s attention to social and development differences between
Poland and its closest neighbors, namely the Visegrad Group countries.
Such benchmarks seem much more realistic and reasonable than comparing with countries with much greater economic and financial power
such as Germany or France.
For this reason, it is worth mentioning that in the year of Poland’s accession to the EU, Polish GDP (16606) was much lower than Hungarian (21328) or Czech GDP (24210) while Slovakian GDP was larger
by over 2500 $ PPP per capita. After eleven years of Poland’s membership an average Pole generated GDP larger by half a thousand than an
average Hungarian, the gap between Poland and Slovakia increased,
the distance to the Czech Republic was slightly reduced, although the
difference was still at the level of 5000 $ PPP. Generally, the Polish
economy performed significantly better than the other V4 countries but
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it remained, at most, at the medium level. A positive feature is that the
Polish economy developed in a sustainable manner, without significant
declines. The other three countries experienced such a decline in 2008.
Their GDP fell significantly from 1000 to 2000 $ PPP.
From 2004 to 2005 GDP per capita in Poland went up by more than
9000 $ PPP and it was the fastest growth among the VG countries. It
allowed however to surpass only Hungary (by around 500 $ PPP per
capita). The Czech Republic and Slovakia still had an advantage over
Poland (5000 and 3500 $ PPP per capita respectively). In that period
Poland was relatively resistant to global changes because the country
recorded economic growth, not recession or stagnation because of the
banking and the real estate crisis in the United States and the European
Union (probably due to remaining outside the Euro zone and regulation of the banking system).
Chart 8 presents the reduction of differences in productivity and
GDP among the Visegrad Group countries. The highest increase was
recorded in Poland and the lowest in the Czech Republic.
Economists drew conclusions from the comparison of socio-economic development rates and indicated convergence of the VG countries development and the so-called “old EU” development (UE – 15).
Bąba noticed that “the largest reduction of the gap occurred in the case
of Poland. In 2004 Poland was ranked at the 3rd place in the ranking of
the size of the gap and in 2013 – at the 8th place (Bąba, 2016:90, trans.
mine). However, the pace of progress towards attaining the level of
socio-economic development of Central and Western European countries is so slow that it will be achieved over the course of two or three
generations. Nevertheless, in the first decade of their membership to
the EU, Poland and Slovakia diminished the distance between them
and the economically strongest countries in Europe.
Tomasz Tylec also interpreted economic changes in the countries
of the Visegrad Group and called them “relatively weak processes of
convergence” with the countries of the “old EU” (Tylec, 2017:44).
He claims that true convergence concerns merely the most important,
metropolitan areas and it takes place at the expense of most regions,
beyond their impact. “The process of reducing the development gap
is accompanied by increasing regional differentiation observed in the
form of a negative deviation from the national average in the major-
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ity of regions in the Visegrad Group (Tylec, 2017:44, trans. mine). In
other words, Bratislava, Budapest, Prague or Warsaw came closer to
the average economic level of the European Union while peripheries
and semi-peripheries fell behind to an even greater extent.
The relative convergence can be seen in Chart 8 which shows the
reduction of differences in productivity and GDP among the VG countries. The strongest increase was registered in Poland and the smallest
– in the Czech Republic.
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Chart 8. Gross Net Income (GNI) per capita measured in purchasing power parities (PPP$). Source: own elaboration based on the World Bank data: https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GNP.PCAP.PP.CD?end=2016&locations=CZ-HU-SK-PL&start=2004

It is difficult to say whether this tendency will continue in the future
or it was merely a transitional period related to the accession, a sort
of “accession pension”. Poland’s economic growth resulted to a large
extent from making use of the EU funds. Poland benefited from them
to the greatest extent compared to the other countries of the Visegrad
Group.
Ministry of Investment and Economic Development claimed that
“Funds transferred to Poland by the European Commission till the
end of 2016 represent one third of the entire amount transferred to the
member states. Poland is a leader among the Visegrad Group countries
in terms of using the EU funds” (Fundusze UE 2014-2020 – znaczne
przyspieszenie realizacji programów operacyjnych).
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If we consider the total value of transferred financial means, the
situation in the previous years was similar. Quite fortunately, due to
its economic backwardness, Poland became the largest beneficiary of
the EU funds among the countries of Central Europe. For example,
funds received from the European Commission by Poland amounted
to 2.846.000.000 Euro, by Hungary 539.000.000 Euro, by Slovakia
409.000.000 Euro and by the Czech Republic – 182.000.000 Euro.
In the first period of its enlargement (2004 – 2010) the European
Union transferred over 45.000.000.000 Euro to the countries of the
Visegrad Group. The money represented 80% of funds for new members of the EU. “Among the four V4 countries, Poland was the main
beneficiary of the EU financial support (52.26%), then Hungary, the
Czech Republic and Slovakia, the difference however resulted from
different sizes of the countries” (Ocena korzyści uzyskiwanych przez
państwa UE-15 w wyniku realizacji polityki spójności w krajach
Grupy Wyszehradzkiej. Raport końcowy 2011, trans. mine). If we consider populations and purchasing power parity (PPP), it turns out that
the EU support for the VG countries was more comparable, with the
noticeable predominance of Hungary. It should be also emphasized
that the support includes funds from the EU budget, which means
that its intensity depended not only on the allocation of funds but also
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on the implementation of operational programmes in particular countries1.
In the Institute for Structural Research report we can read as follows: “Among the Visegrad Group countries the largest net benefits
(regarded as current objectives, without reference to the population
of purchasing power parity – PPP) were granted to Hungary and Poland (where the EU support was 1.49% and 1.43% GDP). To a slightly
lesser extent, Slovakia benefited from the support (1%) and to the least
extent – the Czech Republic (0.64%)” (Ocena korzyści uzyskiwanych
przez państwa UE-15 w wyniku realizacji polityki spójności w krajach
Grupy Wyszehradzkiej. Raport końcowy, 2011, trans. mine).
Considering the allocation of cohesion funds from the European
Union to the Visegrad Group and the outflow of profits, we may observe a significant increase in GDP per capita in Central Europe from
2004 to 2016. Economic growth and adaptation to the economic integration with the EU were achieved and the economic situation of the
VG as a whole improved during the whole period after the accession.
It happened despite the global financial crisis and the outflow of funds
related to transferring gains and property revenues on the territory of
the Visegrad Group.
In other words, Poland’s economic growth was substantially supported by the European Union, the outflow of income from capital gains was
relatively small. Generally, Poland was very effective in its use of the favorable economic situation in Europe and in the world. The gap between
Poland and the most developed countries did not widen and compared to
Hungary the gap was not only reduced but also the economic growth was
larger in the last six years (2010 – 2015).

1

Not everyone agreed that the transfers from the EU to Poland were significant.
Some experts claimed that for the full picture one should consider transfers
of income and property gains in the reverse direction, namely from the VG
countries to the richer countries of the EU. Thomas Piketty published his calculations which indicated that in the years 2010 – 2016 a yearly outflow of
gains and income compared to transfers from the EU accounted for 4.7% in
the case of Poland, 7.2% for Hungary, 7.6% for the Czech Republic and 4.2%
for Slovakia (piketty.blog.lemonde.fr, 16 janvier 2018).
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6.1. Introduction
A historian Tony Judt claimed that Eastern European countries experienced inflation in a specific way and were afraid of it. He described
political debates on social problems in the post-war years as moralistic. “Unemployment (the biggest issue in the UK, the US or Belgium;
inflation (the greatest fear in central Europe, where it had ravaged private savings for decades); and agricultural prices so low (in Italy and
France) that peasants were driven off land and into extremist parties
out of despair: these were not just economic issues, they were regarded
by everyone from priests to secular intellectuals as tests of the ethical
coherence of the community” (Judt 2011: 53-54).
Inflation is an economic phenomenon but – as we are going to see
later – a clear majority of the public is afraid of price increases, especially sudden and sharp ones, and wants to have control over them.
In the first years of the system transformation a kind of “explosion”
occurred, namely there was a sudden and steep rise in prices. In 1989
the increase was 251%, in 1990 - 586% and then inflation gradually
declined: in 1991 it amounted to 70% and in 1992 – 43%. In the years
2015 – 2016 there was a period of deflation in the economy and a general decline in the prices of goods and services by about 1 – 2%.
Jonathon Mote defines inflation as: “a persistent increase in the average price level of goods, commodities and services (…) the inflation
rate finds common expression using the consumer price index (CPI),
a time-series measure of a weighted average of prices of a specified set
of goods and services” (Mote 2008 vol.1: 494). After the Second World
War in the United States inflation was low, at 1 – 4%. The only exception was the 1970s when inflation amounted to 7% (with the highest
level in 1974 – over 11%).
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Researchers dealing with inflation claim that it influences the redistribution of income in a disproportionate way. People with fixed
income (e.g. employees who are paid from the state budget) and the
poorer sections of the population are disadvantaged because of inflation as their purchasing power decreases. Historically, periods of sharp
rises in the prices of basic food were often periods of political extremism, social movements, riots, street fighting, revolts of the poor, etc.
Venezuela and Zimbabwe may serve as modern examples here.
The years 2008 – 2009 were a period of a financial and insurance
crisis in the United States but also in many other countries in the world.
At that time a policy of printing money was introduced, called quantitative easing (of money on the market). This form of regulating inflation by governments became more popular than the old mechanism of
increasing prices because of employees’ claims (Mote 2008:495).

6.2. A subjectivistic approach
6.2.1. Inflation as a national problem
Unemployment, the overall economic situation and price increases are
the most common problems according to the inhabitants of the Visegrad Group. Respondents gave priority to living conditions and economic issues, related to maintaining oneself and one’s family in the existing system of production and consumption. Among other problems
indicated there were issues of crime, housing conditions, education or
public transport. Self-identity threat, national issues or changes in morality turned out to be irrelevant in the study.
In the years 2004 – 2016 more than a quarter (27%) of Polish respondents regarded an increase in prices as a social problem. There
were years however that the percentage was much higher (over 47% in
2011) or lower (9% in 2005). It is interesting that respondents seemed
not to notice a period of very low inflation and deflation (2015 and
2016). One Pole in five still pointed to “an increase in prices/inflation/
costs of living” as an answer to a question about the most important
issues that the country was facing (see Chart 1).
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Chart 1. Inflation as the most important national problem in the VG countries.
Source: own elaboration

In the other VG countries concerns about inflation increased significantly in 2008. The main explanation of this increase were preparations for the adoption of the euro in Slovakia. It is worth noting that
the preparations were long-lasting and well-organized. A multi-month
information campaign was run which involved ensuring a permanent
exchange rate of the Slovak koruna to the euro. The adoption of the
new currency took place without significant price increases and Slovaks did not experience negative effects of the euro adoption as it had
been earlier the case with Germany, the Netherlands or Italy.
In the whole period of the study from 25 to 30% of respondents
from the VG countries indicated that inflation could become dangerous for the national economy and the differences between countries
were not large. A stable currency, savings and a possibility of financial
planning turned out to be important for the residents of Central Europe.
They reacted vigilantly to information campaigns and various public
debates on the possibility of the euro adoption by the three countries
and declarations of keeping the national currency in the future. Even
in the periods of low inflation (or deflation) the question of prices of
goods and services was significant for one in four residents of the
Visegrad Group.
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6.2.2. Inflation as an individual problem and as a problem
of the European Union
From a personal point of view, inflation and changes in the costs of living were mentioned much more frequently than inflation as a national
problem. In the years 2011 – 2013 more than a half and sometimes
even two-thirds of the surveyed people pointed to inflation as the key
social problem from their point of view (Chart 2). In the years 2015
– 2016 there was a decrease in the number of indications but always
from one fourth to one third of the surveyed people agreed on the significance of this issue. Polish respondents did not differ from Czechs
and Hungarians as during the whole period of the study (2004 – 2016)
27% of respondents (on average) from the three countries indicated the
issue of inflation (Slovaks 29%).
Answers to the question about prices increases and the costs of living are different from those about unemployment or the economic situation. Polish respondents much more frequently claimed that inflation
constituted a personal problem for them, less frequently that it was
a national problem and much more seldom that inflation was a problem
of the European Union. During the period of high interest in this issue,
namely the years 2011 – 2012, more than 60% of Poles regarded it as
something important for them, over 40% – for the country and finally
over 20% – for the European Union (Chart 2).
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6.3. An objectivistic approach
Inflation in the period in question was at a low or at a very low level.
Poland experienced hyperinflation twice in the 20th century. The reforms by Władysław Grabski and Leszek Balcerowicz in the Second
and the Third Republic of Poland made it possible to fight hyperinflation and to implement an effective monetary policy. The reform by
Balcerowicz enabled to control the sharp increase in prices in 1989
and 1990. In 2000 for the last time there was a double-digit inflation
rate (10,1%) and in the following years it gradually declined. 2004 was
a beginning of a period when the price level index was negative, which
meant deflation that lasted in Poland for 28 months. Chart 3 presents
how prices in Poland changed: there were years when the inflation rate
was higher than the official inflation target defined by the Monetary
Policy Council (2.5% on a yearly average, with a tolerance of +/- 1%).
In 2004, 2008 and 2011 the rate was 4% and more. The increased inflation was felt by respondents. Both in 2008 and in 2011 considerably
more people stressed price increases and higher costs of living (35%
and 47% respectively). In the years 2012 – 2015 when inflation was
reduced, people less frequently mentioned such problems. It is worth
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noting however that in the years when the Consumer Price Index was
zero or it was negative (2013 – 2016), so in the period of deflation, one
in five Poles still declared that price increases and higher costs of living
were problems for the country.
Answers about inflation and higher costs of living as the most
significant personal problems prove that the surveyed people regard
these problems to a greater extent as their own ones than as problems
of the country. In the years 2011 – 2013 around 60% of Polish respondents recognized these problems as the most important. Changes
between the answers and the inflation rate were striking. There was
a clear correlation between increases in inflation and referring to it as
the most important problem. In the periods of deflation over 30% of
the surveyed people regarded price increases as a problem, however
their number was halved in comparison with the period when inflation
was higher than the Central Bank had expected (it amounted to 3.5%).
To sum up, an increase in prices turned out to be a more personal issue than the other discussed matters (unemployment, the overall
economic situation). Respondents reacted vigilantly to changes in the
prices of goods and services; for most of them, when the inflation rate
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elaboration based on OECD data

was above the inflation target, an increase in the costs of living was
of key importance. However, only one in three Poles paid attention
to the phenomenon of deflation in the economy. Although we cannot
claim that there is a close correlation between answers in the survey
and the inflation rate, there is a certain interdependence between them.
An increase in inflation coexisted with a larger number of indications
that inflation constituted a problem and vice versa. Shifts towards deflation entailed less frequent mentions of it by respondents (Chart 4).
Respondents were sensitive to price increases as they considered them
personal problems, not national, contrary to other issues which were
first and foremost regarded as problems of the country.
It is understandable that there was an increase in the number of
Slovaks who were concerned about higher prices (from 20% in 2007
to 46% in 2009) after the introduction of the euro in 2009 (inflation
increased by 1.8% during one year). What is less understandable however is a high level of responses (30%) that inflation was a personal
problem in a situation of an over two-year period of deflation in Poland
(the longest deflation period compared to the other VG countries).
From 2014 to 2017 the Czech Republic and Poland were characterized by the lowest levels of inflation (2.1% on average) while Hungary
– by the highest level (3.6%). Hungary was well-known for an unorthodox economic policy, Poland on the other hand observed the recom-
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mendations for monetary policy and kept inflation low (see Chart 5).
There were years when inflation grew (8% in 2007 in Hungary or 6.4%
in 2008 in the Czech Republic), however, the economic policy of the
VG countries proved effective in maintaining the prices of goods and
services at a low level over a longer-term perspective.
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7. Health care and social security

7.1. Introduction
Health is one of the most important values. Poles put health first or
second among such values as family or work. According to CBOS (the
Centre for Public Opinion Research) health occupies a stable and high
position among basic values in everyday life for the clear majority of
Poles (Boguszewski 2012). Poor health, diseases, care for the physically and mentally ill are of major concern to society, hence, the presence of health care and the health care system in numerous studies on
social problems.
In the period of state socialism the health care system included all
the citizens of the country. Nowadays, we may notice various changes going in different directions and at different paces. Recently, there
has been a shift from health care to individual care for one’s health or
a shift from the health care system to medical services. At the moment
there is ongoing work on extending the State’s responsibility and reinstating – in part – the old model. For years there have been disputes
on the privatization of public health care or its renationalization, on the
responsibility of an individual or a community for health issues and on
payments for medical treatments.
Moreover, health care and disease prevention are related to other
problematic issues. Abortion, contraception, euthanasia, infant mortality, disability, mental diseases and disorders, palliative care or chronic
diseases may serve as examples here. Apart from medical and nursing
standards there are also issues related to financing medical procedures
and the costs of maintaining the whole system. Sometimes certain
problems gain such autonomy that they become separate problems, as
it is the case with abortion, euthanasia, palliative care, contraception
or in vitro insemination. We can observe long disputes, divisions into
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camps of opponents and supporters of the right to life and the right to
choose, of natural reproduction or reproduction with the use of available modern technologies and sometimes even clashes between groups
of protestors, violence, threats or/and murders of ideological and religious opponents. It also happens sometimes that the whole health care
system constitutes a problem, its performance, the quality of services
and its maintenance costs.
The general system of health care was an episode in the history
of mankind. It was closely related to the development of the welfare
state and exposed to the risk of liquidation as a result of the victory
of neo-liberalism. In modern Poland we may observe certain attempts
to transform the old state model of universal and free health care into
a model of private medical care. Poland’s accession to the European
Union stopped the attempts of a part of the medical community aiming
at devolving responsibility for their health to patients and at privatizing
the health care system. It took place when the European social model
was accepted which provides access to medical services also for poor
people who live far from main medical centers.
The access to health services is a key to understanding this issue
because the economic status, membership of a certain social class or
employment enable (or not) to benefit from health care services. Caffrey (2008:430) claims with regard to American studies that the poor
receive medical help mostly in hospital emergency wards, not in doctor’s offices or in surgeries (23% of the poor used an emergency ward
in comparison with 5% of the better off citizens). The poor less frequently used preventive and dental services, bought prescribed medicines or took part in screening programs. Four people in ten who did
not have any medical insurance suffered from chronic diseases, such
as cancer, heart diseases or diabetes. A significant number of patients
withdrew medical treatment as the costs of medical services were too
high for them (Caffrey, 2008). Moreover, an important factor of limited access to health care is the location of medical facilities and the
possibility of accessing them easily. Anderson’s research (2017:273)
proved that there were differences in the spatial distribution of treatment centers as well as lack of or limited access of minority groups
(racial and ethnic ones) to healthcare institutions. Spatial segregation
of such groups resulted in their poorer access to health care. The data
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come from the period before a health service reform was implemented
by President Barack Obama.
The history of the so-called “Obamacare” during the rule of the
first Afro-American president of the United States and the attempts
to invalidate it in the first year of Donald Trump’s presidency serve
as a good example of recognizing a social problem, implementing solutions, attempting to redefine the problem, withdrawing from some
prosocial solutions and introducing a new, more free-market, model
of health insurances. A fierce struggle to implement the law continued both in the legislative bodies and in mass media as well as in the
streets. The history of “Obamacare” shows an attempt to broaden access to health care for people in one of the wealthiest countries in the
world. The USA was a country where health care expenditures grew
“(…) at an alarmin rate. (…) from 7.2 percent to 16.2 percent in 2005.
(…) health expenditures are growing at a faster rate than is the overall
economy” (Caffrey 2008, 431). At that time almost 45.000.000 Americans had no health insurance and almost half of them did not have
access to normal (not related to emergency departments) health care
(Caffrey, 2008:431).
Polish society is facing similar dilemmas: defining the rights to benefit from the public health care system as well as privatizing healthcare
services. Above all, the costs of maintaining the system are continually increasing as well as the budget expenditures on health care. Also,
there are social categories without health insurance and introducing
civil-law agreements or contracts for work on a large scale (“junk contracts”) resulted in a situation in which this group became even larger.
Access to medical centers, especially the highly-specialized ones, is
varied. There is a huge difference between using medical services in
big cities and in small towns or villages.
Such divisions and disparities influenced a long-term crisis in
Polish health care, which resulted in continuous protests of medical staff, corruption, secret privatization or commercialization of
services by various foundations that operate at hospitals or finally
waiting a long time for an appointment. Since Poland entered the
European Union, there have been no more suggestions from the
medical community that access to health care should be limited (an
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objection against a European postulate “Health for all”1). However,
almost each Minister of Health attempted to reform the system and
the post-election changes were designed to liquidate the National
Health Fund (NFZ) and to reintroduce the State control over hospital
treatment.
It concerns health care reforms or their attempts by Zbigniew Religa, Bartosz Arłukowicz, Ewa Kopacz or Konstanty Radziwiłł. The
last one aimed at restoring access to health care to people excluded
from the system due to a lack insurance. All the reforms encountered
problems such as the costs of maintaining the system and ensuring the
higher budget allocation for health care.
In modern societies there is a direct link between the access to
medical services and the costs of the system. The costs are higher and
higher due to maintaining and developing hospital facilities, constant
progress of medical technologies, population ageing, the cost of medicines and lifestyle (Caffrey, 2008:432).

7.2. A subjectivistic approach
7.2.1. Health and social security as a national problem.
Health and social security (in later years) were significant problems
for the surveyed Poles. There were years when almost half of respondents indicated health as the most important problem that the country
was facing. In most years Poles stressed health care and social security much more frequently than residents of the other Visegrad Group
countries (the average for Poland was 30%, for the Czech Republic
– 22% and in Hungary and Slovakia – 24%). Polish respondents declared more often that securing the health of the population (and in
some years also their social needs) is the most significant issue for the
country. We can easily notice a decreasing tendency, that is a gradual
reduction of the number of people pointing to this problem. There was
1

An opinion expressed in a letter by Deputy Minister of Health Rafał Niżankowski to a member of the European Commission that resulted in his removing
from office.
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Chart 1. Health care and social security as the most important social problems in
the VG countries. Source: own elaboration

also convergence of opinions, namely reducing differences between
Poland and the other countries, which started in 2011. From 2012 to
2014 there was large cross-sectional compliance but later the opinions
started to differ, especially between the Czech Republic and Hungary.

7.2.2. Health and social security as a personal problem
The authors of the study recognized at a certain point that there might
be a difference between the health of the population and the health of
individuals. Thus, in autumn 2008 they introduced a question whether their own health constituted a problem for the surveyed people. It
turned out that there were differences in the assessment of public and
individual health: in Poland the differences changed in particular years;
sometimes public health represented a more important problem (spring
2010 or autumn 2016) and sometimes it was individual health (spring
2012 or autumn 2014). It seems however that the opinions on public
and individual health are strongly correlated and alternant. Similarly,
in Hungary, Slovakia and the Czech Republic respondents also more
frequently pointed to health as an individual problem.
There is a stronger correlation between the opinions of Poles and
inhabitants of the other Visegrad Group countries as for respondents’
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assessment of their own health. Relatively small differences and then
more and more similar answers were noted from 2012 to 2016, as well
as strong convergence of opinions. It should also be stressed that in the
first years of the study (2008 – 2011) Polish respondents indicated the
issue much more often than the others.
Later the severity of the problem was reduced both at the national
and the individual levels and so it was with the differences between
the countries. Only in the Czech Republic people pointed to health as
a national problem, not a personal one. The other respondents changed
their views as to whether public or individual health care were more
problematic.
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7.3. An objectivistic approach
Doctor George Newman was the first researcher who proved the existence of a relationship between affiliation to a given social class and
public health. In his work “Infant Mortality: A Social Problem” from
1906 he described a correlation between infant mortality and a social
environment, particularly mothers’ living conditions (hygiene, education, activities) (Galley, 2006). For over 100 years studies on public
health, disease prevention and health-promoting habits have given
good results as they have contributed to unprecedented life expectancy
and the eradication of many diseases in developed countries.
During a short period of twelve years life expectancy (for the overall population upon birth) increased by 3 years in Poland (almost 78
for both sexes in 2014). A similar increase was observed in the other
Visegrad Group countries, out of which the Czech Republic came
to the fore (79 years). In Hungary and Slovakia life expectancy was
slightly lower: almost 76 and 77 years (respectively). As far life expectancy is concerned, the first twelve years in the European Union were
very beneficial for the populations. It should be recalled however that
this increased has been observed since 1989, that is during the whole
period of the system transformation.
As one would logically expect, extending human lifespan entails
a substantial increase in health care expenditures. In 2015 health care
costs were higher by 0.5-1 percentage points than in 2014 in all the
EU countries and reached or exceeded the level of 7% of the value of
the gross domestic product, except for Poland. Poland was the only
country that during the whole period did not reach this level, remaining
within the range of 5.8% (2005) – 6.6% (2009) of GDP. Poland spent
the least and the Czech Republic the most money on health care while
the positions of Hungary and Slovakia were somewhere in between.
There are various measures of public health (infant mortality, cancer incidence rates, a level of vaccination coverage, etc.) which make
it possible for us to explain particular problematic phenomena and
processes (e.g. increased incidence of communicable diseases among
children or cancer mortality). Due to the importance of sickness and
hospital treatment insurance, let us have a look at data on the scope
of protection of Central European societies. Similarly as in the case of
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general health care expenditures, Poland is a country with the lowest
level of health insurances, both public and private ones. Since 2012 the
percentage of people insured against sickness has amounted to 91% in
Poland, around 95% in Hungary and Slovakia and 100% in the Czech
Republic. Thus, the largest group of uninsured people was recorded in
Poland while the Czech Republic chose a model of providing all citizens with insurance in the event of danger to health or life.
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8.1. Introduction
A traditional layout of social problems includes issues concerning significant (as for their status, symbolical meaning or number) populations that experience shortages, e.g. unemployment, homelessness or
discrimination, e.g. ethnic minorities. Tax rates, tax reliefs and exemptions from tax do not fit the traditional model of thinking about social
problems. Taxes used to be a matter of politicians and economists in
the last ten years, however recently they have started to involve common people who form their opinions on this subject and start to make
public statements concerning it. In political discourse taxes have been
present for a long time. In Europe there was a period of political stability and consensus on a progressive system of taxation, however this
system started to be destroyed by supporters of libertarianism and laissez faire. This led to the reduction of taxes in the majority of European
countries and the restriction of the progressive taxation scheme.
In Poland a struggle to lower the tax thresholds started after the
introduction of taxes (VAT, PIT, CIT) at the beginning of the 1990s.
It was not until the end of the Civic Platform’s governance that a political switch took place, namely a debate on an increase in tax-free
income. The greatest credit for this is due to Irena Lipowicz who was
the Ombudsman at that time. This issue became an element of political
discourse in the period of the presidential campaign of 2015. Andrzej
Duda and the Law and Justice (PiS) in their election programmes included the issue of increasing tax-free income. The Supreme Court
also expressed its opinion on the matter.
Undoubtedly, election campaigns contributed to the popularization
of the issue of taxes among the surveyed people. It is worth noting that
some political parties included the introduction of a flat tax to their
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programmes or lowering the tax thresholds, particularly for company
owners. The fact that such issues as poverty or unemployment became
parts of political discourse resulted from the involvement of left-wing
political parties, progressive social forces and some Marx-inspired researchers. Taxes however became a weapon of conservative parties as
well as parties and researchers with more liberal views. They opt to
abolish the current system of taxation (progressive) and introduce one
or a few taxes that would be equal for all (e.g. 13, 15 or 17% of PIT).
Supporters of the progressive tax system and political Marxists indicate the Scandinavian countries which have a relatively equal distribution of wealth because of appropriate resources allocation from
the top to the bottom. The United States introduced a different model
where the wealthiest quintile possessed 8% of the wealth while the
poorest quintile was indebted (Adler 2008:1020). Experts on the issues noticed also that economic inequalities increase during periods
of economic growth. In the USA during the last several decades taxes
were reduced for the poorest and for the wealthiest. Despite of it, the
gap between them grew wider.
Reducing taxes in the USA for almost 35 years has improved substantially the financial situation of the rich but it has not improved (or
it has even worsened – it has resulted in debts) the situation of the
poor who “must meet their basic expenses of housing, food, clothing,
and transportation from a much smaller after-tax (or discretionary) income” (Kilty 2015: 47).
The majority of American and Western European societies claim
that economic disparities are justified and adequate. The rules of distributive justice and the principle of individualism shape the sense of
legitimacy of the existing inequalities and blaming the poor for their
poverty (Adler, 2008:2021).
Kilty refers to the role of taxes as follows: “Tax policy, then, has
great potential for distributive purposes. While the principle of distributive justice is that we should reduce inequality, the policy question
we face is whether we will reduce inequality or increase it. As it now
stands, U.S. tax policy benefits those at the top while hurting those at
the bottom. (…) Taxing those at the top in a more equitable way would
provide resources that could be used to help those at the bottom” (Kilty
2015:48).
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American sociologists of social problems unanimously claim that
tax policy and various reforms of the taxation system in the USA since
the 1980s has been exceptionally generous for the rich and adverse
to the poor (Kilty, 2015; Barkan, 2012, Alessio, 2011; Adler, 2008,
Coleman, Kerbo, 2002). Barkan concludes: “Relative to its national
wealth, the United States is the lowest-taxed industrial democracy in
the world” (Barkan 2012: 321).
Sociologists frequently refer to the so-called St. Matthew law,
namely that the wealthy will be given even more while the poor will
become poorer (Barkan 2012:321). In Poland the western way of
thinking about justified economic (income) inequalities was never
fully accepted. A neoliberal postulate of reducing all taxes or introducing a flat tax are mostly present in mass media. Slogans about tax
reductions and taxpayers’ profits sound very attractive. Similarly to an
argument that citizens are going to make better use of money which
is left to them instead of giving it to the tax office. However, it is not
known to what extent the wealthiest and the poorest people would
benefit from such solutions, particularly in the long term, and whether
such a system would increase the existing income and economic inequalities.
Slogans about the introduction of new taxes or tax rises are presented in mainstream mass media in a negative way, critically or ironically. They are often accompanied by arguments that raising taxes is
impracticable or that the authorities (the government, ministers) increasing taxes are morally suspicious and should be changed. Political
parties in favor of high taxation and the traditional progressive system
following the example of Western countries (e.g. Razem – Together
Party) are outside the Parliament and are not supported by trade unions
or the public.

8.2. A subjectivistic approach
Taxes were not of great interest to Poles: only about 5 – 6% of respondents regarded taxes as the most significant problem. However, in the
years 2013 – 2016 more and more respondents recognized the problem and the indications were more frequent than in the other Visegrad
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Chart 1. Taxes as the most important social problem in the VG countries. Source:
own elaboration

Group countries. The public gradually changed their opinion as to the
significance of taxes for proper functioning of Polish society. This was
the case with regard to taxes as a national problem (see Chart 1).
Taxes were more frequently considered a personal problem than
a national one. However, a study conducted in autumn 2016 showed
that respondents regarded taxes as a national problem to a greater extent (11%) than as an individual problem (8%) (see Chart 2). When
we juxtapose the results concerning the country, individuals and the
European Union we can conclude that people in Poland regarded taxes
as a problem of the EU to a limited extent. They were mostly interested
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Chart 2. Taxes as the most important social problem in Poland and the average of
the other three VG countries. Source: own elaboration based on Eurostat data.
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in this issue from the point of view of a taxpayer who gives some of
their money to the State.
Differences between the Visegrad Group countries were not substantial and they changed over time. It seems that a general tendency is
to raise awareness of people as to the importance of taxes for the benefit of the whole society. Citizens notice first and foremost their own
tax burdens and only in the second instance the correlation between
their taxes and the country or with the European Union.

8.3. An objectivistic approach
A debate between supporters of the thesis that progressive taxes with
high thresholds are beneficial for society and its opponents is very
fierce. In the countries of Central Europe governments adopted a position that low taxes were the best solution and such a way of thinking
was variously developed in different countries. For example, in the
form of introducing a flat tax or reducing the number of tax rates from
three to two (Poland). Such a taxation policy was in opposition to the
taxation system in the Nordic countries and in some countries of the
“old European Union”. There, despite certain reductions of tax rates
in the last 25 years, people paid progressive taxes of varying amounts.
There were many tax thresholds and personal income taxes were substantially higher in the Nordic (Anu Partanen) or continental countries
(Germany, Austria) than in the Visegrad Group.
Since 1992 in Poland we have had a tax system including different
forms of taxes, such as an excise tax, PIT, CIT or VAT. During the last
25 years the system was changed several times towards gradual reductions of tax burdens, including in particular businessmen and wealthy
people. Leszek Miller’s, Marek Belka’s or Donald Tusks’s governments worked towards reductions in tax rates for the wealthiest people.
As a result, the political opposition brought claims regarding reductions in taxes for the poor.
The Ombudsman Irena Lipowicz’s actions in the years 2013 – 2014
led to the emergence of a new issue in political debate, namely excessive tax burdens imposed on the poorest people benefited from the
so-called “zero” tax rate (a tax-free amount). A presidential candidate
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Andrzej Duda used this issue in his election campaign. Moreover, the
Supreme Court’s decision indicated the necessity to increase the taxfree base (which did not happen by mid-2017).
According to an expert on tax systems Marek Kośny, the system
in Poland had in fact a “flat” character. The personal income tax was
slightly progressive while the value-added tax – degressive. Consequently, tax burdens imposed on the richest were minimal and income
redistribution was marginal. According to Kośny, the general tax rate
for Poland was the lowest among all the Visegrad Group countries and
it amounted to 40.4%. In Slovakia for example it was 51.6%, in the
Czech Republic – 50% and in Hungary – 46.5% (data from 2016). In
Hungary there was also the largest decrease in the general tax rate from
56.5% in 2005 to 46.5%. Thus, other countries of the region had more
financial resources from taxes for social policy (housing, health care,
reducing social inequalities) than Poland.
Marek Kośny’s research on the income received by the inhabitants
of Lower Silesia proved that income disparities between the richest
and the poorest were larger than the average for the EU countries. For
example, 1% of the wealthiest inhabitants of Lower Silesia received
11% of the general income in this region. Incomplete data are the only
ones I have; therefore, one can only suppose that Poland was a country with larger income disparities than an average EU country. The
compilation of partial data seems to confirm this thesis as for the years
2004 – 2015.
Materials on taxation in the Visegrad Group countries published by
OECD complement Marek Kośny’s research results. The highest taxes
on goods and services were paid by Poles and Hungarians, as it was the
case with personal income taxes. The highest taxes on profits of companies have always been paid in Hungary and Poland. Taxes related to
social security were the highest in the Czech Republic and Slovakia
and the lowest in Poland (Tax on personal income, OECD 2018).
In the period 2004 – 2016 there were not any significant changes
as for the level of taxation in the VG countries (except for Hungary).
Taxes on personal income were lower in the Visegrad Group than in
the wealthy countries of the European Union. The opposite situation
was in the case of taxes on goods and services and – above all – on
profits of companies. One may conclude that in the case of Poland the
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fiscal system was disadvantageous for the poor and advantageous for
the rich.
In 2015 the average income and capital gains taxes revenues in the
Visegrad Group countries were different and amounted to over 6100
USD in the Czech Republic (per capita) and over 2000 dollars less in
Poland (3800 USD); for Slovakia and Hungary it was 4700 and 4900
USD respectively (Tax on personal income, OECD, 2018).
To sum up, the largest number of various taxes were imposed on
Czech people while the smallest number on Poles. The Czech Republic had the largest financial resources to finance various social programmes and to balance off the differences between the rich and the
poor. In Poland, however, the practice was quite different, at least until
2015. In the following years a political reorientation has taken place
and the government has started to pursue a more egalitarian and social
policy (reducing inequalities and redistributing the income).
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9. Immigration

9.1. Introduction
The United States of America are frequently referred to as a country
of immigrants. Poland, on the other hand, is an example of a country
practically without immigrants although after the immigration crisis in
the European Union had broken out, an influx of people from Africa
and Asia became one of the most important political and social issues.
Duevell states: “The concept of immigration, however, is relatively
new and corresponds to the emergence of modern nation-states. Nations are founded on various principles, such as blood, culture, fate and
destiny, history, or other characteristics supposedly shared by members of a nation” (2008, vol.1: 477). The first sociological research on
immigration was conducted by the Chicago School. In the history of
Polish sociology a work by Florian Znaniecki on Polish immigration
to the USA at the turn of the 19th and 20th centuries is given particular
prominence.
Migration has increased significantly over recent decades: it has
included all the continents and has resulted in many international conflicts. In Poland a phenomenon of “euro-orphanhood” emerged as well
as various political initiatives aiming to encourage emigrants to come
back to the country or a phenomenon of extra income related to transferring money from immigrants to their families back in their homeland. Also, new research centers and separate studies on this subject
appeared in response to the intensification of migration processes.
Immigration can be a one-way or a two-way process. It means that
it may consist in adaptation of immigrants to the host society or mutual
adaptation of both the immigrants and the host society.
The main models of migration policy are described as multiculturalism, integration and assimilation. The first concept was developed in
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the second part of 20th century mostly in Canada and Australia where
for the last ten years it has been a subject to criticism both by political
leaders (e.g. the British Prime Minster David Cameron, Angela Merkel
or Donald Trump) and common people. The Australian government
adopted a very rigorous anti-migration policy. Britain’s decision to
leave the European Union was taken by its citizens first and foremost
in the hope of reducing immigration. The so-called “jungle” near the
city of Calais in France, namely thousands of immigrants trying to get
to the UK, became a symbol of the problem of immigration in Europe.
The model of integration that was introduced in Germany and the
Netherlands consisted in creating appropriate conditions to include immigrants in the labor market, housing system, education, etc. It provided them with possibilities to participate and adapt to the host society
on a non-discriminatory basis both for the old and the new inhabitants.
This model of assimilation aims at homogenizing immigrants and indigenous people (Duevell). A good example of such an assimilation
policy is a policy of the French government aiming at complete integration of immigrants into the social, political and cultural life and at
blurring the distinction between the native majority and people from
other countries. Milton Gordon proposed a seven-point scale of assimilation, including cultural, structural (the labor market, education),
marital (mixed marriages), identity, awareness, behavioral and civic
assimilation. This concept was supplemented by Portes and Rumbaut
who described the idea of segmented assimilation as a realistic form
of immigrants’ adaptation. According to their theory, immigrants join
a certain segment of the host society and although they constitute a part
of the labor market, education system and health care, they at the same
time retain strong cultural, language and identity links with their national, ethnic or religious groups (O’Brien, 2015:71).
Immigration is both a social and a political problem. In 2013 the socalled “migration crisis” started in the European Union that had deep
repercussions: division into the countries of Western, Central, Southern and Northern Europe concerning the admission of immigrants,
the victory of parties with a negative attitude towards immigrants, the
UK’s exit from the European Union, etc. It was likewise in the case of
slogans to build the Mexico-United States barrier by Donald Trump or
refusal to accept boats with immigrants by the Australian authorities.
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9.2. A subjectivistic approach
9.2.1. Immigration as a national problem
For the vast majority of the V4 residents immigration was not a problem for almost a decade – from 2004 to 2014. Then a dramatic change
took place, related to military and political events in the south, namely
the Syrian and Libyan Civil Wars, the islamization of the Turkish government’s policy, fights in Sudan and the neighboring countries. Researchers observed a clear shift of public attitudes towards this issue
and a high degree of diversity among the Central European countries.
Most of the time 1 or 2% of respondents in the Visegrad Group
countries considered immigration the most important problem. The
years 2006 – 2007 and 2014 – 2016 were exceptional. Several percent of the surveyed Poles indicated that immigration was a matter of
particular concern and certain actions needed to be taken in this regard. For inhabitants of the other V4 countries the wave of immigrants
was something much more dangerous and important. Almost one in
three residents stated so in 2015, including almost every second Czech
(47%). Poles and Slovaks expressed similar views while the frequency
of such indications in Hungary and the Czech Republic was three or
four times higher.
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Chart 1. Immigration as the most important social problem in the VG countries.
Source: own elaboration
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Immigration is an example of how certain events that are happening in the world around us provoke a reaction of collective awareness
and verbalization of the problem. Among the four countries of the VG
only Hungary has got a border, with Serbia, that was a point of direct
contact with immigrants from Asia and Africa. In the first stage of the
crisis Hungary experienced a direct contact with immigrants who came
to Budapest, stayed at railway stations and then continued their journey
to Austria and Germany. The strongest reaction to the migration crisis however took place in the Czech Republic where immigration was
considered a pressing problem to the greatest extent and for the longest
time. In Poland and Slovakia immigrants were regarded as a problem
to a lesser degree1. In comparison with hundreds of thousands of immigrants in Greece, Italy, Germany or Spain, the Visegrad Group had
little contact with people from outside the EU. Thus, not direct and
frequent experiences resulted in fear and aversion to immigrants but
images and predicting possible consequences. The crisis in the south
of Europe caused a change of the public opinion in the Visegrad Group
– defining new circumstances as possible troubles in collective life, not
as something potentially positive or at least neutral for the functioning
of societies due to a low number of potential immigrants who were
supposed to come to particular countries upon decisions of the European Commission.
Immigration as a problem in the societies of the VG is an interesting phenomenon to examine. Polish mass media reduced it to insults
and mutual accusations of intolerance and lack of understanding for
immigrants or underestimating the risks. It seems that the concepts of
social and historical memory are worth recalling here. They are confirmed in this case as they prove the memory of German colonization
in the Czech Republic and Hungary, the Czech-German conflict, the
Hungarian-Slovakian one, etc. It resulted in a fear of changing from
an ethnically and culturally homogenous society into a heterogenic
one. All the countries regained independence after the collapse of the
Habsburg Empire (Poland also after the collapse of the Czarist Russia
1

The Czech Republic are the least ethnically homogenous country compared to
the other VG countries. The largest number of ethnic minorities live there (the
Roma people, the Vietnamese).
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and Germany – the Reich under Kaiser Wilhelm). For centuries they
constituted parts of the heterogenous Austrian State (Hungary co-ruled
with Austria for half a century) and this experience may have remained
in the collective memory as a kind of trauma and an indication that
they should keep their society nationally, culturally and religiously
homogenous. Political parties used the crisis for their own purposes.
There was a reorientation on the political scene and a shift towards
anti-immigration parties. It could be observed in Poland (the Law and
Justice’s victory in the presidential and parliamentary elections), in
Hungary (consolidating the rule of Fidesz), Slovakia (reconstruction
of the government by Robert Fico after the election of 2016 and its
collapse in spring 2018) and in the Czech Republic (the Action of Dissatisfied Citizens’ victory – ANO with its leader Andrej Babiš).
9.2.2. Immigration as an individual problem
Poles classified immigration as a national problem or as an EU problem. When a large inflow of migrants started in Greece and Italy, over
50% of respondents indicated that immigration constituted a problem
for the European Union. Also, the research conducted in autumn 2013
confirmed that, namely almost 30% of Polish respondents expressed
their concerns about immigration to the European Union (see Chart 2).
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Chart 2. Immigration as the most important national, personal and EU problem in
Poland. Source: own elaboration based on the Eurostat data
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One may state that immigration is primarily a problem of the European
Union, to a lesser extent a national issue and to a negligible extent an
individual, private one. The number of people who declared that contact and coexistence with immigrants is of great, personal importance
to them increased significantly (5% in 2016). This phenomenon however is mostly classified as a collective one, concerning a community
more than individuals. It seems that the surveys give reason to draw
a conclusion that the election campaign of 2015 and then the government’s policy resulted in the alleviation of concerns about uncontrolled
immigration.
To sum up, immigration has become a major problem for residents
of the Visegrad Group countries. Czech people turned out to be the
most sensitive to this issue although Hungary had more intense experiences of contact with immigrants due to the border with Serbia
and their march through the country. Poles seemed the least concerned
about the phenomenon compared to the other V4 countries. They referred to this problem in general terms, the European Union or the
country, not in terms of direct contacts with immigrants in their workplace, place of residence or public space.

9.3. An objectivistic approach
Many more immigrants came to Poland during the “immigration crisis” in the European Union than after Poland’s accession to the EU.
In the first years of Poland’s membership of the EU its population increased by around 35 - 40.000 new residents a year, later their number
stabilized at 41.000 people. In 2015 however over 86.000 new residents arrived in Poland, half of which came from Ukraine (45.000).
Immigrants from other countries constituted a small percentage compared to Ukrainians: almost 4000 from China and Vietnam, over 3000
from Belarus, almost 2500 from Russia and Germany and almost 2000
from India.
Very few people came to Poland from countries at war: 487 Syrians
and Iraqis, 271 Libyans and 84 Afghans. However, the numbers are
much higher compared to the situation around ten years ago (54 and
73 people from Syria and Iraq in 2005 and 2006). It was similar with
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immigration from countries at war (Syria and Iraq) to the other Visegrad Group countries: 62 people came to the Czech Republic, 195 to
Hungary and 3 people to Slovakia in 2015 (Immigration, OECD 2018).
The situation in Poland was different as far as asylum seekers were
concerned. Their number changed and increased to a peak in 2013 –
almost 14.000 people. The influx of such people to Hungary looked
different: in 2014 their number totaled over 41.000 and in 2015 – over
174.000. A policy towards asylum seekers in the Czech Republic and
Slovakia led to a sharp decrease in the number of such immigrants. In
the Czech Republic at the beginning of its membership in the EU there
were 4000 asylees on average while over recent years their number has
decreased to around 1000. An even more spectacular change involved
Slovakia where the number of asylum seekers decreased from 11.300
in 2004 to 200 – 300 people in 2014 and 2015. The second and the third
government of Robert Fico (and the Head of the Ministry of the Interior Robert Kalinak) tightened Slovakia’s asylum policy and improved
its safety standards.
Data on the inflow of people from other countries show merely an
outline of the phenomenon as they do not provide information about
immigrants’ countries of origin. However, they are enough to present
what changes took place in the countries of Central Europe. Slovakia
and Poland were the most reluctant to admit migrants. Hungary and the
Czech Republic were more open and more frequently chosen. Hungary
was also a country that faced a mass influx of asylum seekers during
the immigration crisis.
Immigration to the Visegrad Group countries was static in comparison with immigration to the countries of Western Europe, particularly
Germany. The number of emigrants increased from 0.5 – 0.6 million
in the years 2004 – 2007 to over 1.3 million in 2014 and 2 million
in 2015. During the immigration crisis 450.000 immigrants arrived in
Great Britain, 340.000 in Italy and 150.000 in Austria (on average).
The inflow of refugees, asylum seekers, economic immigrants or people willing to change their place of residence was much larger to the
countries of the “old” European Union than to the Visegrad Group. The
number of immigrants who came to the rich EU countries increased
twofold or threefold compared to the years of the most intensive enlargement of the Union.
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A similar picture emerges from data on asylum seeking. In the first
years of the most intensive enlargement of the EU (2004 – 2007) the
number of asylum seekers in the founding countries and the countries
of the so-called “old” Union was only half of the number recorded in
the years of the immigration crisis. In 2015 the number of people seeking asylum in Germany amounted to 440.000 (earlier 30.000), in Italy
83.000 (earlier 25.000), in Sweden 154.000 (earlier 30.000), in Austria
86.000 (earlier 25.000). The differences in France, Great Britain and
Greece were not so great. Nevertheless, hundreds of thousands of people made attempts to obtain the asylees’ rights in those countries and
the change was incomparably larger than in Central Europe, even when
we take into consideration the influx of asylees to Hungary and Poland.
It had various political consequences in the form of strengthening anti-immigration political parties, new social movements or antiimmigration parties’ election victories. Political and public discourse
on immigration changed as well. New politicians and political parties
emerged that started to criticize openly the existing migration policy of
different countries and the European Union. Brexit, the withdrawal of
the United Kingdom (UK) from the European Union (EU), has become
a symbol of the change as well as the anti-immigration policy of Theresa May’s government.
Immigration has become one of the most significant political problems in the Visegrad Group. Wojnicki summarized the changes in the
following way: “The governments [in the Czech Republic, Slovakia
and Hungary – author’s note] took a rather robust stance against the admission of refugees from Africa and the Middle East. (…) This stance
– practically common to all the governments irrespective of their political views – resulted from the attitudes of the societies (…). The
migration crisis was an issue on which the Visegrad Group was able
to establish a common and a fairy uniform position” (Wojnicki, 2017:
549, trans. mine).
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10. Housing

10.1. Introduction
The issue of housing includes various situations, from homelessness
to gentrification of places regarded as valuable building space. Homelessness is an extreme case of lack of means and conditions to shelter
from natural forces and sometimes from a hostile social environment.
Gentrification is often related to building beautiful districts as a result of removing poorer and socially weaker people from their houses
and places of residence. In Poland there was a much-publicized phenomenon of “tenement houses cleaning” which came to light thanks
to journalists (also investigating journalist) from local and national
newspapers and magazines. The events received extensive media coverage, mostly the press based on the events in Poznan, Cracow or Warsaw. Various aid campaigns were launched and institutional measures
were taken against the acts of intimidation directed against tenants and
against throwing them out on the streets lawfully, e.g. by Piotr Ikonowicz’s Movement for Social Justice or the Movement in Defense of
Tenants’ Rights in Cracow.
Housing issues became a hot political topic in relation to tenement houses takeovers by people who impersonated their former owners (usually members of families who died during the Second World
War) and removing tenants who had lived there for years as a result of
administrative decisions issued by the local government in the early
period of state socialism. In the years 2015 – 2017 public discourse
concerning this issue took the form of information on effective, yet
unlawful reprivatization of tenements houses in big cities. A trademark
of this discourse were statements made by the Warsaw authorities, local activists and politicians participating in the Verification Commission for Reprivatization with respect to grounds and properties in the
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city center. Similar, yet less known cases of the reprivatization of properties took place in Cracow. Removing old tenants with full consent of
the law or with the use of unlawful forms of persecuting them (closing
water valves, having their electricity cut, barricading the flats or pouring fetid substances) were aimed at forcing them to sell the properties
and obtaining profits from privatized and commercialized urban space.
At the other extreme are the homeless who are sometimes the victims of gentrification and reprivatization. Homelessness is a subject
to many sociological studies that have been conducted in Poland for
almost 25 years. The pioneering research was conducted by Andrzej
Przymeński and then by Danuta Duracz-Walczak, Marcjanna Nóżka,
Beata Szluz as well as researchers and activists concentrated around the
Pomeranian Forum in Aid of Getting Out of Homelessness (PFWB).
Research methodology was developed concerning the extent of the
problem of homelessness in Poland. On its basis the annual homeless
census takes place. Data on the number of the homeless and their characteristics will be indicated in a subchapter devoted to an objectivistic
approach to this problem (10.3).
Research on homelessness was also conducted by Czech sociologists who published numerous works on the homeless in big (Mikeszova, Lux, 2013) and medium-sized cities, e.g. Pilzno (Vasat 2012, Hejnal, 2013). In Hungary researchers focused on the living conditions
of the Roma ethnic minority (Zsolt Farkas, Lennert, Donat Kovacs,
Kanalas, 2017).
Homelessness is a specific social problem as it is present in the
public space, contrary to taxation, inflation, defense or foreign affairs.
It became a kind of hallmark of the system transformation and the new
political system as in the period of the so-called state socialism it was
unknown as a social phenomenon. Although there were people without their own apartments, there were few of them due to legal regulations (obligatory residence registration) as well as administrative and
moral control. A negative phenomenon of that time was overcrowding
of flats and long waiting time for one’s own apartment, a cooperative
or a company one (a few or a dozen or so years). Solutions to the issue
of housing in the period of socialism consisted in popularization of
cooperative housing and its nationalization, as well as low cost housing loans for families building their own houses. New housing estates
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were built in cities, which enabled families to own their own apartments meeting basic requirements (electricity, hot water, gas, sewage
systems), however they were limited in size.
The size of apartments, the number of square meters per one family member, access to water, electricity, elevators, etc. are all elements
of a housing standard. Apartments that do not meet certain criteria are
referred to as “below standard” or “substandard” and people who live
in them often form problematic populations. Their living conditions
differ from the standards regarded as proper, fair, problem-free, etc.
Such tenement houses, blocks of flats or housing estates differ from
the ones considered “ordinary” or “typical” due to a lack of proper
care for their external appearance, old technical facilities, no renovation works and many years of neglect1. The housing issue is usually
a subject of research and analyses at the level of big cities. Thus, there
are various studies concerning revitalizations of districts, renovations
of city centers, conservation of tenement houses, blocks of flats, care
for public space, etc. Inhabitants of metropolitan areas are the strongest
and the most organized (with the use of modern communication and information technologies) cultural and political force which can impose
its own patterns of consumption and free time on others. The so-called
“third places” in cities may serve as an example here. They are places
where people eat and spend a lot of time instead of spending time at
home. Also, it concerns building gyms and outdoor sport centers as
well as new ideas to use the available public space (dancing parties on
certain days, some joint activities).
Other housing situations referred to as difficult, problematic or
worrying are the financial availability of housing, discrimination, displacements and evictions as well as destroying buildings by people
or by natural forces. To mention just a few examples, we may point
to whirlwinds destroying roofs and sometimes even whole buildings,
landslides, floods and fires. Human activities on the other hand may include: extraction of black coal, lignite, salt (the so-called mining damage) or intensive agricultural activities resulting in changes in the natu1

The so-called Pentagon in the district of Petrażalka in Bratislava, a social housing estate Palisadowa in Warsaw or Lipiny – a district of Świętochłowice in
Upper Silesia may serve as examples here.

112

Lucjan Miś: Social problems in the Visegrad Group countries

ral environment or rapid deforestation (for example houses covered in
sand in the “Dust Bowl” area in the south-western regions of the USA
in the 1920s and 1930s).
Nowadays access to housing depends strongly on the wealth of
a Polish family. Some people decide to go into debt for many years
to buy an apartment on the free market. There are also families that
are not able to meet challenges of the free market and they are forced
to seek assistance of parents, family or aid institutions. According to
American data, a household is able to spend a maximum of 30% of
its yearly income on housing (Oakley: vol. I, p.458). However, it was
observed that there were more and more households that spent 50%
and more of their yearly income for this purpose. Federal housing assistance programs in the USA became one of the main triggers of the
crisis on the real estate and financial markets in 2008 and later.
In Poland we are in constant search for appropriate forms of helping
families that cannot afford a flat on the free market. There were various
attempts: The Social Construction Associations, different forms of accommodation allowances granted by municipal social welfare centers
or grants for renovations, thermal insulations or ecological heating systems. In 2017 a program “Flat plus” was introduced addressed to the
less well-off and people who required assistance to get a flat.
In the Visegrad Group countries discrimination in terms of housing
is different in nature than in the countries of Western Europe or in the
USA where racial, ethnic or cultural minorities are sometimes separated from the rest (Husby in Stockholm, Molenbeek in Brussles or Mirail
in Toulouse, etc.). It manifests itself through the hegemony of the free
market model and the marginalization of social housing, subsidized by
the state and the local authorities.
In Poland we may observe a form of auto-segregation, namely
a phenomenon of isolating inhabitants in the so-called “gated communities” which are supposed to provide safety and guard against criminals and, at the same time, against people living outside.
There is one more dimension to the housing issue, namely increasing
density of urban housing development, while neglecting public space,
such as parks, green areas, playgrounds, areas without traffic or trading
activities. Urban activists refer to such phenomena in mass media as
“developers’ dictate” and they call for a return to “social cities”. They
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pay attention to negative consequences of the uncontrolled growth of
new housing estates: dominance of the housing function over the other
ones, which entails a loss of comfort (more traffic, traffic jams, long
commuting time, cutting down trees, destroying the landscape and facilities, benches, squares or areas to walk dogs, etc.). Spontaneous and
rapid development of some districts in big cities reveals the inability,
reluctance, or sometimes even corruption, of the municipal authorities
to control it. The most symbolic example here are failures to adopt or
delays in adopting spatial development plans by the local authorities,
which makes it possible for development companies to impose their
will on them and on residents. In many countries of the EU such practices are impossible as the municipal authorities are able to plan the
development of new residential areas and to control the activities of
development companies.
“Developers’ dictate”, “reprivatization affairs”, “unlawful obtaining of tenement houses”, “tenement houses cleaning”, “the homeless in
the showroom (the market square, the city center) of the city” are various conceptual frameworks used nowadays in Polish public discourse.
Issues related to the lack of or difficult access to apartments for certain categories of people (young people, families with little children,
the working poor, the disabled and their families, the unemployed or
pensioners) are present in it to a much smaller extent. In concerns the
insufficient number of apartments referred to as “social”, namely addressed to people who ae not able to cope financially on the free market. In other countries of the European Union apartments available on
the free market and social housing are more competitive and satisfy
inhabitants’ needs to a greater extent.

10.2. A subjectivistic approach
The issue of housing was indicated by around 5% of respondents in the
Visegrad Group countries. Since they entered the EU, certain changes
have occurred, but they have been minor. Thus, the housing situation
in these countries was not as bad as in the case of employment or the
overall economic situation. Differences between the member countries were small; however, the housing issues were indicated slightly
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Chart 1. Housing as the most important social problem in Poland and the average
for the other three VG countries. Source: own elaboration

more often by Slovakians. We can also observe how the significance of
this problem changed for Poles and inhabitants of the other countries:
sometimes Poles and sometimes residents of the other VG countries
indicated the problem to a greater extent (see Chart 1).
Poles started to point to housing in the years 2015 – 2016, which –
perhaps – was related to the election campaign and electoral slogans
about the social housing development program (“Flat plus”) presented
by the Law and Justice and then information on the government’s actions in this regard (e.g. National Property Resources Act from 2017).
As it turned out, opinions on housing as a national and as a private
problem differ, sometimes significantly. Poles more frequently indicted
that housing issues constituted a problem for them personally rather
than a problem of the country. It changed in 2015 and 2016 when opinions on housing as a national problem and as a personal one started
to interlace. Generally, access to apartments and their standard was
more often regarded as an individual problem than as a problem of the
country.
When we compared the opinions of Poles and residents of the other
V4 countries on housing in a personal sense, the result was unambiguous. Poles less frequently pointed to this issue (5% on average) than
the others, particularly Czechs (9%) and Slovaks (8%) (see Chart 3).
The Eurostat survey did not include questions about housing as an
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EU problem. Researchers restricted themselves to questions about the
assessment of this phenomenon with respect to one’s own country and
life situation.
The results of the research may be summarized as follows: firstly,
this issue was not indicated by a large number of respondents. As we
can see below, only around 5% of respondents indicated this answer.
Secondly, there were differences as for the understanding of the problem: it was more frequently referred to as a personal problem than as
a national and a public one. Thirdly, Poles identified this problem less
frequently in a personal sense than inhabitants of the other Visegrad
Group countries (see Chart 3).
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10.3. An objectivistic approach
The issue of housing is often characterized based on two indicators.
The first one is population density per one housing unit that is an average number of rooms per one inhabitant. The other indicator is the
percentage of households’ income spent on housing. OECD data are
incomplete and they include information only on certain years and regions, sometimes the data were not published at all (for example the
value of the latter indicator for the Czech Republic).
In the years 2011 and 2012 the housing situation in the Visegrad
Group was diversified. The best situation was in the Czech Republic as the number of rooms per person amounted to 1.4 there while
the worst one in Poland (1 room per person)2. In Hungary the number
was 1.1 room per person and in Slovakia – 1.2. In all the countries
people’s needs were satisfied at the minimum level as on average each
person had a room for himself or herself.
The other indicator shows what percentage of the overall disposable income must be spent on housing. The data for the Czech Republic are missing and the data for the remaining countries are incomplete
(they refer to regions, not to the whole countries). The American standard concerning the acceptable percentage of households’ income that
can be spent on housing is 30%. The indicator for Hungary is close
to it (the average for the chosen regions was 27.5%). For Slovakia
it was much lower and it amounted to 17.4% and for Poland it was
21.5% in 2013 (the only available data). In other words, the situation
of households was favorable in the V4 countries as families spent less
on housing. It is also noteworthy that there were significant differences
between voivodeships in Poland as the largest percentage of accommodation expenses was noted in Silesian Voivodeship (24.5%) while
the lowest in Podlaskie Voivodeship (19.6%).
Data on homelessness are very difficult to compare. There are significant differences between data provided by research centers which
conduct studies by carrying out censuses and data provided by non2

To improve the housing situation National Property Resources Act was adopted on 11th September 2017 and a government housing plan called “Flat Plus”
was launched.
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governmental organizations helping the homeless – the latter usually
indicate that the number of the homeless is much higher. MONAR data
indicated that there were 250.000 homeless people while according
to the Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs there were 22.100 institutional homeless and 8500 people who lived in the streets in 2013
(Łukasiewicz, 2016). For the full picture, we should also mention that
outside the country there were 24.000 homeless Poles (in Germany)
and 300 – 400 in France (Łukasiewicz, 2016:148).
Comparing sizes of the most extreme form of unmet housing needs,
namely homelessness in the VG countries is possible only by using
estimates from various years. The only data from Poland are based on
homeless censuses that take place every two years and make it possible to establish with high probability the number of the homeless.
According to the data from 2015 there were 36.100 homeless people,
including 25.600 who lived in different types of aid institutions and
10.500 who lived in the streets. The data from 2017 indicate that there
were 33.400 homeless people in Poland. According to the research
from 8th and 9th February 2017 the number of the homeless decreased
significantly (by 2700). The largest number of the homeless were in
Mazovian and Silesian Voivodeship (4800 in each) and in Pomeranian Voivodeship (3400). The vast majority of the homeless were men
(84%) (Mniej osób bezdomnych, 2017).
In Czech Republic the number of the homeless amounted to 11.500
people in 2011 based on the Population and Housing Census. As it is
the case with the other VG countries, the largest groups of the homeless live in the capital and big cities, for example in Prague there were
almost 3000 homeless people (Mikeszova, Lux, 2013). According to
the organization FEANTSA, the numbers were much higher, namely
68.500 homeless people in 2016. However, such data should be treated
with caution due to the survey methodology which extended the notion
of a homeless person.
According to data concerning Hungary, the overall number of the
homeless in 2016 amounted to 10.100 people (6700 are the homeless
in shelters and 3400 people living in the streets). The data were gathered during surveys and they included only those people who answered
interviewers’ questions. On the basis of the Population and Housing
Census in 2011 23.5000 inhabitants of Slovakia were considered
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homeless (Ondrusova et al., 2015:48-49). The above-mentioned data
cannot serve to obtain a direct comparison due to different periods and
data collection methods.
To sum up, the housing situation in the Visegrad Group countries
was relatively favorable both in terms of the number of inhabitants per
one housing unit and housing costs. Such aspects of housing as standard,
household equipment, spatial discrimination of certain social groups or
the condition of infrastructure were omitted from the analysis, although
they are equally important for people as the number of residents per
one room or housing expenses. At the moment however it is impossible
to compare them to the other Central European countries. Perhaps the
most visible aspect of the housing issue is the presence of the homeless in the public space, especially in big cities as Warsaw and Cracow,
Bratislava and Kosice, Prague and Brno or Budapest and Gyor. In each
country, regardless of legislative solutions (as the registration requirement in the Czech Republic), there was a population of the homeless. It
is not possible to compare sizes of the populations due to various methodologies (censuses every ten years or direct homeless censuses every
year or every two years) and different periods of time when the studies
were conducted (years of the national and direct censuses)3.
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11. NATIONAL DEBT AND PUBLIC
SECTOR DEBT

11.1. Introduction
The indebtedness of people, households, communities and nations to
other entities is an effective method of exercising control over them.
The necessity to return the borrowed funds is often accompanied by
interest, which increases pressure on debtors and encumbers their assets. Consequently, in some cases, it may lead to the so-called “debt
trap”, namely permanent dependence of a debtor on a creditor, which
is deepened by the arising interest. For creditors such a situation is
generally favorable, for debtors – quite the opposite. Some countries,
Argentina for example, were forced to declare their insolvency and
agree on considerable devaluation of their currency and a decline in the
quality of life of its society. Rating agencies, such as PWC or Moody’s,
committed themselves to studying the economic situation and the employment level. Their ratings of countries’ economies have become an
important element of their creditworthiness for international financial
institutions and private banks. The highest rated countries are those
whose governments are not indebted and do not have deficits, except
for the superpower – the United States. Exercising power over countries or other entities by financial means is nowadays more common
than doing that by military means.
The problem of indebtedness was not present in literature on social
problems or in surveys conducted in different countries. At the moment we can observe a change in this respect as this issue has become
present in the public space. In Poland the most visible sign of it is the
so-called “Balcerowicz’s Public Debt Clock” in Warsaw which shows
the public debt level. In the future an increase in public debt may lead
to a financial crisis or even state bankruptcy, as it happened in the past
decades in Poland, Romania or in Argentina (one of the wealthiest
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countries in the world after the Second World War and for 30 years –
a multiple bankrupt).
In Poland the 1970s were known as a decade of debts. The period
of Wiesław Gomułka’s rule was contrasted with the period of Edward
Gierek who, according to many politicians and journalists as well as
by a substantial section of public opinion, was responsible for the financial crisis at the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s.
In 1981 the Polish government declared its insolvency and no longer
paid its debts back to other countries and private entities. Poland became bankrupted and shortly after Martial Law was imposed. The
People’s Republic of Poland’s debts were restructured and partially
cancelled as a result of agreements with the Paris and London Clubs.
Consequently, it enabled to restructure the economy and change the
socio-economic system at the beginning of the 1990s.
Sociologists have paid little attention to the issue of indebtedness so
far. There are works on the indebtedness of certain socio-demographic
categories, such as American students who start their careers with the
burden (greater and greater) of credits and loans. There are also studies on people in debt, personal bankruptcy and indebted families. Social studies on the indebtedness of governments, local authorities or
on public debt are rare. It may be caused by the fact that the problematic population has not been born yet or is very young (children and
youths) and, because of that, unaware of the consequences that the
debts their grandparents and parents went into are going to have for
them. Analyses of credits and loans taken by students, individuals and
families indicated that the indebtedness is systematically increasing.
Marina A. Adler summarized various data from the turn of the 20th and
21st centuries: „the average U.S. family is in increasingly large debt
relative to their assets, mainly due to mortgage and credit card debt”
(Adler 2008, p. 1021, vol. 2).
Sociologists examined also the indebtedness of governments of the
so-called “Third World” from the perspective of greater and greater
global imbalances. Data published by the World Bank in the 1990s
and at the beginning of the 21st century indicated that debts that poor
countries owed to wealthy countries were increasing. What is more,
Third World countries paid over 2.5 more interest than they were
granted development aid. In other words, more money flew from the

122

Lucjan Miś: Social problems in the Visegrad Group countries

poor countries to the rich ones than the other way round (Coleman,
Kerbo 2002: 568). It happened despite various attempts to restructure
the governments’ debts that were made both in Africa and in South
America. Coleman and Kerbo however expressed hope that this situation would change: “The banks are obviously reluctant to write off
these loans as bad debts, but sooner or later it must be done. Many of
these nations simply have no way to pay back money, and the human
costs of the continuing demand for payment are enormous” (Coleman,
Kerbo: 569).
In the second decade of the 21st century Jason Houle compared the
indebtedness of three generations. He concluded that one fifth of Y
generation has two times more debts than assets. He also stated that
there was a very high level of debts and that it was going to be more
difficult to pay it back than in the former generations and finally that
a large amount of this debt was not securitized. In conclusion he wrote:
“My findings suggest that high debt burdens are an emerging social
problem for today’s young adults, who are taking an unprecedented
amount of financial risk as they navigate an increasingly complex transition to adulthood. In an era of credit expansion, rising prices, and
stagnating wages, debt is now an integral part of social life for young
adults and could come to play an important role in the maintenance
and reproduction of socioeconomic inequalities across generations”
(Houle, 2014: 462).

11.2. A subjectivistic approach
Government indebtedness did not appear in the Eurostat surveys for
many decades. Only relatively recently, in 2012, this issue was included in the research for the first time and it has been its part ever since.
In spring 2012 researchers noted a high percentage of indications
that public debt was something that societies had to face. Hungarians
(23%) and Czechs (22%) paid the greatest attention to this problem. In
Poland and Slovakia the percentages of indications were lower (11%
and 10% respectively). The difference is clear and shows a different
way of thinking about the country’s indebtedness and future in which
this problem should be solved. Almost every fourth Hungarian respon-
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Chart 1. Public debt as the most important social problem in the VG countries.
Source: own elaboration based on the Eurobarometer data.

dent stressed the problem of indebtedness in 2012 and 2013, later the
interest in this issue declined significantly. In the Czech Republic the
situation was different as a substantial number of people there treated
debts as something negative for development prospects.
Poles’ opinions on this problem changed and we could notice an
upward trend: more and more people claimed that public debt was
significant (change from 8 to 15%). In the other countries there was
a reverse trend, especially in Hungary where the interest in this issue
decreased. In the Czech Republic the problem of public debt was addressed differently, it was indicated more or less frequently (at the turn
of 2015 and 2016), however, in the period of the studies it remained at
the highest level (20 - 30%) compared to the other countries. Generally, we may conclude that there was convergence of views at the level
of 10 – 15% of respondents who regarded national and public sector
debts as the major issues.
Questions about indebtedness were asked only with respect to the
country. Researchers did not inquire about opinions on public debt as
an individual or an EU problem.
A sudden appearance of public debt as a social problem in the Eurostat surveys was related to a wave of fear in the wealthiest countries
of the European Union. It was expressed in spring 2017 by 35% of
Germans, 29% of Austrians and Slovenes and 24% of Belgians. In the
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same year one in five Czechs and Hungarians and one in ten Poles and
Slovaks declared that public debt was the most important national issue.

11.3. An objectivistic approach
A popular opinion on a relationship between a phenomenon (poverty,
corruption, inflation) and its representation in the social awareness is
that the bigger the problem is, the more people experience it and consequently name it and insist on solving it. However, it is not the case
for the Czech Republic: in this country public debt is and has been the
lowest compared to the other countries and despite of it Czech people
– proportionally – regarded this phenomenon as dangerous and requiring action. Grabia stated, regarding the earlier period, that “the Czech
Republic continues to be a country with the most sustainable public
finances” (Grabia 2014:46, trans. mine). In 2016 public debt in the
Czech Republic (pursuant to the guidelines of the Maastricht Treaty) in
relation to GDP amounted to 38.6% and was significantly lower than in
Slovakia (52.3%), Poland (53.2%) and Hungary (75%). In comparison
with the other EU countries, the Visegrad Group had sustainable public
finances; the average public debt for the European Union was much
higher and amounted to 83.5% (pl.tradingeconomics) and in the south
of Europe it exceeded 100% (Spain 100%, Cyprus 105%, Portugal and
Italy 130%, Greece 170%) (General government gross debt: 2017).
In Poland public debt grew (45.7% GDP in 2004 to 53.2% GDP
in 2016) although the State took over open pension funds and public
debt decreased temporarily in the years 2014 and 2015 (see Table 1).
Social awareness of the problem was greater and greater and the public
in Poland became more sensitive to arguments about the weakness of
public finances used in political battles and public debates than in the
other countries of the Visegrad Group (analyzed together). Economists
centered around the Civil Development Forum (FOR) made the public
aware of the amount of public debt. It is thanks to them that people are
informed about the problem and that the level of public debt has been
made public since September 2011 (in the form of Leszek Balcerowicz’s Public Debt Clock in the center of Warsaw). In January 2017

125

11. NATIONAL DEBT AND PUBLIC SECTOR DEBT

public debt – according to FOR – exceeded one billion Polish zlotys
and debt per capita amounted to over PLN 26.000.
Such activities (economic research and making them publicly available) settled in social awareness. Informing people regularly about increases in public debt enables to retain the attention of mass media
and the public. Therefore, the issue of indebtedness is monitored by
experts and common people. It is a form of preventing an uncontrolled
increase in public debt and the loss of credibility by the State.
Table 1. The total gross debt (as a percentage of GDP)
2004

2015

Change

The Czech Republic

19.2

36.4

+17.2

Hungary

62.8

95.6

+32.8

Poland

43.6

51.5

+7.9

Slovakia

42.4

56.6

+14.2

Source: own elaboration based on the World Bank data and the Central Statistical Office.
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12. Pensions

12.1. Introduction
Pension schemes change together with societies. For many decades
the Polish pension scheme was a local form of the Bismarck model
of old age security and survivors’ benefits. In recent decades pensions
have become a subject of severe political disputes between supporters
and opponents of open pension funds and the retirement age increased
to 67 for both men and women. Such issues became major themes
of the presidential and political campaigns and after the election the
winners decided to return to the previous rules of retirement. In other
words, pensions constitute the subject matter of disputes and debates
held by representatives of different generations and political options.
They concern the following issues:
– equality, that is privileges (or discrimination) related to sex (the
retirement age lower for women) and
– freedom, that is leaving the decision about the retirement security
to people or maintaining the State’s responsibility for it.
Changes in Poland in the years 2012 – 2014 took place concurrently with changes in many countries of the European Union where the
retirement age was also increased, retirement privileges were restricted
or the systems were privatized. Later the amendments introduced by
the Civic Platform and the Polish Peasants Party were rejected and
there was a return to the old system and further plans to change OFE
(open pension funds).
Changes in the pension scheme are related to demographic processes (the aging population) and ideological and political processes
(the privatization of pension funds, greater burdens for employees, rejecting the model of solidarity across generations, adopting solutions
from other countries and political systems, e.g. using the experiences
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of the pension reform in Chile). Poland is not an exception when it
comes to adapting the pension scheme to the changing society and
the international environment. In Great Britain conservative and labor
governments tried alternately to change the scheme, without achieving
a consensus on big, general and publicly financed pensions (Cunningham, 2010: 303).
In the United States the Roosevelt social security model has been
reconstructed since the presidency of Ronald Reagan. Reagan’s, Clinton’s and George W. Bush’s administrations tried – successfully sometimes – to change the pension scheme in a way that would encourage
employees to save money for their old age, invest in listed companies,
privatize pension funds, etc. At the same time many corporations reduced their liabilities towards former employees or bankrupted and did
not pay them the benefits due (Leighninger: 2008, vol. 2:657). Ideas
related to the Exchange, privatization, reducing retirement benefits or
a greater commitment to save were mentioned by Polish journalists
and politicians and then introduced to the public debate and – partly
– legislation. We should stress here that the American and European
models of social security differ significantly as the first one is based
on common creation of assets by businessmen and employers and the
latter on funding pensions from the national taxation system.
In summary, the problem of pensions is very complex as it includes
such issues as old age security, disability, loneliness, confidence in the
state and in the bodies that are supposed to guarantee the payment of
benefits in the future, the treatment of women (who are dependent on
their husbands or independent, privileged on grounds of age or not) or
the mode and the time of retirement (independent decisions or designated by the law, extending working time due to rising life expectancy
in the developed countries).
Old age security is a matter of concern of a large share of the population of the Visegrad Group. The transition from remuneration for
work to retirement pension may result in lower living standards for
pensioners or even poverty. In the year when Poland entered the European Union (2004) the situation of Polish pensioners was favorable in
comparison with other countries, namely only 3.6% of them lived in
poverty (compared to 10% in Germany or France, over 11% in Spain
and Denmark and 13% in Italy) (Cunningham: 289). Pensioners were
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a social category which occupied a location right after self-employed
people and close to regularly employed workforce. In 2013 and 2014
during the rule of the Civic Platform and the Polish Peasant Party
changes were made to open pension funds. Surprisingly, the next government (of the Law and Justice) reversed the previously implemented
pension reform and now the future of the pension scheme seems to be
a great unknown.

12.2. A subjectivistic approach
In the research from 2008 to 2012 Polish respondents more frequently
indicated their own pensions than the national pension scheme. Later
the situation changed and people in Poland more often referred to pensions on a country-wide basis. This change resulted from the public
debate on the pension reform conducted by the government of the Civil
Platform and the Polish Peasant Party and decisions taken in the Polish
Parliament. In 2016 pensions were a subject of attention and concern
on the part of almost one in five (individual pensions) and one in four
(the national pension scheme) respondents. Pensions in a broader EU
perspective turned out to be less significant, namely 5 – 7% of respondents declared that this issue was important for the whole European
Union.
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Comparing Poland and the other Visegrad Group countries makes
it possible to draw the following conclusions. For most of the time the
percentages of indications in particular countries were congruent and
fluctuated in a similar fashion. There was a significant difference in
Poland in the years 2015 and 2016, that is the period of intensive public
debates preceding the election and the period after the party Law and
30%
26%
25%

20%
15% 13% 14%
10%

9%
7%

15% 15% 15%

20%
19% 18% 19% 19%
16% 17%

17% 17%

17%

15%
12% 12%

8%

9%

22%

21%

10%
8%

18%

18%
16%
13% 13%

18%
16%

23%
19%

25%
21%

17%

14%
12%
11% 11%
11% 11%
10%
10%
9% 9%

5%

0%

Poland

Average for three countries
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Justice took the power (when the issue of retirement age had a high
profile in the media). In the other VG countries pensions have been
regarded as a social problem more frequently (twofold or even more)
since 2014. In European societies it has been a time of various public
debates and political campaigns related to the increase of the retirement age. Consequently, in the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia
such decisions, namely to increase the national retirement age in the
following years (for women or for both sexes), were taken.

12.3. An objectivistic approach
Pension schemes in different European countries differ and, what is
more, at the moment they are undergoing conversion due to increasing
life expectancy, additional obligations for national budgets, a collapse
of cross-generational contracts, using solutions from other countries
and political battles to gain voters among pensioners. It is worth noting here that in the 1900s the pensioners’ party almost introduced its
representatives to the Parliament and later their slogans and demands
were adopted by the strongest political parties (the Democratic Left Alliance and the Solidarity Electoral Action). For such reasons it is difficult to compare pensions or even the whole pension schemes in different countries as they differ in term of capital, employers and employee
contributions or the State’s involvement in the payment of benefits.
Pensions were intended to be a form of financial security as well
as a safeguard against poverty and economic and social dependency in
old age when people do not want to or are not able to earn their livelihood. The most useful indicator of fulfilling such functions by pensions is comparing the income of pensioners with the average income
in each population. OECD data present the sizes of this indicator in the
case of sub-populations of the elderly over 65 and 75 years old in the
VG countries in 2014.
The level of financial security of the Visegrad Group inhabitants
was very high as it reached over 80% of the average income in all the
countries in 2014. The most favorable situation was in Poland where
people over 65 years old obtained income which was at the level of
90% of the average income in the country; the worst situation was
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in the Czech Republic where it amounted to 81,1%. Moreover, Poles
over 75 years old received slightly higher benefits (91% of the average income) while people over 75 in the Czech Republic and Hungary – significantly lower benefits (76,5% and 82,3% respectively).
Generally, the relation between the income of people over 65 and the
income of an average resident is good, especially in the case of Poland. The transition from the labor market to retirement at the age of
65 is not financially dramatic for people. However, pensions do not
protect people fully from a poor financial situation. The number of the
elderly living below the poverty line is low. The average for the whole
population in Hungary amounts to 10% and in Poland, as well as in the
Czech Republic and Slovakia it is even lower (5,3% and 8,4%). The
data mentioned above concern the whole generation. In the categories
65+ and 75+ they are correspondingly lower (see Chart 4) except for
Poland where one in five inhabitants (20,2%) over the age of 75 did not
receive income above the poverty line.
To sum up, the issues of pensions, their level and the system of
pension security are important from political and social points of view
as they regard people who used to be employed so the vast majority
of society. The financial crisis in Greece proved how important they
were. The crisis was partly related to high pensions and the attempts
of successive governments to reduce them (as well as pressures from
the European eurozone countries). It resulted in violent protests and
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fighting in the streets as well as radicalization of political parties. The
situation was similar in Poland when the reform of open pension funds
was carried out by the government of the Civic Platform and the Polish
Peasant Party: it also gave rise to protests and fierce public debates.
A recurring topic in Poland is the issue of the so-called “civil” retirement as well as other proposals to amend the system of social security.
In other words, for most citizens it is significant to receive a retirement
pension (and its amount) and to achieve a consensus between political
parties and generations when it comes to the funding of benefits (PayAs-You-Go schemes or unfunded schemes).
There are not any significant differences among the Visegrad Group
countries as far as the issue of pensions is concerned. One in four inhabitants regarded this problem as important: what is more, the significance of this issue increased for the aging populations of these countries. The differences occurred mostly as for regrading this issue as
a national problem.
The amount of pension is strongly correlated with the salary received during employment and therefore it protects the majority of
pensioners from poverty. Poland and Hungary are countries were the
percentage of poor elderly people in all age brackets is the highest
(10%). The best situation is in the Czech Republic (5.3%). In many
countries of the “old” Union, especially in the south of Europe the
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scope of poverty is larger than in Central Europe. Thus, we may state
that the pension reforms in the Visegrad Group countries did not cause
a deterioration in the situation of the elderly and additional obligations
for the budget in the analyzed period.
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13.1. Introduction
In the 21st century we have witnessed numerous wars, both external
and civil ones, e.g. wars in the Middle East (Iraq, Yemen, Syria, Afghanistan), in the Far East (Indonesia, Malesia), in Africa (Libya, Sierra Leone, Mali) or in the vicinity of Central Europe – in Georgia
or in Ukraine (the annexation of the Crimea). In the 1990s there was
a war among the countries of the former Yugoslavia as well as a NATO
armed struggle against Serbia. Also, in the Northern Ireland there was
a civil war that ended in signing the Good Friday Agreement among
the governments of Ireland, Great Britain and the main political parties
of the Northern Ireland in 1998.
The public strongly reacts to tensions and conflicts between neighboring countries and therefore such issues as securing one’s own territory, military expenditures or relations with other countries are of
great interest to people. A high level of public concern in the period
of threat from Russia (announcements of Russia’s intention to install
missile weapons in the Kaliningrad Region) at the beginning of the
1990s (Miś, 2007:159) may serve as an example here. The problem of
defense can be defined as an issue of national security from external
threats, defense of one’s own interests by means of public diplomacy
and international relations or support measures.
The issues of peacekeeping and its price as well as waging costly
wars are still dilemmas for politicians, military officials, the arms industry and civilians. The world has already experienced enthusiastic
war mobilizations contrary to opinions of some intellectuals. “What
many Liberal and Marxist thinkers had underestimated was the impact
of mass nationalism on war. Nationalism both increased the disposition
of citizens to fight for their country, thereby increasing the likelihood
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of war, and, by enabling states to field larger armed forces, contributed
to a quantum leap in the lethality and destructiveness ow war” (Roxborough 2004:339).
From a global perspective, wars between countries, civil wars (Syria, Ukraine), state terrorism, the so-called “ethnic cleansings”, namely
forceful relocation and murdering tribes, ethnic groups or nations, are
the most difficult problems to solve. Very often the psycho-social consequences of wars (orphanhood, loss of family members, mutilation,
rapes) are transmitted to the following generations and last for decades.
Relocation and large numbers of refugees are also consequences of
wars. In 2015 the European Union countries for the first time experienced such consequences of conflicts in Iraq and Syria – in the form of
mass migrations from these countries and from Libya torn by the civil
war at that time. In 2016 and 2017 the influx of refugees continued and
resulted in conflicts among the EU countries and in certain countries
also between immigrants and local people.
Sociologists describe war as an armed conflict, collective and
spread over time, in which one political entity wants to take control over the territory or other important resources of the other entity
(Jospeh 2015:422) and which contributes to death or destruction of the
physical environment on a large scale.
In the first part of the 20th century Europe experienced two great
wars. During the last half century, however, Europe distinguished itself
as the most peaceful continent in the world (Positive Peace Report,
2017). The countries of Central Europe have avoided wars on their territories for the last 30 years. Earlier however, in the 1950s Hungarian
movements for independence were stifled by Soviet troops (with fatalities, secret executions, destruction and population migrations). In the
1960s Czechoslovakia experienced a similar invasion from the Warsaw
Pact troops. “Martial law” in Poland in 1980s looked different as it was
of internal character, namely the social and political movement was
pacified by the Polish Army and internal security forces. There were
also fatalities, forced emigration and damage to health with relatively
small costs as for the infrastructure and the physical environment.
The wars in the Middle East caused the Visegrad Group countries’
involvement on the territory of Iraq and Afghanistan. The level of this
involvement in the case of particular countries of the V4 was differ-
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ent, sometimes purely symbolic and short-term. Sometimes, however,
it was significant as in the case of Polish soldiers responsible for keeping under military control one of the provinces in Afghanistan (the
other ones were controlled by the US army). Contingents of Polish
troops sent to Iraq and Afghanistan faced threat of death, disabilities
and psycho-social trauma. Some Polish soldiers died or had to face
significant costs of participation in the operations. What is interesting,
when mass media in Poland provided information on the wars Iraq and
Afghanistan they usually referred to them as “peacekeeping missions”.
However, people opposing Polish involvement in those conflicts called
them “wars” or “occupations”.
The other Visegrad Group countries took part in the wars in Iraq
and Afghanistan as well, however their involvement was more symbolic, both in terms of the number of troops and the character of their
missions (sanitary, aid, etc.)

13.2. A subjectivistic approach
External military threat and hostile diplomatic activities involve the
public to a great extent. Possibilities of an armed conflict or diplomatic
criticism of a given country constitute a challenge for the authorities and
citizens. The countries of Central Europe have come a long way from the
Warsaw Pact to the North Atlantic Treaty (NATO). When the Visegrad
Group countries were accepted into NATO, they obtained safety guarantees from the USA and the countries of Western Europe. On the other
hand, certain actions on the part of Russia remind us that an armed conflict is possible – building a military potential in the Kaliningrad Region
and regaining control of its former territories in Caucasus and Ukraine
(the Crimea, the eastern part of Ukraine under the control of separatists).
In 2014 the ministers of defense agreed on the Long Term Vision
of the Visegrad Countries on Deepening Their Defense Cooperation
which was supposed to become a basis for practical cooperation of
commanders, soldiers and political and military consultations. In the
first part of 2016 a six-month duty of the Visegrad Battlegroup started.
The Group included over 4000 soldiers over half of whom were Polish.
It may be the beginning of cooperation of four national armies.
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The Eurobarometer databases include answers to questions about
defense from the years 2005 – 2011. Around 2% of Polish respondents indicated this issue (except for 2010) in comparison with 1%
of respondents from the other VG countries (Chart 1). The issues of
security and defense were more often regarded as national problems
than as individual ones (see Chart 2). The issues however were of
little importance to residents of Poland. However, this was not the
case for other countries, such as Great Britain, Cyprus or Slovenia,
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where security and defense were indicated by respondents much more
frequently.
GESIS published the research results concerning defense as the
most important social problem from 2005 to 2011. The number of Polish respondents who indicated this issue during that period amounted
to 2% (2010 was an exception) compared to 1% of indications in the
other countries of the Visegrad Group.

13.3. An objectivistic approach
Poland has been the leader in expenditures for military purposes during most of the period since 2004. The expenditures were roughly unchanged but for the last three years they have started to grow. This
growth was also recorded in the other VG countries, however, in comparison with Poland it was slight (see Chart 3). Poland, as one of few
countries of NATO, spent 2% of its GDP on defense and was called
a model to follow by NATO leaders (especially the President of the
USA). Poland has also the largest army. In 2016 it included 103.000
soldiers compared to 22.000 in the Czech Republic, 18.000 in Hungary
and 13.000 in Slovakia. What is more, in 2016 the government of the
Law and Justice invested to establish and develop the Territorial Defense Force as the fifth type of military service. At that time the Polish
government gave priority to the issues of defense and the military expenditures were twice as high as in the other countries of the Visegrad
Group. The average level of expenditures on defense as a percentage
of the total expenditures in the period from 2004 to 2015 amounted
to 5.44 for Poland and 2.57 for Hungary (see Chart 3). We can easily
observe a declining tendency in the expenditures on defense (as a percentage of GDP with respect to prices from 2010) in the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia (see Chart 4). Poland was an exception – its
military expenditures were twice as high as in the other countries.
The data on military expenditures confirm the existence of differences between Poland and the other V4 countries. All the countries belong to the North Atlantic Treaty which recommends that its members
should spend at least 2% of their GDP on armaments a year. Over recent
years Poland has exceeded this threshold while the other countries of
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the Visegrad Group have spent slightly more than 1%. In 2016 almost
300 USD were spent on military purposes per capita in Poland and 148
USD in Hungary. The countries of former Czechoslovakia cut their
spending on defense and the total amount of money for this purpose
was 222 USD per capita. Various sources show various approaches towards the issue of defense (see Chart 5). Polish governments spent the
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most on military purposes while Hungarian governments the least. The
Czech Republic and Slovakia reduced their military spendings after
they had entered the EU and NATO. The last two years, however, were
exceptional in this respect as the issues of NATO membership and its
members’ responsibilities were raised in political discourse, especially
in speeches by representatives of the American government and the
President Donald Trump (see Chart 5).
Military expenditures do not say much about the quality of weapons
and their usefulness on the battlefield, the military-industrial complex
of particular countries, the destructive potential of the armed forces
and the morale of soldiers and commanders. There are however data on
the value of armed forces in peace time. The data were gathered by an
American portal “GFP Strength in number” and enabled to create a list
of the military force of particular armies.
The ranking from 2017 showed a high position of the Polish Armed
Forces among the UE countries – they took the fifth position (with the
index of 0.381). The Army of the Czech Republic was ranked ninth
(0.6161) and Hungary and Slovakia came 16th and 20th (0.9536 and
1.3204 respectively). The results prove that the Visegrad Group countries differ significantly as far as their defensive potential and military force are concerned. For example, in spite of comparable sizes
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of populations in the Czech Republic and Hungary, the two countries
differ substantially as for their military force (European Union Powers
Ranked by Military Strength Ranking Military Strength Ranking in:
https://www.globalfirepower.com/countries-listing-european-union.
asp. )
It is also interesting to compare the indicators of war and peace.
The Czech Republic, that has a significant military forcem, is regarded
as one of the most peaceful countries in the world. “The good soldier Schweik” is a symbolic figure representing the Czech approach
towards military authorities, the institution of the army and war. Research conducted by the Institute for Economics and Peace confirmed
the Czech love of peace and unwillingness to fight and use violence.
Since the beginning of the research with the use of World Peace Index
(2007) the indicator for the Czech Republic has been the lowest with
a downward trend. Poland is on the other side of the spectrum as its
indictor was usually higher. The years 2010 – 2013 and 2015 – 2016
were exceptional – Slovakia was then regarded as a less peaceful country. The average of WPI in the years 2007 – 2017 was the lowest for the
Czech Republic (1.39) and the highest for Poland (1.57).
To sum up, the issue of defense was the most appreciated by the
Polish government while the least – by the Hungarian government.
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Poland and Hungary spent also the most and the least public money
on defense respectively. Moreover, the above-mentioned research on
peace proved that the Czech Republic is the most peace-loving nation
while Poland – the least.
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14. The natural environment
and its protection

14.1. Introduction
The countries of Eastern Europe lie in an area without destructive natural phenomena such as volcano eruptions, earthquakes, landslides, hurricanes, storms, tsunami waves or fires. The harmful impact of the environment that inhabitants of these countries had to face had been caused
by human activities. This means above all air, water and ground pollution, mining damage (deep and open-cast mines), heavy traffic emitting
toxic substances to the air, desiccation of certain areas as a result of inadequate management of water, unsealing of containers with industrial
wastes or unsecured “e-waste”, namely electronic wastes, etc.
Natural phenomena are global; borders of countries are not able to
stop harmful radiation, winds, runoffs or air movement. Central Europe was exposed to radioactive radiation caused by the Chernobyl
accident in 1986, acid rains from clouds that came from other areas of
Europe, pollution of the Baltic Sea or extinction of some species, for
example bees because of using chemical plant protection products in
other countries.
As a result of scientists’ observations on adverse effects of human
activities on the natural environment, specialized agencies of the United Nations triggered a series of meetings of representatives of countries that enabled to sign international agreements aiming at improving
the environmental situation. The most important ones were the Kyoto
Protocol that entered into force in 2005, the Doha (Kuwait) Amendment from 2012 and the Paris Agreement from 2015. The subscribing States agreed to introduce changes to their domestic industries and
economic activities to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. The European
Union was the most committed organization of the UN climate agree-
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ments. The EU member countries have their own national bodies and
legislation as well as citizen organizations protecting the environment.
There has already been an encouraging track record of successes in this
sphere, namely restoration of endangered species, e.g. wisents, lynxes,
bears, wolves or beavers. However, the restoration of species to new
areas entailed conflicts between ecological movements and inhabitants
of these areas or hunters. Certain conflict arose also between countries,
for example Poland and Slovakia, regarding the size of endangered
populations, for example wolves and bears, and the necessity to kill
some of them.
The most common types of pollution distinguished by experts are:
air, water and ground pollution. Far-reaching changes resulting from
air pollution may cause a further decline in the total volume of ozone
in Earth’s stratosphere (the ozone layer). Consequently, it may endanger the life on Earth by cosmic radiation transmittance. Air pollution
is mostly caused by gas emission, such as carbon dioxide as well as
carbon and sulfur oxides that result from the combustion of fossil fuels
(petrol and diesel fuels in cars). Water pollution includes both surface
water (rivers, lakes and ponds) and groundwater. It occurred due to
intensive industrialization as well as pouring wastes to rivers and other
surface waters or insufficient purification of liquid wastes. As a result,
water is neither suitable for consumption nor for leisure. Groundwater
was also contaminated to a large extent due to its concentration and
stability and, as in the case of surface waters, it requires special water
purification processes (chlorination, ozonation, microfiltration) to be fit
for human consumption. Ground pollution is usually related to the lack
of or poor industrial and communal waste management. Particularly
affected areas are those near industrial plants that carry out production
with the use of strong toxins, such as mercury, sulphur or radioactive
substances. They are paints, fertilizers or light bulbs manufacturers,
etc. Another source of contamination are plant protections substances
(pesticides and herbicides) that are used in agriculture.
Due to the process of deindustrialization in Poland after 1989
the condition of the environment improved significantly. Many coal
mines, cocking plants, zinc works, metallurgical and chemical plants
were closed. Consequently, gas emission substantially decreased as
well as the consumption of water in industry. At the same time how-
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ever, the number of cars and traffic increased, including international
and air transport. Also, new recycling technologies were introduced
as well as methods of safe disposal of wastes. The situation of Poland and the other Visegrad Group countries became more similar to
the other countries of Western Europe. Those countries (together with
the USA, Canada, Japan and Australia) “contain only about 22 percent of the world’s population, disproportionately consume the largest portion of the world’s resources (nearly 88 percent of the natural
resources each year, including 73 percent of the world’s energy resources)” (Miller, Yelin: 2008: 310). This blatant disproportion gives
a lot of food for thoughts and encourages various forms of action to
share the world’s resources in a fair manner. People sensitive to such
inequalities often popularize the slogan of “environmental justice”. It
concerns the identification of polluted areas and populations exposed
to harmful effects of pollution. Environmental justice activists and ecological movements have raised public awareness about the risks posed
by further exploitation of natural resources and they have managed to
change people’s behavior to more environmentally friendly.

14.2. A subjectivist approach
The natural environment has been of great interest to the public in the
Visegrad Group countries since they entered the European Union. The
issues had been also present in public discourse in the period preceding
the European integration thanks to the activities of social movements
referred to as ecological movements, “the Greens” or animal rights
activists (Gliński 1996). Environmentalists mobilized mass media and,
with their help, the public to fight for environmentally friendly construction of flood prevention reservoirs, location of industrial facilities and housing estates, green areas conservation, forests and animal
protection. Defining what is environmentally friendly raised conflicts
between ecologists and inhabitants of given areas, officials, laymen
or proponents of modernity. A struggle to protect the environment has
gained a global dimension with regard to the conflict between supporters of the global warming theory and its opponents who undermine the
credibility of evidence on its negative effects.
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In Poland the issues of environmental protection took mostly two
different forms. The first one involved grass-roots activities of people
opposing plans to build new shopping malls, housing estates or roads in
naturally valuable places. In big cities urban ecological movements led
to withdrawal of the local authorities or developers from new investments or changes in their building plans. In Cracow such movements
achieved a success in preserving a part of the natural environment during the construction of Kraków Plaza shopping center and Zakrzówek
housing estate. Similarly, it was a huge success to recognize air pollution and smog as the main issues for the city. The municipal authorities
radically changed their energy policy (replacement of coal-fired boilers, fight against burning rubbish, etc.)
Fight against air pollution is directly related to energy sources. In
Poland the dominating method of household heating is combustion of
hard or brown coal. The countries of the Visegrad Group use also other
energy sources, such as nuclear energy, water power, solar or wind energy. The environment is protected by using renewable energy sources
or sources which are less hazardous for the environment in terms of
emissions of carbon dioxide and other toxic pollutants. A relationship
between environmental protection and energy occurred in surveys
whose authors attempted to identify the most important environmental
problems (nature conservation, concerns about climate or energy production).
The other form of environmental protection are activities at national level. They involved inhabitants of various regions who organized themselves to protest against interfering in naturally valuable
areas. The defense of the Czorsztyn Reservoir, the attempts to build
a nuclear power plant in Żarnowiec, the Rospuda Valley, forests near
St. Anna’s Hill or Białowieża Forest may serve as examples of such
activities. Ecologists and their supporters’ actions involved political
parties, local authorities and inhabitants of the areas in question. Environmental conflicts quickly turned into political conflicts, which resulted in a shift of public attitudes from pro- to anti-government ones.
It happened as people considered forests, trees, reservoirs, animals and
plants valuable. Ecological movements frequently had to face hunters
and farmers who demanded that they could kill animals that attacked
their livestock.
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Respondents seldom indicated environmental protection as the key
problem for the country. Except for years 2006 and 2007, 1 – 2% of
respondents mentioned this issue in Poland, slightly more in the other VG countries, especially in Slovakia and the Czech Republic, and
somewhat less in Hungary. It was not a problem of the whole society
but of a small part of it. Generally, the percentages of respondents indicating environmental protection in the Visegrad Group were similar
or identical (see Chart 1).
Environmental protection was one of the issues that were treated
more personally than socially. A comparison of answers proved that
from 2008 to 2011 – to a limited extent – Poles considered the environment as a personal issue more than as a national problem. In other
words, environmental protection was significant for a small number of
people who defined and saw it in the framework of their own interests
and threats, not national, collective ones. In the subsequent years the
surveyed people more often referred to environmental protection as
a problem of the European Union and ceased to treat it personally and
as a national issue. In 2011 over 6% and in 2012 7% of Polish respondents indicated environmental issues as an EU problem (see Chart 2).
We had a chance to observe the Europeanisation of ecology and the
European Union’s efforts in the international arena to sign the Paris
Agreement (on combating global warming). We may state that when
it comes to ecology respondents turned out to be more European than
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Polish or that they more often indicated ecology from the point of view
of the citizens of the European Union.

14.3. An objectivistic approach
Studies conducted by the EU specialized agencies provide information
on pollution. Their results prove that air quality in Polish cities is very
poor. Only in industrial cities in Bulgaria the air is more polluted and
the majority of big European cities with the worst air pollution indicators are in Poland (Air Quality in Europe – 2017 Report).
Air quality is one of the most popular indicators of environmental
protection. Data on the Visegrad Group countries show the condition
of the environment and its slow changes which result from adopting
European standards in terms of protecting the environment.
There are significant differences among the Visegrad Group countries in the volume of emission of substances that contribute to climate
change. Poland was a country where the emission of greenhouse gases
was the highest. In 2015 Polish companies and houses produced over
384.000.000 tons of greenhouse gases (converted to carbon dioxide
equivalent). Significant emissions were also in the Czech Republic
(127.000.000 tons), however in Hungary and in Slovakia they were much
lower (61.000.000 and 41.000.000 tons respectively) (see Chart 3).
Generally, in the Visegrad Group greenhouse gas emissions were
reduced to a very small extent. Taking into consideration the plans to
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Chart 3. The total emission of greenhouse gases (without LULUCF) in thousands
of ton of carbon dioxide equivalent in the VG countries. Source: own elaboration based
on Greenhouse gas emissions. In: http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?r=996529&erroCode=403&lastaction=
login_submit (access 2nd January 2018)

reduce the emissions formulated by the EU authorities and the policy of implementing the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement, the
changes were not revolutionary.
A better illustration of differences among the VG countries than the
data on the total emissions of gases are those on the volume of emission per one citizen. The emissions of greenhouse gases per capita was
12.07 in the Czech Republic, 10.11 in Poland, significantly less in Slovakia (7.62) and Hungary (6.23). Poland emitted twice as much greenhouse gases as Hungary and much more than Slovakia and the Czech
Republic (see Chart 4). Poland made the greatest contribution to the
greenhouse effect and unfavorable (according to ecologists) changes
to the atmosphere.
Detailed data show that the emission of toxic gases to the atmosphere in Poland was the highest. It concerned in particular sulfur oxides and carbon monoxide and in the case of nitrogen oxides, gases
including microparticles PM 10 and 2.5 and non-methane volatile organic particles Poland occupied the second place among the Visegrad
Group countries in terms of the volume of toxic substances.
Also, among the countries of the Group Poland was the largest producer of nitrogen and carbon oxides, Hungary – of gases including
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the particles PM 10 and Slovakia – of non-methane volatile organic
compounds (see Chart 5). Inhabitants of these countries were exposed
to toxic gases including PM 2.5 considered the most toxic and difficult
to eliminate.
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The Visegrad Group countries made progress on the road to reducing emissions of gases regarded by experts as the source of global
warming, although their efforts were varied. From 2004 to 2015 the
Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary reduced the emission of greenhouse gases (respectively by 20.000.000, 10.000.000 and 14.000.000
tons). In Poland the emission also decreased, to a lesser extent though,
from 397.000.000 to 384.000.000 tons (by 14.000.000 tons).
After the adoption of 100 as the basis for comparison, changes in
the emission of gases were as follows (compare data from Chart 6). In
2015 the reduction of greenhouse gases emissions in the VG countries
were significant (from 15 to 17%), with the exception of Poland. The
years 2014 and 2015 were the only ones when the emission decreased
as earlier, in the period from 2004 to 2013, the volume of emission in
Poland was larger than in 2000. The decrease in the volume of greenhouse gases was the most significant in the Czech Republic (by almost
2.5 kilogram per capita) and Slovakia (almost 2 kilograms) and the
smallest in Poland (nearly 0.3 kilogram) (see Chart 6).
Guided by data on greenhouse gases, we can see that Poland was
their largest producer and in the slightest degree reduced their emission to the atmosphere. Virtually, there was no reduction of emission
in Poland while in the other Visegrad Group countries the reductions
were significant. There was a positive change however in the emission
of sulfur oxides as it decreased by one third (see Chart 7).
Air pollution results in an increase in the incidence of respiratory
diseases and in mortality (see Chart 8). Even though the highest emission of pollutants to the atmosphere was in Poland, air pollution had the
greatest impact on public health in Hungary (874 people per 1.000.000
inhabitants in 2015) and the Czech Republic. The situation in Poland
and in Slovakia was better. In the latter there was a spectacular decline
in the mortality rate and in the incidence of respiratory disease (over
100.000).
During the membership in the European Union one could notice
a positive trend in the Visegrad Group countries, namely a decrease
in the volume of toxic gases. It proves that some environmental measures were undertaken in the EU countries in accordance with its environmental policy. In the global perspective this policy was a hallmark
that made the European Union stand out among other countries whose
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governments negated the existence of climate changes, withdrew from
the Paris Agreement (USA) or gave priority to economic growth rather
than environmental protection (China, India, Brazil and Russia).
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15. Climate and energy

15.1. Introduction
Soil erosion, seawater freezing or lakes overgrowing are processes that
have been ongoing for decades. It is likewise in the case of sea level
rises or the ozone hole. It takes a long time for people who live in areas
changing under the influence of climate to realize the reasons and adverse effects of such phenomena. Long-term observation and research
with the use of specialist diagnostic tools are necessary to explain climatic processes and their impact on the environment. For 30 years the
term “global warming” has been officially used which refers to the rise
in global average temperature and the process of melting of polar ice
and glaciers in the mountains.
Warnings of meteorologists, who established an organization for
monitoring climate changes in 1988, resulted in drawing up an action
plan and signing agreements, such as the Kyoto Protocol (1997) or the
Paris Agreement. Implementation of provisions of these agreements
however turned out to be extremely difficult. The European Union became a leader in changing the current model of the energy industry and
introducing renewable energies on a large scale (wind farms, water
power, solar panels, “green cars”).
Special attention paid to anthropogenic changes in the environment
(mostly in terms of industrial and agricultural production) changed
people’s everyday life, which is expressed in the best way by the wellknown slogan of “going green”. In the European Union serious changes
occurred as for using alternative sources of energy, hybrid cars (petrol
and electric cars) or public transport in the cities. Such changes were
possible thanks to urban movements and political parties referred to as
“green”. Within the space of a single generation social attitudes were
changed. Even in the case of the US, where there was an increased
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resistance against the concept of global warming and climate “skepticism”, one may claim that “the framing of global as a social problem
can be deemed a partial success” (Ungarn, 2008:416).
This author noticed also that warnings against global warming
were ignored for many years. It is only now that not only scientists
but also journalists are interested in environmental issues and publicize the most dramatic events (heat and droughts in the USA, the 1993
Mississippi flood, storms and floods in Great Britain and Germany in
1987, Hurricane Katrina in New Orleans, the ozone hole enlargement
in summers, water scarcity in California and the Mid United States or
restrictions regarding watering lawns or washing cars). What is more,
research and implementation institutions are established. As a result,
man-made environmental changes have become a significant problem
for politicians and the public.
As in the case of unemployment and indebtedness, climate changes are a difficult research issue requiring cooperation of experts from
various fields. There are various scientific opinions according to which
production and consumption are responsible for climate changes. On
the other hand, “climate models, which ultimately try to link the atmosphere, the ocean, and the earth’s surface, are at once extraordinarily
complex and yet primitive” (Ungarn: 418). Consequently, there are still
significant controversies over climate processes and various interpretations of current natural phenomena (heat waves, frosts, droughts, hurricanes, polluted air, etc.). Conflicting opinions and interpretations of
events are a trigger of activities undertaken by governments, corporations and inhabitants of areas affected by unusual climate phenomena.
Most of the EU governments promote a policy of moving away from
traditional energy sources and replacing them with alternative ones
(water, wind or nuclear energy). Corporations adjust to customers’ requirements and they develop ecological technologies and futurological
ideas of transport or heating. Problematic populations try to survive in
new conditions or migrate in search of more friendly places to settle.
In Poland the most intensive discussions in mass media revolve
around hard and brown coal mining (while the EU adopted a policy of
decarbonization), building wind farms and small hydroelectric power plants based on prosumer activity acts or building and using flood
protection reservoirs. In view of the likely power supply failures, an
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issue of nuclear power stations emerged in the political debate. Poland does not have any nuclear power stations while in the other VG
countries (for over 35 years) there have been five nuclear power plants
(two in the Czech Republic, two in Slovakia and one in Hungary) and
the countries still invest and develop nuclear power (despite the accident at the Fukushima power station or Germany’s withdrawal from
the nuclear power program).
The existing, passive energy policy in Poland resulted from the lack
of government’s position on climate change and the protection of coal
mining industry. We may say that it is a kind of balancing between the
UE and the USA. However, during this period of passivity and waiting,
new technologies and human behavior developed which may be used
in the future to adapt to climate changes in a better way.
On the one hand, it concerns new, ultra-low emission vehicles, new
ecological boilers, modern power stations, photovoltaic modules, lowenergy houses and industry, etc. On the other hand, there is increasing
environmental awareness among people who developed new behaviors
(using human powered vehicles or ecological public transport, lowenergy households, waste segregation, recycling, new eating habits,
energy-saving bulbs, etc.). Thus, at the moment we are witnessing
development of a new way of adaptation to the environment which
replaced the old system based on the 19th and 20th century industry and
exploitation of traditional resources (wood, coal, oil).

15.2. A subjectivistic approach
Questions concerning climate change and/or energy were included
in the Eurobarometer survey a few years after ten new countries had
been accepted to the European Union (2004). Later the questions were
asked in a more developed form, including “environmental protection”, namely “climate change/environmental protection/energy”. In
the years 2006 – 2016 4% of Polish respondents on average indicated
the three issues as the most important problems the country was facing.
Differences between Poland and the other countries occurred only in
the first two years of asking climate and energy questions. In Slovakia
the environmental issues were indicated more often than in the other
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Chart 1. Climate and energy as the most important social problems in Poland and
the average for the other three VG countries. Source: own elaboration

countries (see Chart 1). We can also notice a slight increase in the number of indications among the inhabitants of the Visegrad Group in the
last three years.
The question about the environment, climate and energy was heterogenic. It included issues that could be regarded as contradictory by
respondents. For example, supporters of the idea of climate change
may have different opinions on energy. However, the overall number
of indications mattered (of the whole group of issues). Thus, the complexity of this question may have been the reason why Polish respondents changed their opinions as for identifying the environmental and
energy-related issues as personal, national or the EU problems. The
issues were clearly considered personal in the years 2012 – 2015. They
were also significant for respondents as problems of the EU. On the
other hand, regarding ecology as a national problem was the rarest during the whole time of the research.
Generally, environmental and energy-related issues were mostly regarded as personal. In public debate such topics were mentioned as: air
pollution, destruction of green spaces, intensive housing developments,
extinction of animals (bees) and plants (chestnut trees) and invasive
alien species (ticks, round gobies in the Baltic Sea, Sosnowsky’s hogweed or butterflies destroying box trees). The threat from such animals
or plants is often exaggerated by producers of preventive medicines
(against ticks, preventing burns or poisoning) or vaccinations that are
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present in mass media. With respect to some threats we can speak of
mass hysteria or panic as in the case of ticks and borreliosis as well as
masks against air pollution in many cities in Poland, including health
resorts.
What is interesting, Polish respondents did not regard environmental issues as national problems but they more often considered them
problems of the European Union. During the entire time of the research
national issues were indicated by 4% of respondents (see Chart 2).
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Chart 2. Climate and energy as the most important national, personal and the EU
problems in Poland. Source: own elaboration

15.3. An objectivistic approach
In the chapter devoted to the environment, I presented data illustrating
air pollution in the Visegrad Group countries and changes that have
taken place for the last twelve years. Among many components of the
environment (water, forests, croplands and wastelands, etc.), I intent
to describe a few chosen elements. Some of the OCED data are not
complete and do not allow to compare (even in a very basic way) the
countries belonging to the Visegrad Group. It concerns, among others,
forest resources, their natural dying and afforestation as well as economic utilization of forests. And it is a truly significant issue as there
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Chart 3. The total amount of waste produced in the VG countries (in thousands
of tons). Source: own elaboration based on the OECD data: Generation of waste. Total amounts of
waste generated by sector. In: http://stats.oecd.org/index.aspx?r=989471&erroCode=403&lastaction=log
in_submit# (access 2nd January 2018)

were numerous protests and political reactions (also at the European
Union level) related to deforestation in Białowieża Forest in 2016 and
2017. The situation was similar in the case of the Rospuda Valley and
St. Anna’s Hill where various organizations and movements united to
defend the areas, as well as in the case of Augustów where car traffic in
the center was reduced (including international transport).
Climate changes resulted in floods and droughts in areas where such
extreme natural phenomena had not occurred before. In Poland in hot
summers there were problems with access to water as wells dried out,
for examples in some areas in Podkarpacie, a well as rivers in Masovia
(2016). Also, severe flooding occurred, as the 1997 Central European
flood or the floods in 2012. In August 2017 there were storms that
destroyed massive areas of forests in Kujawy as well as heavy rainfall
that caused flooding.
Among the VG countries Poland has relatively small drinking water resources. Slovakia has the largest resources and access to water,
namely 15238 square meters per one inhabitant. Therefore, foreign
companies insisted on privatizing water sources, which however met
with an objection from the Slovakian government. Hungary has also
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large water resources (11880 square meters per capita). Poland and the
Czech Republic on the other hand have water resources that are ten
times smaller than Slovakia (1623 and 1517 square meters per capita
respectively). It entails the need to care for maintaining purity, quality
and availability of water in Poland as well as to use rivers and canals
to produce energy in small water power plants and to make better use
of inland transport. Political conflicts about the access to water that
arouse in the last decade in the Middle East and Africa proved that
drinking water sources were of crucial importance for peaceful relations among societies and their development.
The subjective assessment of drinking water was the highest in the
Czech Republic (84% in 2013 and 88% of people in 2016 assessed
the properties of water as good) and the lowest in Hungary (76% in
the years mentioned above). In Poland and Slovakia the quality of
drinking water was described as good by around 80% of the surveyed
people. Thus, most people in the Visegrad Group had access to tasty
water in their houses.
Another important element of environmental protection is waste
management (industrial and municipal waste as well as wastes collected
from households). A policy of reusing resources and various forms of
recycling make European Union stand out among other countries, such
as the USA, China, India or Brazil. The total volume of waste produced
in Poland exceeded three times the total amount of waste produced in
the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Hungary (see Chart 3). When we
compare the amount of waste produced by an average Pole (4094 kilograms a year) we can see clearly that it is twice as much as in the case
of an average Czech (2171 kilograms a year) and two and a half times
more than in the case of Hungarians and Slovaks (1621 and 1544 kilograms a year respectively) (see Chart 4). Moreover, the three countries
made progress towards reducing the amount of waste compared to 2006.
The European policy on waste management and new legal obligations
to segregate waste led to significant changes in Poland as during 6 years
waste segregation and recycling quadrupled. Thus, a positive change
took place although waste generation and storage in Poland were greater than in the other countries. Generally however, Poland’s image as
a dirty and polluted country was not significantly improved.
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The development of modern environmental technologies in Poland
looks better although the Czech Republic is a pioneer in this field (with
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four modern technologies per capita). Poland however made significant progress (from 0.63 to 1.87), which enabled to reach a position
comparable to Hungary and Slovakia. The percentage of environmental technologies with respect to all technologies in Poland is similar
to the percentage in the Czech Republic. As far as new pro-ecological
technologies are concerned, a clear change occurred in Poland towards
more eco-technologically developed countries (see Charts 6 and 7).
The above-mentioned data on waste and recycling present a kind of
race between waste and pollution production and various techniques
of their disposal. During the period considered, the Visegrad Group
countries stabilized the production of industrial and municipal waste
and made attempts to develop new, more environmentally-friendly
technologies.
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16.1. Introduction
The issues of education, access to knowledge and reproduction of social strata are among the most important problems in developed societies. Historically, such issues gained importance at the end of the 18th
century due to revolutionary changes in Europe and America. At that
time common and less well-off people started to demand their right
to study at higher education levels. Coleman writes: „Education for
the lower classes become more important as technological advances
created the demand for a more highly skilled work force” (Coleman,
Kerbo 2002: 68).
Educational issues usually engage people cognitively and emotionally to a small extent (2 – 3% of the population). There were years
however when they became “topic number one” or significant issues
in public debates. Well-known historical examples include the year
1983 when the report “A nation at Risk” was published in the USA
or 2001 – 2002 when the law “No Child Left Behind” was drawn up
and adopted (Weiss 2008:282-284). In Poland education also aroused
strong emotions and its reforms mobilized parents, teachers and other
stakeholders to protest.
It suffices to recall the so-called ”Elbanowscy movement”, a debate on a new primer for first-year pupils or protests against Minister
Anna Zalewska’s reform. “Elbanowscy movement” managed to gather
almost a million of signatures against lowering school starting age.
A similar number of signatures (around a million) was gathered in
2017 in relation to Anna Zalewska’s reform that liquidated junior high
schools and reintroduced the old system of education. Within twenty
years (1999 – 2018) the system of education in Poland underwent numerous reforms. It is enough to recall the names of ministers who car-
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ried out the most serious reforms: Mirosław Handke, Roman Giertych,
Katarzyna Hall and Anny Zalewska. I am not going to mention here
higher education reforms (or their plans) that were carried out at the
same time, namely Barbara Kudrycka’s and Jarosław Gowin’s reforms.
Education reforms aroused a great deal of emotions although they
did not concern life, health or the standard of living of people who
took active part in the protests, debates or made public statements. The
disputes often concerned the symbolic sphere: the symbol of the cross
in classrooms, priests and other churchpersons running educational
classes, ethics classes or sexual education, etc. Fighting for values and
symbols (religious or secular ones) dominated in public debates over
such issues as equal access to education, equal educational chances,
the labor market relevance of education, integrated schools and classes
or free third level education.
In a symbolic sense education was a battleground of various ideas
and concepts: family life education or sexual education, secular or religion-friendly schools, heterosexuality and homo- and transsexuality,
school engaged in the process of upbringing or neutral, concentered on
transferring knowledge, etc. At the same time such issues as the quality of education, the added value, the quality of teaching in different
institutions, varying levels of teaching or vocational education were
shifted into the background of discussions and debates in the media.
The public in Poland could easily obtain knowledge of such issues
as the results of junior high school final examinations and the final
secondary school examinations are published regularly (including divisions into voivodeships, districts and other criteria) as well as the
results of international educational comparative research (e.g. PISA).
After accession to the European Union education in Poland was
in a completely new situation. Above all, new trends in education,
pioneered in the USA and Great Britain, attracted attention, such as
standardization, measuring educational attainments, testing, evaluation
reports, privatization or educational vouchers (Shaker 2008:297). I do
not intend to describe changes that took place in higher education such
as introducing the so-called “Bologna Process” or European Credit
Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS).
For the public the above-mentioned issues were disputable and
controversial. What is more, tradition and the current position of edu-
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cational staff also contribute to the situation. During the interwar Second Republic of Poland the system of education was one of the most
important mechanisms that integrated young generations from different, formerly-partitioned parts of Poland. The development of a new,
post-partition society took place through the creation of a new system
of education and ensuring a high social status of teachers. Also in the
period of state socialism the system of education played an important
socializing and ideological role (shaping a new type of personality and
social control). Consequently, in comparison with the Anglosphere,
teachers in Poland have a strong position, both in terms of prestige and
legislation (The Teacher’s Charter).
Moreover, teachers constitute a big professional group and have
strong trade unions compared to other groups (both post-communist
and post-Solidarity ones). Despite numerous attempts made by all political options, teachers managed to protect the status quo. Thus, they
constitute a large population of conscious and active stakeholders who
intervene in case of various attempts to change the current model of
education. It is also worthwhile mentioning that parents are more and
more active and interested in their children’s’ educational attainments
and learning environment. Recently, they have been able to mobilize
and fight for the best interest, as they understood it, of their children.
In recent years they have protested against starting school by six-yearolds and then against closing junior high schools.

16.2. A subjectivistic approach
The Visegrad Group residents’ opinions on education as the most important social problem were similar in the majority of studies. However, during the period in question this issue was the most relevant for
Slovaks and the least relevant for Poles (see Chart 1). Education was
indicated by almost 5% of respondents with one exception – the year
2016. Then the number of indications doubled and sometimes even
tripled. The survey data show strong convergence of opinions in all
four countries even though elections, election campaigns and various
primary, secondary and higher education reforms, both adopted or discontinued ones, took place in different periods in different countries.

167

16. Education

14%
12%
12%

11%

11%
10%
10%

10%

8%

6%
4%
4%

3%
2%

7%
7%
7%
6%
6% 6% 6%
6%
6%
5%
5%
5%
5% 5% 5%
5%
5%
5% 5%
5%
5% 4%
4% 4%
4%
4%
4%
4%
4%
4%
3%
3% 3% 3% 3% 3%
3% 3% 4%
3% 3%
3%
3%
3% 3% 3%
3% 3% 3%
3% 3%
3% 3% 3%
3%
3%
3%
3%
3%
2% 2% 3% 3%
2%
2%
2% 2%
2% 2% 2%
2%
2%
2% 2%
1%
1% 1%
7%

6%

4%
4%
3% 3%
3%
2% 2%

2%

0%

Czechia

Hungary

Poland

Slovakia
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Such situations generate greater interest and involvement of common
people (parents, teachers, young people, aid institutions, etc.). It was
particularly noticeable in Poland when the ideas and attempts to reform
the system of education were widely publicized in mass media and
became a part of public debate, including protests (e.g. of secondary
school graduates in Opole, six-year-olds’ parents, junior high school
students, advocates of classes in ethics or opponents of religious education).
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16.2.1. Education as a national and a personal problem
As questions about social problems seen from a personal perspective
were added to the Eurobarometer survey, it was possible to compare
social problems regarded either as individual or as national problems.
What is interesting, it turned out that people regarded education mostly as a personal problem, involving their own or their children’s future. Results of the surveys prove that public debates on education
reforms resulted in an increased number of indications among the
surveyed people. The number of indications increased when education reforms were implemented or planned, e.g. reforms concerning
school uniforms, enhanced discipline at schools, greater examination
requirements or reintroducing the old system by liquidating junior high
schools. From spring 2014 to autumn 2016 people’s interest in education increased from 2 to 11%.
Education is a different kind of problem than unemployment,
price increase or taxes. The condition of education does not pose
a direct threat to people’s welfare. However, it is strongly related to
people’s hopes for their and their children’s future and disputes about
the character of school education (secular or Christian, liberal or conservative, permissive or punitive, etc.). The significance of this issue
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was best reflected in the survey results, namely education was more
frequently considered a personal problem than a national one.
The survey data do not show significant changes of opinions as far
as the importance of education is concerned. Objective indicators on the
other hand prove other, more positive aspects of the problem – a systematic increase in the number of children attending schools, extended
learning time and better learning performance achieved by students in
standardized tests in Poland and in the other VG countries. It is possible
to state that the systems of education in these countries are successful in
preparing young generations to new social and employment conditions.
Education developed during the whole period considered, with most
progress observed in Slovakia and Poland (see Chart 4). Moreover, Poland significantly upgraded its position in terms of Human Development
Index because of improving the quality of education and to a much lesser
extent because of economic growth or longer life expectancy.
The Visegrad Group countries did not neglect institutional changes
as they constantly improved the quality of schools of all levels and
integrated their systems with the European model (for example in the
form of learning foreign languages, lifelong learning, e.g. Long-Life
Education, students and pupils’ exchanges, implementing the Bologna
Process and reducing the gap between them and more developed countries, for example the Nordic countries).
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16.3. An objectivistic approach
International comparative research conducted with the use of Human
Development Index shows a very positive image of education in the
Visegrad Group. After accession to the EU three (Poland, Slovakia
and Hungary) VG countries were close to the line (0.800) marking
belonging to the most developed countries and the Czech Republic
had crossed the line (see Chart 4). Within eleven years there was a systematic growth of value of the general educational index for all the
countries. Their systems of education developed both in terms of the
number of pupils and students at all levels of education and in terms of
education for older people (above 25 years old).
To sum up, the indicators show clearly that in the Visegrad Group
countries the level of education is high and the systems of education
improved. Education reforms in Poland focused peoples’ interest and
made them indicate education in the surveys more often. The importance of education for parents, teachers, social activists and the authorities was emphasized as it was considered more personal than public
(except for mobilizations for and against the reforms).
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17.1. Introduction
According to Silver and Matthew (2008:926) terrorism “involves the
illegal use or threatened use of violence against individuals unable or
unprepared to defend themselves in order to elicit fear and advance
a political, ideological, or religious cause”. They also add that terrorism is sometimes related to suicides or other forms of self-sacrifice.
Terrorists gain psychological control over individuals and groups
of people due to the randomness, unpredictability and uncontrollability
of their actions. “Individuals exposed to terrorism (either directly or
indirectly through the media) often experience a number of emotions:
shock or emotional numbness in the immediate aftermath, intense fear
or anxiety about the future, and a sense of sadness or depression about
the losses incurred” (Silver, Matthew, 2008: 928).
In mass media we can mostly find information on international terrorism, namely violent actions leading to death or loss of health of
victims or to intimidation, performed by citizens of one country with
respect to inhabitants of another country. There are however other
forms of terrorism: vigilante terrorism, insurgent terrorism or state terrorism. The last one involves mass executions and tortures and it “has
killed and injured more people than all the other kinds of terrorism
combined” (Barkan, 2012: 429).
Because of a spectacular character of the terrorist attacks of 11th
September 2001 as well as many others, for example the explosions of
bombs during the Boston Marathon on 15th April 2013 (Joseph, 2015),
research was conducted on victims, witnesses and groups of people
who managed to escape unharmed. The research proved that there
was a growing fear of terrorism among all social groups. Mass media
played an important role in inducing the fear as they provided coverage
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of the bloody events and contributed to considering terrorism a global
problem by common people (Silver, Mathew, 2008).
The countries of Central Europe had little experience as far as terrorism was concerned compared to the countries of Western Europe,
both in the period of state socialism and after 1989. Western European societies had to face and confront with terrorists of various political orientations or ethnic backgrounds. Examples could include
fight against terrorism in France after the Algerian War in 1960s, fight
against left-wing terrorism in Italy (and the murder of the Prime Minster Aldo Moro) in 1970s and 1980s or in Germany in 1970s (the Red
Army Fraction and the assassination of Martin Schlayer), terrorists
from former Dutch settlements, Basque terrorists or those from the
Northern Ireland. Fight against radical, armed groups in Spain or in
the Northern Ireland (constituting a part of the UK) had taken many
decades until it ended in 1990s (the Good Friday Agreement among the
Irish Republican Party, unionists and the government of Tony Blair).
We may claim that most countries of the “old EU” became accustomed
to the presence of different forms of terrorism (left-wing, right-wing,
ethnic or religious) in social life.
For governments and a large part of societies groups that turned to
violence and attacked railway stations, soldiers or other ethnic, religious or political groups were regarded as terrorists. They on the other
hand referred to themselves as fighters for freedom and for their right
to self-determination. In the past they fought against governments and
administration (French, British, Italian, Spanish, etc.) and killed policemen, judges or ministers. By means of armed struggle they wanted to
change the political (anarchists, radial leftists), the economic (the opponents of capitalism), the ethnic or the national situation (the Basque
separatist groups or supporters of the united Ireland).
After the attacks on World Trade Centre on 11th September 2001 Islamic terrorism appeared, initially in the form of Al-Qaida’s activities
and then the Islamic state. In Europe the bloodiest attacks were those
conducted in London, Paris and Madrid.
Western European societies came a long way towards managing
the problem of terrorist groups and activities. The situation in the VG
countries was different as although they experienced attacks on unarmed civilians, it was aggression on the part of other countries – Rus-
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sian invasion of Hungary in 1956 or the Warsaw Pact troops invasion
of Czechoslovakia in 1968.
Terrorism usually causes a reaction on the part of a country. In the
19th century the strongest European countries created espionage networks, strengthened police and internal security forces. A similar situation took place in the USA after the attacks on 11th September (Deflem,
2008, Deflem, Dilks, 2008), namely radical changes were introduced,
and new counterterrorism organizations were established. After the attacks in Western Europe some legislative amendments were adopted
as well as the number of police officers and security forces increased.
Also in the Visegrad Group countries changes were introduced to national security acts and to police and internal security forces’ activities.

17.2. A subjectivistic approach
Results of the surveys clearly reflect people’s concern and the priority
given to the issue of terrorism. In 2004 the terrorist attack in Madrid
in Spain took place (on a train) and a year later four simultaneous attacks occurred in London in Great Britain (2005). Among victims and
witnesses of those events there were also citizens of the VG countries,
often emigrants or their families in Madrid and London. The percentage of respondents regarding terrorism as the most important problem
multiplied, especially in Slovakia, Hungary and the Czech Republic in
2005 and 2006 (see Chart 1). The situation repeated in 2015 and 2016
when there were attacks in Paris (on Charlie Hebdo’s office and on the
Bataclan concert hall), in Brussels (at the airport and an underground
station), Nice (on the promenade), in Copenhagen or Berlin. The Islamic state claimed responsibility for the attacks.
In the years 2006 – 2014 we can hardly speak of a wave of terrorist attacks, however single, sometimes very bloody acts of terror
took place. The murder of 70 people by a right-wing extremist Anders
Breivik in 2011 may serve as an example.
Increasing fear of terrorism and the need to combat it are clearly
visible in Chart 2. It presents how the public changed their opinions
on terrorism; it shows a significant increase (from 0 – 1% to 5 – 6%)
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Chart 1. Terrorism as the most important social problem in the VG countries.
Source: own elaboration

in the number of statements that terrorism was the most important social problem from a personal, not a public, point of view. Let us bear
in mind that in the countries in question there were not any terrorists
attacks but people were provided with information on such events, for
example the mass shooting and hostage-taking at the Bataclan theatre or on pursuits of terrorists in Paris or Brussels.
In comparison with the other Visegrad Group countries, the public
in Poland took the matter of terrorism very seriously in 2015 and at the
beginning of 2016 when this issue was included in the presidential and
the parliamentary campaign of 2015 (see Chart 3).
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Chart 3. Terrorism as the most important national problem in Poland and the average for the other three VG countries. Source: own elaboration

During the whole time of the research on terrorism Poles considered it a threat to the whole European Union. The percentages of such
indications were higher from 2010 to 2014 and significantly higher
in 2015 and 2016. For example, in spring 2015 and autumn 2016 the
percentage of Polish respondents considering terrorism an EU problem
accounted for 52% and 44% respectively. In the same study 2% and
3% of the surveyed people regarded this problem as a personal one and
3% and 5% as a national problem.
Terrorism is a phenomenon that arouses fear, anxiety and other negative thoughts and feelings in people who were not directly affected by
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it. Therefore, it is an effective way of fighting for terrorists’ political
objectives – related to imposing a new order concerning the ethnic and
national composition of a given population, its religion or ideology.
In the VG countries the surveyed people reacted to media coverage of terrorist attacks that took place in Western Europe. In Poland
the reactions in the smallest degree concerned feelings of personal
insecurity, to a larger extent – a threat to the country and to the greatest extent – that the issue of terrorism is a problem of the whole European Union. Thus, terrorism was an EU problem, not a personal or
a national one. Poles’ opinions were similar to those expressed by
Czechs, Slovaks and Hungarians (see Chart 5). The number of indications grew substantially in 2015 (from 9 to 50%), which probably
resulted from the attack on Charlie Hebdo’s office in January 2015
and the campaign “Je suis Charlie” led in mass media and social networking platforms.
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17.3. An objectivistic approach
Terrorists are motivated by a wide range of religious, ideological, social or political ideas. A simplified classification of such acts of violence against defenseless civilians, used by the European Agenda on
Security includes Islamist terrorism (referred to as Jihadi or religiously
motivated), separatist terrorism (for example Basque or Corsican),
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left-wing terrorism, right-wing terrorism, individual terrorism and other, non-specific forms of terrorism.
The best-known forms of terrorism in the countries of Western Europe are Islamist and separatist terrorisms. The Visegrad Group practically did not experience them at all. Europol’s figures on terrorism include years from 2006 to 2016 and indicate very rare cases of terrorist
attacks (successfully executed, failed or foiled by the relevant services)
as well as arrests or convictions. Occasional attempts or attacks executed were observed in Poland in 2005 (one case, motivated by right-wing
ideology), four cases were reported in Hungary (right-wing) in 2009
and one case in the Czech Republic (left-wing) in 2012.
The matter looks different if we consider combating terrorism. The
police services of the Visegrad Group countries arrested potential perpetrators during the whole period from 2005 to 2016. In Poland three
arrests were executed in 2006 (suspected of right-wing terrorism), 14
arrests in 2014 (right-wing), 4 in 2015 (Jihadi) and 6 in 2016 (5 cases
of Jihadi terrorism and 1 of right-wing terrorism), which gave a total
of 27 cases.
The situation in the Czech Republic looked different as four people
were arrested there who were suspected of left-wing terrorism and
fourteen people suspected of Islamist terrorism (Jihadi or religiously
motivated). In Slovakia there were nine arrests of people suspected of
Islamist and separatist activity (3 people). In Hungary the number of
arrests was the highest (16 people suspected of right-wing terrorism) in
2009 when four attempts or successful terrorist attacks were recorded.
Presumably, the arrests executed in the Visegrad Group countries prevented terrorist attacks.
The number of trials and the number of final convictions were even
smaller than the number of arrests. In the Czech Republic eleven people were taken to court and convicted of religiously motivated terrorism (Jihadi), although not all the court’s rulings became final and valid.
In 2012 such offences were subject to the penalty of the deprivation
of liberty for three years in the Czech Republic. Single cases of trials
and convictions (non-specific forms of terrorism) were also recorded
in Hungary and Slovakia.
Parliaments and governments led to strengthening provisions on
terrorism. Slovakia took up the fight against financing terrorism in
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2010. At the end of 2015, after the attacks in Paris, the Slovak government adopted the so-called “anti-terrorist package”, namely forms of
reinforcing the fight against terrorism (January 2016). Similar actions
were taken in Hungary – the government amended the Criminal Code
in 2013 and then the Code was extended in terms of terrorism (since
mid-2016).
From a comparative point of view, terrorism was not a problem for
the Central European societies of the European Union. The number
of acts of terror was small compared to other countries of the EU (in
2005 489 attacks were recorded in the whole EU, in 2006 – 706, in
2011 – 484 and in 2012 – 537). There were years when the number of
terrorist attacks decreased to 200 – 300 a year, half of which took place
in the UK.
Thus, terrorism posed little threat to the countries of the Visegrad Group and the activities of security forces (arrests) were effective
enough. The citizens of the Visegrad Group who became victims of terrorists were mostly people who spent their time in Western European
countries, stayed there temporarily, visited their families or emigrated
to the UK, France, Spain or Germany in search for jobs.
In 2016 the situation changed. Europol recorded six suspects of
terrorist activities in Poland (one case of left-wing and five of Islamist
terrorism). In the Czech Republic two people were arrested (one case
of left-wing and one case of Islamist terrorism) and in Hungary two
people were sentenced (one case of right-wing and one case of nonspecific terrorism). During the same period the number of planned yet
failed and successfully executed terrorist attacks in the EU accounted
for 142. 142 people died and 379 people were wounded (European
Union. Terrorism situation and trend. European Union. Report 2017,
2017: 10) .
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Successes and failures in the management of social problems in
the Visegrad Group
The above analysis of surveys and indicators of social problems from
the years 2004 – 2017 (or from shorter periods due to the availability
of comparative international data) made it possible to formulate the
following conclusions as for dealing with collective social issues in the
Visegrad Group.
According to the Visegrad Group residents, unemployment was the
most important social problem – almost half of respondents (44% on
average) indicated this issue, although there were significant differences between Poland and the Czech Republic. Two further issues were
also related to economy: the economic situation and price increases
were mentioned by 30 and 28% of the surveyed people on average,
whereby Poles evaluated them much better than Hungarians. Other social problems related to economy were public debt and taxes which
were mentioned only by 14 and 6% of respondents in the Visegrad
Group on average.
Problems of a more social nature were a matter of interest and concern of a much lower proportion of the surveyed people: health care
and social security were indicated by 25%, crime by 16%, pensions by
15% and housing by 5%.
In spite of the immigration crisis in recent years, the average percentage of respondents in the whole Visegrad Group (from 2004 to
2017) who mentioned the issues of immigration and terrorism was
small (6% and 3% respectively).
In the whole period from 2004 to 2017 the issues of education (4%),
climate and energy (3%), the environment (2%) and defense (1%) were
of marginal importance (see Chart 1).
In other words, the VG inhabitants regarded the economic issues
(especially weakness of the labor market) as the most fundamental.
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Chart 1. The most important social problems in the Visegrad Group countries (the
average for the years 2004 – 2017). Source: own elaboration

There were significant differences between Poland and the Czech Republic (unemployment and public debt) and between Poland and Hungary (the current economic situation). The issues of defense, terrorism,
immigration, the environment as well as climate and energy were mentioned the least often by the Visegrad Group inhabitants.
A comparison of surveys conducted in the Visegrad Group and in
the founding countries of the European Union (Belgium, France, the
Netherlands, Luxembourg, Germany and Italy) indicated statistically
significant differences between the “old EU” (Western Europe) and the
“new EU” (Central Europe).
As for data illustrating the measures taken by the Visegrad Group,
namely changes in the number of the unemployed, crimes, immigrants,
acts of terror, the level of inflation, economic growth or life protection, the conclusions are that the V4 societies successfully solved their
most acute problems and made improvements in the key areas of social
life. Objective indicators presenting the size of particular phenomena
proved the existence of positive changes in the main areas of social
conflict about such goods as work, justice, health, money value or security.
In 2004 the Visegrad Group countries were accepted into the European Union. After twelve years of their membership they went successfully through the process of adapting to new political, economic,
social and cultural conditions and integrated into the new environment.
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These are conclusions regarding economy. In the period in question in all the Visegrad Group countries the level of unemployment
declined. Due to various working cultures and economic policies unemployment was reduced to varying degrees. Nevertheless, the labor
market situation improved in all the VG countries, which resulted from
such factors as the global economic situation, the EU economic situation, economic and social policies of particular governments, migrations, etc. However, what matters is the result, namely that the societies
of Central Europe, referred to as collective subjects, were able to lower
the unemployment rate under changing external circumstances (the financial crisis of 2008, adaptation to the EU market) and with internal
structural tensions (deindustrialization, conflicts between owners and
employees, passive labor market policy, etc.).
The overall economic situation of the Visegrad Group changed for
the better. Economic growth rates improved and presented themselves
as better than in other countries of the European Union and even the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). It
turned out that the VG countries could modernize their economies and
compete with the other EU countries. There was also an increase in
revenues from taxes. Although differences between the countries were
huge, the revenues from taxes improved significantly.
In the period in question in all the VG countries inflation increased so
they did not manage to curb the growth of prices and increased expenditures on various goods and services. Higher inflation rates in the Visegrad Group countries (except for Hungary) were within limits acceptable
and sometimes even desired by central banks and experts. Inflation as
an economic phenomenon was under control of institutions created for
this purpose and it did not undermine confidence in money (which was
especially significant in the context of Slovakia’s adoption of the euro).
Thus, the level of inflation acted as a catalyst for economic growth and
it did not put at risk the standard of living of households. Although inflation grew, its increase was at such a low level that in hindsight it may be
regarded as controlled and regulated (except for Hungary).
Even though the Visegrad Group countries differ as for tax revenues, all of them noted their growth. In general, throughout the period
in question the budget income increased, namely the problem of paying and collecting taxes was less acute.
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Such changes (a decline in unemployment, low inflation, increased
tax revenues or economic growth), with varying intensity, involved all
the Visegrad Group countries. The process of growing of public debt,
which also concerned all of them, was the opposite of the positive processes mentioned above.
Public sector indebtedness has continued since joining the European Union. It may be stated that the VG countries were not able to
cope with this problem and became increasingly dependent on external
and internal creditors. Economic growth and social development were
not financed through their own resources but through loans and credits.
Among various problems that were not, even partly, solved, the issue
of public debt turned out to be the most durable and acute.
Entirely different problems than those related to the operation of
economic institutions (employment, money, the Treasury) that also
increased in the period in question were terrorism and immigration.
Reports on terrorist acts prepared and committed in the countries of
the Visegrad Group indicated increased activity of terrorists (left-wing,
right-wing and Islamist terrorists). Contrary to the issue of public debt,
the intensity of terrorist activities was small and, what is more, it entailed immediate actions on the part of legislators, police and special
services. Therefore, the number of terrorist acts in Central Europe was
disproportionate to Western and Southern Europe. The situation with
victims (few) of terrorist attacks was similar. They were mostly citizens of the Visegrad Group who stayed outside its borders. In other
words, the problem became more acute but to a small degree, especially if we consider the external frame of reference (e.g. a comparison
with such countries as the UK, France, Germany or Spain).
In quantitive terms, the situation with immigration was similar.
There were more and more immigrants in the V4 countries. The situation however varied across the Visegrad Group. More people came
to the Czech Republic in 2004 than in 2016. In Poland the number of
immigrants was not equal to the number of people leaving the country
temporarily or permanently. In the other countries the populations increased due to the inflow of immigrants. To sum up, from a quantitive
point of view the problem of immigration intensified in the period in
question. In comparison with Western and Southern Europe however,
the scope of this phenomenon was modest. From an economic point
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of view, immigration was a solution to the problem of labor shortages
in some branches and sectors of industry. A fundamental improvement
was registered as for such issues as crime, housing, environmental protection, health, social security and pensions.
If we consider the number of cases before the Court of First Instance and the number of perpetrators, we can observe that the level of
crime decreased in all the EU countries of Central Europe. At the same
time the number of rooms per capita increased so, generally, the housing situation in the VG countries improved. Moreover, the countries
managed also to reduce air pollution and improve the environment (in
Poland to the smallest extent, in the other countries to a large extent).
In the whole Visegrad Group the average life expectancy increased
and the level of social security was raised. Such positive changes took
place in all the VG countries. Also, assets held in pension funds increased (except for Hungary) so people would be more financially secure in their old age.
The issue of defense turned out to be exceptional as in this case the
greatest diversity was observed. Two countries of the Visegrad Group
increased their defense expenditures and the other two decreased them.
The V4 countries differed as far as defense policies and military expenditures were concerned: the countries of the former Czechoslovakia made the smallest investments in this field while Poland the greatest. However, it is worth mentioning that the VG countries launched
a common initiative concerning creating and managing their own battlegroup.
The societies of Central Europe encountered various obstacles and
had to overcome various limitations on the road from their membership in the European Union to their empowerment within its structures.
I regard societies as independent and self-organizing entities that are
able to identify their problems, develop solutions and take actions to
improve the unfavorable conditions to conditions that would respond
to the VG citizens’ interests and values. The review of problems defined as the most important by the Visegrad Group inhabitants in the
Eurobarometer surveys enabled to draw a general conclusion that the
societies solved them to a large or a moderate extent. In other words,
the scale and intensity of the problems and the problematic population
decreased. It concerns first and foremost issues related to economy and
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the social sphere (housing, social security, health care) as well as environmental issues.
Negative changes occurred in terms of public debt, immigration
and terrorism. The phenomena became more widespread, although in
certain areas the governments and citizen took actions and in the other
ones they accepted the unfavorable state of affairs.
The issue of military security was the only one in relation to which
the Visegrad Group countries chose different directions. At the same
time, however, they created their own, regional military unit as a form
of protection against external threats.
Economic changes (the labor market, finances, taxes and the economic situation), changes in housing, health or migration policies as
well as changes in the environment were mostly positive developments
and the living conditions, social activities and intergroup relations improved.
What is also interesting is the relationship between objective
changes and their subjective perception. The point is that whether unemployment reduction was accompanied by a decrease in the number
of people indicating this problem. Or whether reducing environmental
pollution entailed better opinions on the condition of the environment.
A review of objective indicators and opinions expressed in surveys
proves the existence of consistency between the two measurements,
however, there were issues in the case of which such a correlation was
not identified. I excluded from the review those issues on which there
were no data from the years 2004 – 2016. This was the case for the issues of defense and foreign assistance in the years 2004 – 2011.
A general conclusion is that events in the real world were correctly
interpreted and named by the public of the Visegrad Group. That was
the case with unemployment, namely the unemployment rate fell and
at the same time the number of respondents who claimed that unemployment constituted a problem fell as well.
Similarly, the number of court cases and people sentenced by the
Court of First Instance decreased as well as the number of opinions on
the issue of crime.
Also, as the number of immigrants increased (rapidly), the percentage of opinions that immigration was the most important problem in
the Visegrad Group increased as well.
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The overall economic situation improved and consequently less respondents indicated in the surveys that economy constituted a serious
problem.
The compliance in the case of the above-mentioned problems was
full, namely both the objective indicators and the survey data in all the
V4 countries were consistent – the smaller the phenomenon’s scale, the
less respondents indicated it.
Partial compliance means that indicators in one of the countries
differed and in the other ones they were consistent as in the case of
housing, taxes, terrorism, pensions and public debt.
An objective improvement of the situation and a negative perception of it occurred in terms of health care, social security, pensions and
environmental protection.
The interest in social problems dates to the beginnings of sociology and it has become its integral part. Public and service sociologists
or those with “social imagination” examined issues that could look
different, frequently better, if they were identified, understood and improved. Some social researchers consider that their mission is to deconstruct myths and stereotypes and to discover new, unknown sides
of reality and new social practices. Thus, difficult collective issues are
of interest to both sociologists who practice the “unmasking” type of
sociology and politicians searching for social improvements.
Social problems constitute a common ground for social analysts,
methodologists developing new research methods (e.g. mass media,
the Internet or social networking sites research), theoreticians, activists and social politicians as well as non-governmental organizations’
employees and social assistants.
The analysis of social problems of the Visegrad Group countries
covered a historically exceptional period – the first twelve years of
their membership in the European Union. Within a longer-term perspective this period may be referred to as an “extended honeymoon”.
In this period the VG residents were given opportunities to travel freely
within the Schengen area, access to the latest consumer goods, to study
in other countries (Erasmus+) or to work in international corporations.
In the history of the Old Continent there were few attempts to unite and
cooperate among the countries of Western, Southern and Northern Europe. The admission into the EU was preceded by years of preparations
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and it took place in a planned, prudent, democratic and bureaucratic
way, not in an arbitrary or compulsory manner.
It was exceptional to create the political project called “The Visegrad Group” at the beginning of the 1990s. It proved to be a great success and it was followed by other, similar regional cooperation projects, competitive or complementary, that opened space for cooperation
of other countries such as Austria, Croatia or some of the Balkan countries.
The Visegrad Group countries have and have always had much in
common: similar systems of values, norms, traditions, beliefs, cultural
myths and a sense of geographic, Central European identity. However,
there are also deep differences between them: in the level of economic
development, religiousness, their practice of democracy or internal
structure. For the first time (not including the episode of Slovakian
statehood under the rule of Jozef Tito) the Slovak Republic emerged on
the global stage and its independent existence from 1993 to 2004 was
shorter than its membership in the European Union.
Comparing social problems in Poland and the neighboring countries makes it possible to identify similarities and differences between
them. Depending on the frame of reference (wealth, religiousness,
population, global recognition, internal coherence), those similarities
and differences gain new meanings. For example, religiously neutral
Czechs and Catholic Poles differ as far as work ethos is concerned.
Generally, however, there are more similarities and common elements than differences, despite ambitions, a sense of superiority or
uniqueness demonstrated sometimes because of prosperity (the Czech
Republic), human potential (Poland), national identity (Hungary) or
gaining independence (Slovakia).
The first twelve years after the EU accession did not result in emerging or deepening of economic or social problems. Quite the opposite,
the VG societies and economies started to function more organically
and they integrated despite increasing internal diversity, and the public
was able to observe these changes. Simultaneously, other countries,
OECD members sometimes, experienced a deterioration or lack of development, e.g. Argentina, Brazil, South Africa, Mexico or even Japan.
In those countries crime, corruption, financial crises, inflation, recession or a moral corruption of elites dominated over positive aspects of
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social life. At the same time tragic events took place in Libya, Syria,
Afghanistan or Venezuela.
Changes in the Visegrad Group countries can be described in terms
of improvements in the economic situation, unemployment, crime and
environmental pollution reduction as well as keeping inflation under
control. People expressed also a growing concern about migration and
terrorism. In other words, economic issues lost their significance while
demographic issues and those of internal security and defense gained
importance.
Unemployment, inflation and the overall economic situation were
problems that dominated for decades in surveys in the Anglosphere.
In this respect, the results of surveys conducted in the Visegrad Group
are similar to those conducted in highly developed capitalist countries
where issues related to the labor market, a stable currency and a good
economic situation are the most significant for citizens.
Differences among the VG countries basically remained the same.
The Czech Republic and Slovakia looked economically and socially
better than Hungary and Poland. Their inhabitants paid more attention
and gave priority to such issues as social infrastructure, health care,
social security and police. Poles on the other hand, paid special attention to the problems of defense (both objectively and subjectively) and
education.
Despite differences and mutual competition (in agriculture, industrial
production, especially in the automotive industry and transport) the closest neighbors managed to use the historical moment of the collapse of
the Soviet Union and the openness of the European Union and took the
opportunity to build political democracies, free market economies and
open societies. The reactivation of a medieval idea of cooperation of
Central Europe countries by creating the Visegrad Group turned out to
be successful. The best possible evidence of the success was the initiative to copy the idea (in the form of the Slavkov Declaration including
the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Austria), to extend the Visegrad Group
(“Visegrad Plus” that would include some of the Balkan countries) or to
agree on the common policy during the “immigration crisis” in the EU.
An internal test that proved the success of the Visegrad Group was that
fact that most national social problems were solved and the level of social and economic life in the Visegrad Group improved.

189

Post scriptum

In recent years the political importance of the Visegrad Group has increased substantially. This trend can be best illustrated by developing
a common position, as well as maintaining and forming a coalition on
it during the European Parliament elections in July 2019. Another example was the planned meeting of the Heads of State of the Visegrad
Group and Israel in Jerusalem in February 2019. In the end, the event
did not take place in its original (joint) form as finally it was held in
the form of bilateral discussions. Nevertheless, there is a certain symbolism in the fact that the Visegrad Group countries take cooperative
actions both at European and global levels.
Such joint activities resulted from changes in national policies of its
member states. In 2017 and 2018 the ruling parties in Poland (Prawo
i Sprawiedliwość – Law and Justice) and Hungary (Fidesz) strengthened their positions. Also, substantial changes occurred in the Czech
Republic (a collapse of the old party system, the victory of the party
ANO and the new Prime Minister Andrej Babiš) and Slovakia (a deep
reconstruction of the SMER government and resignation of the longserving Prime Minster Robert Fico).
In 2017 and 2018 various protests, manifestations and other collective actions were organized which were previously absent from public life or at least very few. They took place in the streets of capitals,
big cities and towns. In Poland the protests highlighted mostly widespread concern about the judicial reform, protection of the Białowieża
Forest, statutory amendments regarding abortion, in-vitro fertilization or same-sex unions. One could even risk saying that at that time
a feminist movement formed (referred to as “black protests” or “women’s strikes”) as well as civic and political movements (the organization called “the Committee for the Defence of Democracy” played the
largest role here). In Slovakia mass protests took place after the assassination of a journalist Ján Kuciak and his partner. Social discontent
took the form of a movement referred to as “Za slušné Slovensko”
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and it led to a governmental crisis (changing the government and the
Prime Minister). In the Czech Republic protests were fueled mostly
by the situation in the health care system (young doctors’ protests) and
allegations against the Prime Minister Andrej Babiš and his family
concerning a conflict of interest and corruption. In Hungary clashes
broke out between the police and demonstrators in 2017 and 2018. Protests regarded primarily the closure of Central European University in
Budapest and amendments to the Labour Code (called “slavery act”).
Thus, one may conclude that in 2017 and 2018 in the Visegrad Group
countries there were numerous confrontations between political forces
(conservative and liberal) as well as between social forces (populist
and elitist ones).
After 2004 the Visegrad Group governments cooperated during European debates on such issues as immigration, resettlement solutions
for refugees, defence or terrorism. However, their common developments at the European Union forum or contacts with other countries
(Israel, Italy) in the first half of 2019 were unprecedented. Thus, one
may claim that the significance of the Visegrad Group in the European
Union is increasing and, moreover, that it has become a recognizable
political and social phenomenon in the world’s media. Mass media
from other continents as well as social media systematically refer to
the term “Visegrad Group” and present common activities of the Czech
Republic, Poland, Slovakia and Hungary under this name.
A question arises whether processes similar to those political ones,
of regional integration and empowerment take place in the social and
cultural spheres. It seems that one may get at least a partial answer on
the basis of analyses of opinion polls in the Visegrad Group countries
and data on the scope of various social problems in 2017 and 2018.
The research presented in this book came from years 2004 – 2016.
In 2017 and 2018 both economic changes (economic recovery) and
social ones (mobilization of the dissatisfied citizens in the streets and
in social media) occurred as well as certain new trends in the Visegrad
Group residents’ views appeared. Therefore, I would like to present
below a brief comparison of shifts in public opinion from the years
2017 and 2018.
Chart 1 shows a set of social problems based on the average for all
the countries of the Visegrad Group indicated in two research studies
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Chart 1. A list of the most important social problems in the Visegrad Group countries (the average for 2018).
Source: own elaboration based on Eurobarometer surveys.

conducted in spring and autumn 2018. As it can be seen, respondents
regarded inflation and the system of health care as the key issues. The
problems of taxes and terrorism were indicated least frequently.
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Moreover, taking account of the year 2017, it should be noted that
in the last two years respondents much more often referred to inflation
as the most significant social problem in all the V4 countries, mainly in
the Czech Republic and Slovakia. The issue of unemployment which
in most years dominated as the reason for common concern lost its relevance1. Notably, Czech and Polish citizens (3% and 9% respectively)
referred to this issue extremely rarely. In the other two countries there
was also a decrease in the number of such indications. A better situation in the labour market was clearly felt by people as well as their
concern for increasing costs of living and rising prices of goods and
services.
As respondents less frequently mentioned unemployment, they also
less often referred to the overall economic situation as a social problem. In all the V4 countries there was a decrease in the percentage of
people who considered the economic situation as poor and requiring
reaction on the part of the authorities and the society. This shift of public opinion was in line with economic changes. Macroeconomic data
showed that the countries experienced economic growth (over 4% for
the Visegrad Group as a whole in 2017 and similarly in 2018) which
was higher than in the majority of the EU countries.
An analysis of data from Eurobarometer surveys from 2017 and
2018 proves consolidation of certain trends as well as new directions
in defining common problems. After a strong response to mass immigration to the European Union in 2015, there was continually smaller
interest in the issues of immigration and terrorsim. The V4 countries
citizens less and less frequently stated that immigration and terrorism
were national issues for them. To a significantly lesser extent that was
also the case with the problem of crime, however, in this case the number of respondents who regarded crime as the most fundamental problem declined or remained unchanged.
Such issues as health care, housing, energy, climate issues and pension schemes gained importance for the general public. It seems under1

A similar shift of the most important social issues for the general public from
unemployment to inflation, and vice versa, depending on the state’s economy
condition, can be noted when analyzing data from the Gallup survey that has
been conducted since the 30s of the 20th century (Miś 2007).
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standable that problems as health care or pensions have grown in importance lately as societies of Central Europe are ageing. In the future
such issues (medical treatment, old age security) may dominate public
discourse and personal concerns. In comparison with 2004 a fundamental change took place as for treating various social phenomena as
a source of concern and a stimulus.
Also, in 2017 and 2018 the so-called “environmental issues” became more important, namely interest and concern for climate change
and energy. An increase in the frequency of opinions on such problems
was particularly visible in the Czech Republic and Poland. In these
countries power generation based on coal became present in public debates (among others at the climate summit in Katowice in 2018) which
were an inspiration to search for alternative sources of energy.
Generally, in 2017 and 2018 the Visegrad Group residents’ views
on public debt, taxes and pensions did not change (compared to 2016).
In 2018 the greatest differences in opinions of respondents concerned the health care system: it constituted a key problem for every
second Hungarian, every third Pole and Slovak and every fifth Czech.
There were also significant differences in the case of inflation: it posed
an issue for a substantial part of Polish and Czech societies (38%) but
merely for 25% of Hungarians. As for the problem of immigration,
Hungarians were afraid of it to the greatest extent (25%) while Poles
in the smallest degree (8%). Unemployment in 2018 was ranked sixth
among serious social problems and it was mostly indicated by Slovaks
while the least frequently by Czechs. The situation was reversed as
for the issue of public debt: only 8% of Slovaks declared that it was
a problem for them and as many as 18% of Czechs.
Changes in respondents’ opinions result, indirectly though, from
changes in the economy and in the country. The “dethronement” of
unemployment as the most significant social problem is related to the
decrease in the number of the unemployed in all the V4 countries. In
2018 the unemployment rate, according to OECD data, was at the level
of 4% in Poland and Hungary and 2.4% in the Czech Republic. Such
a level is called frictional unemployment, that is unemployment related
to transferring to other places of employment, as opposed to structural
unemployment that had affected Poland for many years. In Hungary
labour shortages led to the enactment of a law called “slavery act” and
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in Poland to opening the labour market for Ukrainians. In Slovakia the
situation was slightly different as the unemployment rate was 6.8%
there, however, in the first half of the 2019 it fell to 5%.
Less obvious changes took place regarding the indebtedness of the
V4 governments. In comparison with the years 2015-2016 gross public debt increased in all the countries, except for the Czech Republic.
Despite political turbulences the Czech government reduced its debt
while in the other countries economic development was based on making financial commitments (going into debt) towards present and future
generations. Paradoxically, the problem of indebtedness was the most
relevant for the general public in the Czech Republic and the least important for people in Slovakia and Hungary. However, the government
debt has become a transparent and important social issue, compared to
the previous years in the V4 countries. Although the indebtedness of
the government and the local governments does not affect people’s everyday lives in any way (contrary to increasing prices, long queues
for doctors, pensions, etc.), it was at the fifth place in the list of social
problems in 2018.
Regional political cooperation was the brightest side of the Visegrad Group’s operation. A positive thing was also developing road infrastructure and the network of bus and train services (e.g. services
provided by a Czech carrier Leo Express) or trade. For the full picture,
one should also mention conflicts, mostly of economic (e.g. affairs regarding Polish meat from sick cows or meat infected with salmonella
in the Czech Republic) and of ethnic nature (mostly between Slovaks
and the Hungarian minority). With few exceptions (e.g. regional breweries) there were not any common industrial, construction or food companies (e.g. Polish-Czech or Polish-Hungarian).
In this book I intended to present problems that citizens of the
Visegrad Group countries faced following the integration with the European Union in 20042. Analyzing the general public’s opinions on the
2

It is an abridged, yet updated version of a book entitled “Social Problems
of the Visegrad Group”, published in Polish by Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu
Jagiellońskiego in 2019.
(https://www.wuj.pl/page,produkt,prodid,3341,strona,Problemy_spoleczne_
Grupy_Wyszehradzkiej,katid,332.html).
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most relevant problems to be solved is especially important for politicians and policy makers, local authorities, economic and intellectual
elites as well as for journalists and media employees. In democracy,
however, knowledge of social issues is equally important for ordinary
citizens.
Most people for some part of their lives belong to a “problem”
population (the unemployed, the poor, victims of environmental pollution or corruption, people deprived of access to health care, victims of
crime or of high prices, etc.). Knowledge of social problems is essential not only so that they can be managed by experts. It is also important for people facing various difficulties, their families and neighbours
in order to be aware of one’s own situation and to change it as well as
to join forces and to become interested in injustice by social groups and
categories free from such problems.
An attempt to revive the idea of cooperation among countries of
Central Europe from almost seven centuries turned out to be successful. This form of reinventing history and implementing it proved itself
in the last thirty years. Proximity and reasonably well-defined historical borders constitute favourable circumstances for social and economic development. To a certain extent the Visegrad Group is an illustration of the implementation of the subsidiarity principle understood
as helping one another in the immediate surroundings (neighborhood)
and taking into consideration the cultural proximity.
At the moment the Visegrad Group societies are facing new problems that are difficult to be solved alone. Above all, it concerns the
so-called ecological issues, namely environmental protection, alternative energy sources, immigration, international crime (including cybercrime) or access to health care. From this point of view, one may
regard the Visegrad Group as a helpful intermediary between the institutions of the European Union and local communities3.

3

It is worth emphasizing here that all the survey data presented in this book
come from Eurobarometer surveys, commissioned by the European Parliament. Collecting and processing such data based on national public opinion
research agencies of the V4 would be incomparably more difficult or even
impossible.
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