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Zinka KOLARIČ*

THIRD SECTOR ORGANISATIONS IN THE CHANGING
WELFARE SYSTEMS OF CENTRAL AND EASTERN 
EUROPEAN COUNTRIES 
Some Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

AAbbssttrraacctt..  Two theoretical/methodological shifts are ne-
cessary in the research approach to third sector organi-
sations if we want to not only identify but also explain
the changes/trends seen in the development of third sec-
tor organisations in Central and Eastern European
societies. The first one is a shift away from the concept of
the welfare state/welfare state regime to the concept of
the welfare system/type of welfare system. Realisation of
this concept enables us to move beyond the isolated
investigation of third sector organisations; it directs us
to research third sector organisations as an important
structural element of the welfare system in relation to
other structural elements. The second methodological
shift is a shift from convergence research to research of
the diversity of the changing welfare systems of Central
and Eastern European societies. This diversity is condi-
tioned by the different socio-political strategies used by
national actors as reform strategies for entire welfare
systems or parts of them. These strategies determine the
changes in the structure of welfare systems and thereby
the position, character and role of third sector organisa-
tions as an important structural element of them.
KKeeyy  wwoorrddss:: third sector organisations, welfare system,
state-socialist welfare system, socio-political strategies

From the welfare state and welfare state regime concepts to the

concept of the welfare system

When investigating the role of third sector organisations in changing wel-
fare systems in Central and Eastern European societies, it is essential to use
the concept of the welfare system as an analytical tool. Drawing on Kaufman
(2003) and Seeleib-Kaiser (2007), Schubert, Hegelich and Bazant (2008)
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define the welfare system concept as an extension of the established welfare
state and welfare state regime concepts. The concept of the welfare system
embraces all kinds of arrangements which involve social risks and working
towards new solutions. This means that it embraces all the fields (including
the field of tax policy) and all the actors that shape and implement ‘welfare
policies', including non-state actors such as non-governmental organisa-
tions, families and private firms (ibid., p. 34).

By the end of the 1980s, as researchers of the socio-political reality in fad-
ing socialist, societies we already realised that the established concepts of
the welfare state and welfare state regime represented a ‘methodological
barrier'. We found that, in addition to the state which played a dominant yet
insufficient role in ensuring social security and social services for its citi-
zens, a significant role was also played by firms and the family, with the latter
bearing a heavy burden. The actors and institutional structures through
which policies were framed and implemented differed from those in
Western societies. Using both concepts as analytical instruments, we sought
to find out how the structure of the concept would be affected by the intro-
duction of a new element as identified in real life. We asked whether the
relationship between the structural elements would change and something
new would emerge, and whether the arrival of a new regime would under-
mine the whole existing typology?

These considerations informed our formulation of the welfare system
concept. Like the authors mentioned above, we defined it as a broader con-
cept than the concepts of the welfare state and welfare state regime. The wel-
fare system is an open and universal concept that embraces not only the
institutions, programmes and measures with which the state provides social
security and social services to its citizens, but also those evolving and func-
tioning according to the logic of the market, as well as those operating with-
in the domain of civil society and the community. It embraces the producers
as well as the users of services and financial transfers, their norms and val-
ues, and the relations among them that emerge from the management,
financing, production and distribution of transfers and services with which
individuals ensure their social protection and well-being (Svetlik and
Kolarič, 1987: 23). The concept is based on the assumption of relative auton-
omy and interdependence between the sphere of the state, the sphere of the
market and the sphere of civil society and community (e.g. the nonprofit-
voluntary or third sector and the informal sector – family, kinship, neigh-
bours, groups of friends) as structural elements of the system. The derived
thesis is that during the historical development of individual societies,
which depend on specific economic, cultural and political conditions, dif-
ferent hierarchies of spheres (market, state, civil society and community)
emerged from which individuals obtain resources to ensure their social pro-



tection and well-being. The different historically formed hierarchies of
spheres represent different welfare systems (Kolarič et al., 2002: 55).

Application of the welfare system concept as an analytical instrument
resulted in the formulation of a thesis according to which in the specific con-
ditions of the development of former-socialist societies a particular welfare
system emerged – the state-socialist welfare system. This system was charac-
terised by the dominant role of the state. The state was the owner, financer
and controller of all institutions and organisations that produced services
and made financial transfers for the provision of its citizens’ welfare. The
means and services ensured by the state, together with those that were
obligatorily provided by enterprises for their employees, were of course
insufficient to meet all the needs of individuals. Therefore, informal social
networks, mainly the family and kinship, carried a large burden in the provi-
sion of social protection and services of their members. Citizens did not
have many opportunities to ensure means and services from the other two
spheres, namely from the sphere of civil society and from the market. The
role of civil society/third sector organisations was weak because of certain
formal obstacles to citizens’ self-organisation and, most of all, due to limita-
tions on the ‘social/charitable’ role of the Church. There was no market in
the sphere of service provision or the sphere of insurance. Further, the
intention to dismantle the market in general, including the labour market,
was embedded in the whole system. In this way the system was based on a
silent partnership between the working class and the ruling Communist
Party nomenclature (Svetlik, 1992), which assured the working class lifetime
employment and the resulting social protection in exchange for the neces-
sary political legitimacy (Kolarič, Kopač and Rakar, 2008: 569–595).

The empirical examination of the welfare system’s described structure
directed us towards ‘methodological nationalism’, that is, to a search for sim-
ilarities between the systems within ex-socialist societies and the differences
with regard to Western European welfare systems. The similarities within
and differences outside became particularly evident in empirical research
into the levels of development, potential and characteristics of voluntary
organisations and associations (organised civil societies or third sector
organisations). These differed from those organisations in Western societies
and were very similar in Central and Eastern European societies in at least
these four aspects: a) they were mostly ‘member serving’ (expressive) and
not ‘public serving’ organisations (service providers); b) compared to
organisations in Western societies they had a similarly low level of profes-
sionalisation and volunteers were integrated only to a small extent; c) they
acted in the same dominant fields (sport and recreation as well as culture);
and d) they had a very similar income structure (Kolarič and Rakar, 2007).

This list of similarities in the 1990s – at a time when ex-socialist societies
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had already entered the transition process – undermines the view that it is
irrelevant to analyse the institutional particularities of socialist welfare sys-
tems. Contrary to this view, we believe that also here it is necessary to con-
sider the ‘path-dependency effect’, namely, to relate changes to the old insti-
tutional structures.

From convergence research to a diversity of welfare systems

The transition of ex-socialist societies to democratic capitalist societies
involved at least three processes: 1) privatisation and liberalisation; 2) mar-
ket deregulation including the labour market; and 3) withdrawal of the state
from the financing of social security and provision of social services. A pos-
itive effect of the third process was a ‘renaissance’ of civil society, voluntary
and non-governmental organisations, that is, third sector organisations as
service providers that importantly complement the services provided by the
state and develop new, innovative and flexible forms of the production and
distribution of services (Ferge, 2001: 132–138).

In addition to this general outline of ‘transitional development’, it is
worthwhile noting that in individual societies these processes developed at
different speeds and intensities, with various internal and external actors
with their own interests and ideologies, which all led to diverse results. In
addition, these societies vary in terms of their integration at the EU level.
Some are still not included in the process of moving closer to joining the EU,
while others are already members of European integrations. With all these
differences in mind, we must reject the question that has so far dominated
the research of reforms in the sphere of social policy in ex-socialist societies,
namely, the question of towards which Western ‘welfare state regime’ the
reformed/restructured welfare regimes will converge. This question is cen-
tral in numerous studies that have very constructively combined the analysis
of broader transitional events/developments with changes/reforms in
ensuring social security and social services for citizens (Gotting, 1998;
Deacon, 2000; Kvist, 2004; Sykes, 2005).

Deriving from those studies that include individual groups of societies
(Brusis, 1999; Aidukante, 2004; Schubert, Hegelich and Bazant, 2008) and
whose findings explicitly point to big differences in the ways of resolving
socio-political issues, and considering the fact that the processes of socio-
political reforms have not yet finished, we can/must base the research on the
thesis of a diversity of reformed/restructured welfare systems.



Third sector organisations in changing welfare systems – starting

points for research questions

The thesis of a diversity of changing welfare systems in Central and
Eastern European societies leads to our second thesis, namely, the thesis of a
diversity of trends and the related importance and role of third sector organ-
isations in these societies.

Evidence of this diversity stems from third sector research in these soci-
eties and is also suggested by analyses of quantitative data (Salamon et al.,
1999; 2003; 2004; Kolarič and Rakar, 2007). Most investigations are pre-com-
parative, meaning they were carried out within individual societies and that
their analysis included those elements/characteristics of third sector organi-
sations relevant to the aim of the particular investigation; with the aim most-
ly being defined as an improvement in the functioning and management of
these organisations (see e.g. Zimmer and Priller, 2004). The aim of our inves-
tigation is not to go beyond the ‘pre-comparative’ stage of investigating the
third sector but, by implementing the welfare system concept as an analyti-
cal instrument, to move beyond the isolated investigation of the third sector
in order to explain all major determinants of various trends in the develop-
ment of this sector in individual societies, and differences in the positions,
characters and roles third sector organisations adopt in individual societies. 

In order to achieve this aim we employ socio-political strategies/prac-
tices that are common in Europe and used by national actors to plan and
implement reforms of whole welfare systems or parts of them. These strate-
gies/practices are parts of/are derived from different welfare or social policy
discourses which Evers (2008a: 12) defines as the classical welfare discourse,
the discourse of empowerment and participation (emanating from social
and cultural movements of the late 1960s), the consumerist discourse
(linked with liberal and market thinking), and social investment discourses
(the social investment state). As concepts, these discourses have their back-
grounds in different theoretical traditions of citizenship and social justice1

and as strategies/practices they include the priorities of certain actors and
their coalitions with which they legitimise their struggle for power (Evers,
2008b: 2).

The implementation of these discourses as reform strategies or their indi-
vidual elements determines changes in the structure of welfare systems and

1 The classical welfarism discourse is based on Marshall’s theory of citizenship, the consumerism dis-

course is related to the liberal/libertarian theoretical tradition, the social investment discourse to commu-

nitarian theoretical traditions, while the participation and empowerment discourse is related to egalitarian

theoretical traditions of citizenship and social justice. These theories represent the explanatory frame-

works which enable researchers to explain not only what makes up the changes of the reform processes of

welfare systems along with why these changes occur and not others.
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thereby the position, character and role of the third sector as their important
structural element. We should not ignore the fact that within individual
nations in different socio-political fields (e.g. ensuring social security, pro-
viding educational services, ensuring health services etc.), different strate-
gies or only elements of the strategies have been applied, creating the
impression that they are ad-hoc solutions that are becoming institution-
alised. Therefore, it is important for researchers to identify elements of the
prevailing strategies which are in play as reform strategies due to the differ-
ent consequences of the different strategies for the individual structural ele-
ments of welfare systems. 

Each individual strategy has the following elements:
1. the preferred aim that is to be achieved by implementing the strategy;
2. the preferred hierarchy of the sectors-producers (including third sector

organisations) which are to contribute to satisfying the aim;
3. the preferred way/instruments for realising the aim which also deter-

mines/determine the character of third sector organisations; and 
4. the preferred style of governance of the whole welfare system which also

determines the role of third sector organisations and their relationship
with users/citizens.

In the following short presentation of each of the four strategies we refer
to Evers’ work (2008) as well as the ideas of Marshall (1965); Friedman
(1963); Rawls (1971); Giddens (1998); Esping-Andersen (2002). We are aware
that the sketches that follow are simplifications of discourses but we need
them to formulate questions about the position, character and role of third
sector organisations in changing welfare systems and not to give answers.
Further, our orientation to the strategies/practices used by different actors
as reform strategies allows us to complement the names of the strategies
with terms that describe the practice more precisely than the names of the
discourses do. 

Classical welfarism strategy

a) The aim of this strategy is and has always been to reduce social inequali-
ties. This includes the social right of citizens to basic social security and
social services that are accessible to all and on the same conditions.

b) The responsibility for achieving this aim lies primarily in the hands of the
state and its institutions – the public sector. The manoeuvring space for
development of the third sector is not large but it nevertheless enters into
a complementary relationship with the state wherever its services fill the
welfare gaps that emerge from the structure of the welfare system. This
means that it primarily meets those needs for social security and social



services which are not met to a sufficient extent or in a sufficient quality
by the state or its institutions. Organisations that are service providers
only make up a small proportion of the structure of the whole third sec-
tor. The predominant proportion of this sector is still represented by
expressive organisations which act to the benefit of all their members
and are oriented to supporting the family.

c) The preferred way of meeting the aim is through professionalised and
standardised service production which, in the development of new
knowledge and technologies, in itself carries a certain degree of authori-
tarianism and paternalism. Through state financing and control, profes-
sionalism and the meeting of standards also become obligatory for those
third sector organisations which are service providers. In their function-
ing, these are becoming etatised, that is, similar to public sector organisa-
tions.

d) The whole welfare system is governed hierarchically by national and
local public authorities which are the founders, financers and evaluators
of public organisations as well as financers and evaluators of third sector
organisations. The role of these organisations is to ensure the profession-
alised and standardised production of services for the state; the user/citi-
zen with their social rights is a client in relation to public sector organisa-
tions as well as in relation to third sector organisations.

Commercialisation and consumerism strategy

a) The ideal of this strategy is a freedom of choice of services that meet the
preferences of the consumer and where the consumer is the one who
chooses.

b) Here, publicly provided social security and social services accessible to
all on the same conditions are confronted with social security and social
services which individuals provide themselves with in private markets,
especially quasi-markets. Here a broad manoeuvring space opens up for
the development and operation of third sector organisations as service
providers, which are commercialised yet also directly (e.g. via contracts)
or indirectly (e.g. via vouchers) financed by the state. Their importance
lies in their substituting the state in filling those welfare gaps that emerge
from the processes of reforms/changes or current political decision-mak-
ing. It should be noted here that with their functioning and their supply
these organisations create new welfare gaps, namely, cause new types of
marginalisation and exclusion.

c) The preferred way of producing services is a professionally and prompt-
ly provided service suitable to the user. Here it has to be considered that
the power of professionals in this context is slightly smaller since the
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‘expertise’ of one professional can always be contrasted with the ‘exper-
tise’ of another professional. However, competition in quasi-markets
requires not only the professionalisation but also the specialisation of
third sector organisations which are thus becoming increasingly com-
mercialised and increasingly resemble organisations in private markets. 

d) The governance actors in this context are still public authorities but they
work in association with the managers of third sector organisations. They
jointly determine the role of these organisations which represent the
possibility of a choice (or exit). In relation to them, the citizen is the con-
sumer. Playing the role of the consumer implies knowledge and compe-
tence. Naturally, these are lacked by citizens with few resources and little
social capital.

Activation and social investment strategy

a) The aim of this strategy is to develop human capital in order to enable
individuals and groups to act as useful members of society or the econo-
my.

b) The responsibility for pursuing this aim primarily rests on public author-
ities and public agencies because public resources need to be invested
most efficiently. Nevertheless, the objects of investment also include
third sector organisations, families, local communities as well as private
firms. It involves the activation of all potential and resources, the mobili-
sation of all actors for an ‘active society’ which will be able to survive in
the competitive world. Third sector organisations are an actor that is
expected to mobilise citizens and their networks for the active co-design
and co-production of services with effective resource management.

c) The preferred way of achieving this aim is professionally managed
investment which has to lead to pre-planned results. This is guaranteed
by contractual plans that include the rights and responsibilities of all the
partners – public authorities, providers and users. In public organisa-
tions and third sector organisations, professionals are primarily case
managers who document, evaluate and control whether an investment
has been successful and the results have been achieved. This gives these
organisations an obligatory-participatory character.

d) A welfare system that is based on the activation of all potential and actors
also includes their co-governance. This determines the activator role of
third sector organisations. In relation to them, the citizen is an active and
responsible actor who is aware of certain risks and accepts the interde-
pendence of their rights and responsibilities under the contract.
Naturally, the citizen thereby waives their basic civic autonomy and
becomes an ‘active conformist’.



Empowerment and participation strategy 

a) The aim of this strategy is to empower individuals and, especially, groups
and communities so they can actively co-design and co-produce services
that effectively meet their needs and desires.

b) The responsibility for achieving this aim lies primarily in the hands of
third sector organisations; these are the incarnation of civil society (as
the good society) and are situated vis-à-vis the ‘bad state’ and standard-
ised services of its public sector. They are important in their production
and expressive function because they represent an alternative to state-
and market-services production; they act, in relation to both, with a ten-
dency to include empowered individuals, groups and communities
which will be the creators of urgent changes.

c) The way of satisfying the goal is via dialogue and work with groups, com-
munities and networks where professionals and users act as partners in
the creation and production of services. This gives these organisations
the character of voluntary participatory organisations.

d) The welfare system is governed in a way that allows third sector organisa-
tions to participate in public policy-making; they present the voices of
individuals, groups and communities. The user in this context becomes
the empowered citizen who wants to co-design and co-produce the ser-
vices they need regardless of the sector in which the production takes
place.

The consequences of each of the four strategies (as prevailing reform
strategies) for the position, character and role of third sector organisations
are summarised in Table 1. 
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Conclusion

The research approach to third sector organisations that focuses on the
different strategies as reform strategies of whole welfare systems or parts of
them enables us to formulate several research questions. These include:

1. Which strategies or their individual elements form the basis of socio-
political reforms/changes in individual fields (such as e.g. education,
healthcare, childcare, care for the elderly, care for marginal groups)?

2. Which social actors are the initiators and creators of the reforms/
changes? How have the actors changed over the last 15 years?

3. In the last 15 years to what extent has the proportion changed between
third sector organisations which are primarily service providers and
those which operate for the common good of their members (i.e. expres-
sive organisations)?

4. What is the position of third sector organisations in the hierarchy of sec-
tors that provide individual types of services?
– Do they complement the supply of public sector services (filling in

primarily structural welfare gaps)?
– Do they substitute the state and its organisations (filling in newly

emerging welfare gaps)?
– Do they represent an alternative to public and market-oriented organi-

sations (service providers)?
– Do they merely represent one of the objects of social investment and

activators of individuals and social groups?
5. What is the character of third sector organisations (is it determined by

the operating principle of organisations and by the instruments that are
applied):
– Are they etatised (similar to public sector organisations)?
– Are they commercialised (similar to market sector organisations)?
– Are they voluntarily participatory (meaning they include individuals,

groups and communities in the establishment and production of ser-
vices)?

– Are they obligatorily participatory (do they admit individuals, groups
and communities which then take up obligations)?

6. What is the role of third sector organisations in the overall welfare system
and regarding the relationship with users/citizens?
– Are they service producers for the state, with the user/citizen being a

client?
– Are they service providers in quasi-markets (do they present an exit),

with the user being a consumer?
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– Do they present a voice, with the user being an empowered individual
who wants to co-design and co-produce the services they need regard-
less of the sector that provides them?

– Are they an activator of the potential of individuals, groups and com-
munities where the user is an active and responsible actor who con-
sents to the interdependence of his or her rights and duties?

The search for answers to the above questions (using qualitative and
quantitative research methods) approximates our aim that we have defined
as searching for and explaining the interdependence among changes in
whole welfare systems and changes in the importance, character and role of
third sector organisations in Central and Eastern European societies.

LITERATURE
Aidukaite, Jolanta (2004): The Emergence of the Post-Socialist Welfare State.

Stockholm: University College of South Stockholm: Elanders Gotab.
Brusis, Martin (1999): Residuales oder europaisches Wohlfahrtsmodel? Prokla,

Zeitschrift fur Sozialwissenschaft 114(1): 73–94.
Deacon, Bob (2000): Eastern European Welfare States: the impact of the politics of

globalization. Journal of European Social Policy 10(2): 146–161.
Esping-Andersen, Gosta (2002): Why We Need a New Welfare State. Oxford: Oxford

University Press.
Evers, Adalbert (2008a): Civicness. A Point of Reference for Debating Welfare,

Social Services and the Third Sector’s Role. Revised version of a paper present-
ed at the 8th International Conference of the International Society for Third-
Sector Research (ISTR), Barcelona, July 9–12, 2008.

Evers, Adalbert (2008b): Shaped by Historical Discourses – The Civicness of Social
Services. Paper presented at the CINEFOGO conference: Between State and
Citizen – The Role of Civic Elements in the Governance and Production of
Social Services, Ljubljana, February 2–4, 2008.

Ferge, Zsuzsa (2001): Welfare and “Ill-Fare” Systems in Central-Eastern Europe. In
Sykes, R., Palier, B., Prior, P.M. (eds.), Globalization and European Welfare States;
Challenges and Change. Hampshire and New York: Palgrave.

Giddens, Anthony (1998): The Third Way: The Reneval of Social Democracy.
Cambridge: Polity Press.

Gotting, Ulrike (1998): Transformation der Wohlfahrtsstaten in Mittel und Ost-
europa. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

Kaufmann, Franz-Xaver (2003): Varianten des Wohlfahrtsstates. Frankfurt am Main:
Suhrkamp Verlag.

Kolarič, Zinka, Andreja Černak-Meglič and Maja Vojnovič (2002): Zasebne neprofit-
no-volonterske organizacije v mednarodni perspektivi. Ljubljana: Fakulteta za
družbene vede.



Kolarič, Zinka and Tatjana Rakar (2007): The Role of the Nonprofit Sector in
Changing Wefare System in Slovenia in Comparative Perspective. Paper pre-
sented at the CINEFOGO conference, Roskilde University, 2007.

Kolarič, Zinka, Anja Kopač in Tatjana Rakar (2008): Schrittweise Reformierung statt
“Schocktherapie”: Das slowenische Wohlfahrtssystem. In Klaus Schubert, Simon
Hegelich, and Ursula Bazant (2008), Europaische Wohlfahrtssysteme: Ein
Handbuch. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.

Kvist, Jon (2004): Does EU Enlargement Start a Race to the Bottom? Journal of
European Social Policy 14: 301–318.

Marshal, Thomas Humphrey (1965): Class, Citizenship and Social Development.
New York: Anchor.

Salamon, L. M., Anheier, H.K., List, R., Toepler, S., Sokolowski, S. W. and Associates
(1999): Global Civil Society: Dimensions of the Nonprofit Sector; The John
Hopkins Comparative Nonprofit Sector Project. Baltimore: Center for Civil
Society Studies, The John Hopkins University.

Salamon, L. M., Sokolowski, S.W., List, R. (2003): Global Civil Society. An Overview:
The John Hopkins Nonprofit Sector Project. Baltimore: Center for Civil Society
Studies, The John Hopkins University.

Salamon, L.M., Sokolowski, S.W. and Associates (2004): Global Civil Society:
Dimensions of the Nonprofit Sector, volume 2. Bloomfield: Kumarian Press Inc.

Schubert, Klaus, Simon Hegelich, and Ursula Bazant, eds. (2008): Europaische
Wohlfahrtssysteme. Ein Handbuch. Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissen-
schaften.

Seeleib-Kaiser, Martin (2007): Welfare State Transformation in Comparative
Perspectives: Shifting Boundaries of “Public” and “Private” Social Policy. Paper
presented at the Political Studies Association’s Annual Conference, University
of Bath, 2007.

Svetlik, Ivan (1992): Changing Labour Market and Employment Policies. In Ivan
Svetlik (ed.): Social Policy in Slovenia – Between Tradition and Inovation.
Aldershot: Avereby.

Svetlik, Ivan and Zinka Kolarič (1987): Jugoslovanski sistem blaginje v pogojih
ekonomske krize (Yugoslav Welfare System in Terms of Economic Crisis). IB
revija za planiranje 21 (8–9).

Sykes, Rob (2005): Crisis? What Crisis? Social Policy & Society 4(2): 207–215.

Zinka KOLARIČ

TEORIJA IN PRAKSA let. 46, 3/2009

236


