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“This is an important book for at least three reasons. Firstly, it brings together
questions of social policy and social work which tend to be treated separately for
reasons that have more to do with academic boundary maintenance than the realities
of institutional practice and people’s real lives. Secondly, it compares and contrasts
countries that occupy a contiguous regional space but are rarely studied together,
namely the Yugoslav successor states, some of which have been marginalized in
both social work and social policy research, together with the Czech Republic and
Austria. The value of this is, indeed, even greater when we consider that four are EU
Member states and three are candidate countries so that the differential effects of
Europeanization are also traced. Thirdly, each country case study chapter (and,
indeed, given the specificities of its post-Dayton governance structure, Bosnia and
Herzegovina is discussed in two chapters each dealing with one entity) is written by
specialists working within the country itself as researchers, scholars and advocates
who bring deep insider knowledge to their writing. The common themes of transfor-
mation, restructuring and crises, synthesized in excellent introductory and conclud-
ing chapters, make the book an essential source for an understanding of contemporary
policies and practices, the complex role played by historical legacies, and offer a
model of what a comparative policy approach should look like.”

—Paul Stubbs,
Senior Research Fellow, The Institute of Economics, Zagreb, Croatia

“Maja Gerovska Mitev’s Social Work and Social Policy Transformations in Central
and Southeast Europe brilliantly captures the evolving nuances of social policy in a
region rich with history and complexity. This edited volume, a collective effort of
esteemed academics, offers deep insights into the transformation of social welfare
systems, particularly in the face of challenges like the COVID-19 pandemic. It
stands not only as an academic cornerstone for scholars and students but also as a
guiding light for practitioners navigating the ever-changing landscape of social
work and policy in Central and Southeast Europe.”

— Vasilios Ioakimidis,
Professor, University of West Attica, Greece and University of Essex, UK



Preface

This edited volume is a result of a joint effort of the members of the Central European
Social Policy and Social Work Network — CESPASWON. The network was formed
in 2019 under the Central European Exchange Program for University Studies
(CEEPUS). It comprises of eight universities from seven countries from Central and
Southeast Europe, including: Ss. Cyril and Methodius University in Skopje, North
Macedonia (coordinator); Carinthia University of Applied Sciences, Austria;
Charles University, Czech Republic; University of Ljubljana, Slovenia; University
of Belgrade, Serbia; University of Zagreb, Croatia; University of Sarajevo, Bosnia
and Herzegovina; and the University of Banja Luka, Republic of Srpska, Bosnia and
Herzegovina. Hence, the focus of the chapters is on the countries represented in the
CESPASWON network.

It must be acknowledged that the group of countries encompassed in this volume
and analysed under the geographical scope of Central and Southeast Europe is by
no means uniform or easily comparable. One aspect of categorisation of countries
within this block can be associated with their European Union (EU) membership
status. In this respect, the book covers four EU member states (Austria, the Czech
Republic, Slovenia and Croatia) and three EU candidate countries (North Macedonia,
Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina). Among these countries, Austria is well recog-
nised in the welfare state literature as a conservative and familialistic welfare
regime. Among the ‘newer’ EU members states, in the Czech Republic, Slovenia
and Croatia, the transition from the socialist welfare model has translated into
improved employment and poverty rates. Finally, the EU candidate countries, North
Macedonia, Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina, are still fragile welfare states and
inconsistent in their welfare trajectory. By critically contextualising existing welfare
state categorisations, the book aims to examine the link between the welfare state
reforms and implications for social work in Central and Southeast Europe.

The country chapters provide comprehensive analysis of recent developments in
social policy and social work (social services), especially trends after the pandemic
COVID-19, which necessitated significant welfare modifications. Structure wise,
all country chapters tend to: (a) outline the context in which the social policy and
social work have developed and map the main changes in the welfare state; (b)
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viii Preface

elaborate the country-specific welfare state discourse and discussions, which
through literature review depict the conceptual debates about the welfare state,
social justice, equality, poverty, entitlements for cash transfer and services, privati-
sation, accessibility, etc.; (c) indicate the key challenges in social policy and social
work; and (d) provide indications about the future perspectives of social policy and
social service provision.

Given the scarcity of literature on social policy and social work in Central and
Southeast Europe, we hope this volume will be valuable for researchers from all
fields of social sciences and that it will provoke wider academic and professional
interest.

Last, but not least, the editor is deeply grateful for the constructive comments
received from Paul Stubbs, as well as the two anonymous reviewers during the
preparation of the manuscript.

Skopje, North Macedonia Maja Gerovska Mitev
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Chapter 1

Welfare State Reforms and Their
Implications for Social Work in Central
and Southeast Europe

Maja Gerovska Mitev

Introduction

This book provides an attempt to bring together two fields of study: social policy
including the broader context of the welfare state; and social work in terms of the
provision of social services and cash benefits. In doing so, it aims (o trace the wel-
fare state trajectories and social policy patterns in the countries of Central and
Southeast Europe (CSE), and also assess whether wider welfare state reforms, as
well as the implicit social policy formulation, have an impact on who, how and to
what extent is being served by the social work. The focus of the book is on seven
countries from Central and Southeast Europe, including Austria, Czech Republic,
Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, North Macedonia, and Bosnia and Herzegovina. In terms
of social work and social policy traditions, the analysed block of countries is diverse,
with many similarities and differences stemming from their cultural, historical,
socio-economic and political particularities. Moreover, there are two chaplers
focusing on Bosnia and Herzegovina, to highlight the specifics of its two entities,
i.e., the Federation of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the Republic of Srpska.

The theoretical and conceptual apparatus used in this book derives from the dis-
ciplines of social policy and social work. Ideologies of welfare, such as conserva-
tive, social-democratic and neoliberal (Esping Andersen, 1990; Abramowitz, 2013)
are explored to assess how they shape the policy debates, social policy strategies,
and social work practices in the analysed countries. Along with the analysis of agen-
cies, institutions, structures and discourses (Deacon & Stubbs, 2007; Moulaert &
Jessop, 2006), the book also examines welfare at the micro-level, addressing
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encounters between beneficiaries and social service providers. Also, to the extent
possible, the transnational dimension of social policy is scrutinised to investigate
the impact of various international actors, such as the International Financial
Institutions and the European Union, upon welfare state reforms and approaches to
welfare.

Methodologically, the book is based on the comparative case study method
(Ragin, 2014), with country case studies that elaborate: the context in which the
social policy and social work have developed; the main changes in the welfare state
after 1990; the country-specific welfare state discourse and debates; as well as the
key contemporary challenges in social policy and social work. The timeframe of
analysis focuses on developments post-1990, with a particular focus on develop-
ments and reconfigurations undertaken during COVID-19. On the basis of the
empirical investigations in the case studies, the book aims to draw analytical con-
clusions about the interdependence between welfare state reforms and social work
practices in Central and Southeast Europe and provide an overview of future per-
spectives regarding social policy and social service provision in this region.

Welfare State Trajectories and Social Policy Patterns
in Central and Southeast Europe

Early welfare regime classifications developed for the Western welfare states (i.e.,
Titmuss, 1974; Wilensky, 1975; Esping Andersen, 1990) as well as their critics (i.e.,
Leibfried, 1993; Ferrera, 1996; Bambra, 2007) rarely included the countries from
Central and Southeast Europe (with the exceptions of Austria, Soviet Russia and
East Germany). Even when they did (i.e., Fenger, 2007; Keune, 2008; Cerami &
Vanhuysse, 2009), the variables used to identify the welfare state model have not
fully reflected developments at the micro level or have undermined less-measurable
social phenomena. such as social justice, social cohesion, etc. Notwithstanding the
limitations of the welfare state classifications in the context of diverse historical,
political, economic, and social realities in Central and Southeast Europe, the pur-
pose of their use in this section is to provide a bird’s-eye view of the welfare state
configuration and its ongoing modifications in this region.

In the comparative welfare state literature (i.e., Obinger, 2005; Schubert et al.,
2016) Austria is depicted as a corporatist, conservative, continental, or male bread-
winner welfare state (Osterle & Heitzmann, 2016). However, as argued by
Héllmiiller in this book (Chap. 2). while the “basic structure of the Austrian wellare
state remained intact over the years, recent trends show that the welfare state is
dominated by a paternalistic/expertocratic dominant culture that stigmatizes mar-
ginalised groups and maintains economic and social exclusion™.

After the 1990s, there were many attempts to depict the character of the welfare
state in post-socialist countries, focusing on similarities and differences with wel-
fare states in the affluent capitalist democracies. Countries from CSE analysed in
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this book (particularly the post-Yugoslav states, i.e.. Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia,
North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina) have been described as a “modified
form of conservative corporatism”™ where the “greater degree of state protection was
achieved at the price of less economic growth™ (Deacon, 1992).

The Slovenian welfare state was demonstrating characteristics similar to that of
the Austrian welfare state. As indicated by Svetlik “the substitution of some social
rights by contractual relations, pluralisation of service provision and stress on a
subsidiarity principle have not been worked out fully™ and the early 1990s tenden-
cies of the wellare system in Slovenia were “in the direction of a corporatist conser-
vative model” (Svetlik, 1993). But as shown by Leskosek in this book (Chap. 4),
neoliberal influences have also impacted the Slovene welfare state as, in recent
years, Slovene social policies have also become “increasingly restrictive and condi-
tional, encouraging moral judgement and a division between deserving and unde-
serving recipients of cash benefits™.

The Czech Republic was among the best performers within the post-socialist
countries, most notably due to its success in maintaining low unemployment and
low poverty rates. Welfare choices favoured by the Czechs after the 1990s as stressed
by Potuéek focused on “the performance principle and the creation of natural feed-
back within and between the state, public and privatised corporations and individu-
als” (1993, p. 224). He saw the possible future welfare state in the Czech Republic
as being less redistributive and more corporatist conservative (Potuéek, 1993).
Despite favourable trends in the Czech Republic, Sdmalova and Vojtidek claim in
this book (Chap. 2) that social statistics do not tell the complete story and that “a
large percentage of people levitate just above the relative poverty line and that a
significant number of employed families are facing in-work poverty™.

Assessing the Croatian welfare state developments post 1990s, Puljiz identifies
the welfare trajectory going “from passive (o active welfare state™ (Puljiz, 2001),
hence substituting the older Bismarckian model of the welfare state with elements
of the liberal and social-democratic model (Puljiz, 2008). Zrins¢ak and Stubbs, on
the other hand, have stressed the importance of nation state building, and the conse-
quences of war and delayed Europeanisation as important factors shaping welfare
arrangements in Croatia, leading to a “complex mix of statism and centralisation, as
well as a lack of clear roles of non-state and local government actors™ (Zrinsak &
Stubbs, 2009, p. 131). Today, as Matanéevi¢ and Opaéié¢ suggest in Chap. 5 of this
book, Croatian social policy faces “challenges of adequacy and sustainability, rela-
tively low efficiency in social inclusion and work integration programmes, and
inadequacy to answer to new social risks”.

The group of non-EU countries covered in this book (Serbia, North Macedonia
and Bosnia and Herzegovina) are even less represented in welfare state mapping
and research than the other countries from the CSE region. Analysed also under the
term the Western Balkans, these wellare regimes are assessed as “incomplete ver-
sions of the liberal welfare regime, with elements preserved of the corporatist
regime” (Sotiropoulos, 2014, p. 252). Sotiropoulos also rightly argues that “state
socialist welfare regimes have been replaced by assemblages of public, private, and
non-governmental welfare institutions, which are under the influence of
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international organisations” (ibid, p. 252). As pointed out in the subsequent country
chapters of this book, such description still holds true in these countries. Perisi¢ and
Pavlovi¢ confirm that “Serbia is in a locked—in situation of a passive welfare state,
with discourses embedded into the crisis framework™, with lack of incentives for
innovation and modernisation (Chap. 6). In North Macedonia, welfare state devel-
opment has been “guided by the specific socio-economic trends, different political
ideologies, as well as by the impact of different international organisations”
(Gerovska Mitev and Bornarova, Chap. 7). Similarly, Mikovié (Chap. 8) indicates
that in Bosnia and Herzegovina the “residual welfare model seems to prevail, which
was mainly supported by the supranational financial agencies, the World Bank and
the Intemational Monetary Fund”. Finally, Gaji¢, Rakanovi¢ Radonji¢ and Suéur-
Janjetovi¢ (Chap. 8) conclude that the “welfare model in the Republic of Srpska
shows rudimentary evolution and is characterised by a ‘elemental-rudimental’ mov-
ing away from the previous socialist period™.

From this short snapshot of welfare state patterns in Central and Southeast
Europe, as well as from the more thorough descriptions in the following country
chapters, it may be summarised that several factors are relevant for understanding
CSE welfare state configurations and reform trajectories:

Historical Roots: The early establishment of contributory social insurance pro-
grams, (Austria, post- Yugoslav countries), a strong emphasis on maintaining tradi-
tional family structures and provision of family-oriented benefits and support
(Austria), the early establishment and equal geographical distribution of social ser-
vices, 1.e., Centers of Social Work (CSWs) (post-Yugoslav countries), and universal
healthcare (Czech Republic), have laid the foundations for the modern welfare state
in the CSE. These early developments have had a lasting impact on the current
structure of the welfare system in CSE, as well as on its capacity to reform.

Political ideologies: While the legacy of conservativism (Austria) and socialism
(Czech Republic, Slovenia, Croatia, Serbia, North Macedonia, Bosnia and
Herzegovina) continued to shape the welfare state developments post 1990s in the
CSE (notwithstanding the differences between the Yugoslav and Soviet bloc social-
ism), other political ideologies have also contributed to social policy reforms since.
Most prominently, the neoliberal influences swooped across the region, as privatisa-
tion of the social services (pensions, long-term care, health, early childhood educa-
tion, etc.) and limiting welfare spending through narrowing eligibility, targeted and
conditional social transfers, public-private partnerships in social service delivery,
and so on, were seen as the only alternative. While in some cases the neoliberal turn
was a result of a dependence on intemational donor assistance (Serbia, North
Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina) in others it was a result of the orientation of
the ruling political parties, as well as using the EU membership as an excuse for free
market reforms (Austria, Czech Republic, Slovenia, Croatia).

EU Integration: Aiming to join the European Union (EU) became a driving force
for reforms and aligning social policies with EU standards across the post-socialist
countries from CSE. EU membership required adherence to certain social and eco-
nomic criteria, which influenced the development of welfare policies in these coun-
tnes, including the strategic programming of social policies as well as implementing
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harmonised methodologies for the collection and presentation of social statistics.
While the Czech Republic, Slovenia and, (o an extent, Croatia succeeded to balance
their socio-economic challenges from the transition period with the requirements of
EU integration on time, Serbia, North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina are still
navigating the tension between domestic reforms (i.e., rule of law and corruption,
ethnic and political divisions, nationalism and identity) and the demands of the EU
integration.

International financial institutions: For the post-socialist countries such as Serbia,
North Macedonia, Bosnia and Herzegovina and o some extent Croatia, policy
advice and loan conditionalities coming from the International Financial Institutions,
such as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, were highly influen-
tial in shaping social policy reforms in the late 1990s. The introduction of the man-
datory fully funded pension insurance in Croatia and North Macedonia is one such
example where the World Bank’s technical assistance and advice shaped the para-
digmatic shift from pay-as-you-go (PAYG) pension schemes towards mandatory
pension privatisation. On the other hand, due to their favourable economic condi-
tions, as well as the strong political and expert resistance, Slovenia and the Czech
Republic have not followed the World Bank’s advice to shift from the PAYG system
to the mandatory private-funded system. In general, dependence on intemational
financial assistance, ministries of finance and economy being run by neoliberal
economists, and a lack of vocal critical opposition have all contributed to the inva-
sive impact of Interational Financial Institutions on the social policy landscape in
the CSE.

Each country chapter also outlines other immanent welfare state determinants,
among which are also: the impact of the wars of the 1990s in post-Yugoslav coun-
tries; the role of religion. the deep politicisation, the layered welfare regarding eth-
nic communities, as well as the balance between centralised and localised
responsibilities.

Social policy patterns in Central and Southeast Europe continue to evolve as
these countries adapt to changing demographic, political and economic conditions.
Welfare state capacity to provide comprehensive social services and tackle social
inequalities is also conditioned by the size of social protection expenditure. Based
on the available statistical data (Fig. 1.1), it may be seen that among the analysed
CSE countries, only Austria, the richest of the countries studied, is a “big” spender,
as its social protection expenditure is above the EU27 average and stood at 32.9%
of GDP in 2021. Other countries from the region spent significantly less than the
EU27 average of 31.7% in 2020. Slovenia is closest to the EU average with 26% of
GDP spent on social protection, while North Macedonia is furthest from the EU
average as its social protection expenditure stood at 14.5% of GDP in 2017 (latest
available ESPOSS data).

Assessment of the income inequality measured through the Gini coefficient
(Fig. 1.2) shows that in the Central and Southeast Europe, three of the countries
are characterised with higher inequality (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Serbia and
North Macedonia), while the other four (Czech Republic, Slovenia, Austria and
Croatia) have lower income inequality compared to the EU average (29.6% in
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Fig. 1.1 Total expenditure on social protection as % of GDP in CSE, 2015-2021. (Source:
Eurostat. 2023a)
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Fig. 1.2 Gini coefficient of equivalised disposable income in CSE, 2015-2022. (Sources: Eurostat,
2023b: Statistics Agency of Bosnia and Herzegovina, 2017)

2022). Given the significant degree of informal economy in some of the analysed
countries, the Gini coefficient does not capture the full extent of inequality in
the region.

It must be acknowledged that the lack of timely and harmonised social statistics
in most of the post-socialist countries hindered more comprehensive as well as the
comparative analysis of these welfare states. Also, lack of more disaggregated data
regarding redistribution in the post-socialist countries prevents their comparison in
terms of welfare state outcomes.
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» elaborate the country-specific welfare state discourse and discussions, which
through literature review depict the conceptual debates about the welfare state,
social justice, equality, poverty, entitlements for cash transfer and services,
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