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5
Scopes of Solidarity in Times of Crisis: 

Insights from Poland

Janina Petelczyc, Rafał Bakalarczyk, 
and Ryszard Szarfenberg

 Introduction

Civil society organisations in Poland have stepped up their activities in 
order to address social problems and meet the needs of deprived groups 
over the last decade. Even though organisations working in different issue 
fields (migration, unemployment and disabilities) have had different pri-
orities and agendas, the expansion of solidarity actions has been a general 
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development across the three domains. This raises questions about the 
societal factors driving the development of civic solidarity initiatives and 
practices. The Polish experience seems particularly instructive because 
civil society organisations have been operating within a societal environ-
ment that has been less affected by the various crises of the European 
Union (EU), as compared to other countries such as Greece or Italy. Still, 
Poland has experienced significant socio-economic and political changes, 
to which civil society organisations have reacted. The comparison of the 
three issue fields allows us to highlight the specificities and similarities of 
this development. In particular, it will show that civic solidarity was 
driven more strongly by public policy responses than by those moments 
of crises, which government actions were intended to address.

Poland was not directly affected by the economic and financial crises 
of 2009, nor by the massive inflow of refugees in the years 2015 and 
2016, although the indirect effects have been considerable. On the one 
hand, the country seems to have coped relatively well with the worldwide 
economic crisis and was the only EU Member State with a continuous 
positive gross domestic product (GDP) growth. Compared to the EU, 
the average level of GDP change in Poland was relatively moderate, even 
in 2009. In fact, among European countries, only Polish GDP growth 
was not directly affected by the economic crisis. However, in spite of 
good economic conditions during times of hardship in Europe, the Polish 
government used the crisis as an excuse for continuing liberal policy 
changes that had been initiated beforehand, partly in order to comply 
with the Procedure of Excessive Deficit imposed by the EU. On the other 
hand, social and labour indicators were not as positive as economic ones, 
but these were neglected by the Polish government. As a result, the (partly 
hidden) economic crisis and weak policy responses of the state to this 
phenomenon were reflected in citizens bearing the brunt of it (Theiss 
et  al. 2017). Its impact on the labour market was significant. 
Unemployment, especially youth unemployment, rose, and growing 
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numbers of people were forced to work on “civil contracts”, deprived of 
labour and social security rights. “Anti-crisis” packages introduced by the 
government protected employers rather than employees. The govern-
ment also introduced austerity measures such as cuts in funding for pub-
lic employment services, including unemployment benefits, as well as 
freezing salaries of some groups of workers in the public sector 
(Petelczyc 2017).

Austerity policies, however, did not only affect workers and the unem-
ployed, but they also affected other groups, like the disabled. In Poland, 
4.7 million people live with disabilities, among whom 3.1 million have 
formally been classified as disabled. In the group of disabled adults, 
22.7% have the status of a person with advanced disability (Ministry of 
Family, Labour and Social Policy 2017). Many of them demand long- 
term care and support in activities of daily living. In the Polish context, 
this kind of care is provided in large part by the family and the informal 
sector. The well-being of those people and their families depends partly 
on social benefits. Access to those benefits became limited for the caregiv-
ers of the disabled adults in 2013. As a reaction to the changes in law, 
several social initiatives rallied around the caregivers and initiated protest 
movements.

On the other hand, the so-called refugee crisis has also had repercus-
sions on public debate in Poland. Even though the inflow of migrants 
from Ukraine was substantial, contributing thus to a migrant community 
of about 2 million people, public concerns were particularly sensitive 
towards refugees fleeing from wars, persecution and poverty outside 
Europe. Against the EU’s attempts to establish a system of burden- sharing 
and relocation of refugees, the Polish government resisted. Poland stands 
out as the country that took in the lowest number of refugees: 3500 non-
 EU asylum applicants in 2015 and 2500 in 2016, compared to 249,000 in 
2015 and 631,000 in 2016 in Germany (Eurostat 2017). Three hundred 
and forty-eight refugees were granted permission to stay in 2016, whereas 
in 2017, 150 got official permission to stay (Urząd do Spraw 
Cudzoziemców 2018). The so-called refugee crisis did not directly impact 
on Polish society, given that Poland was not part of the transit routes of 
refugees, but it did affect public policies indirectly, because the inflow of 
refugees coincided with the terrorist attacks of 2015 and a political 
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campaign preceding the Polish parliamentary election in October 2015, 
which contributed to the politicisation of the issue.

In this chapter, we wish to highlight the experiences of transnational 
solidarity organisations (TSOs) working in the field of unemployment, 
migration and disability analysed in the context of the TransSOL cross- 
national project (see TransSOL 2016). In particular, we aim to highlight 
the way in which these organisations have adapted to the socio-economic 
and political developments, and the challenges they have presented to 
Polish society. We aim to answer the following questions: Are there sig-
nificant changes in how TSOs operate and respond to societal needs and 
grievances? To what extent are these changes a reaction to the socio- 
economic and political developments? And how (if at all) have the crises 
affected the TSOs’ understanding of solidarity in the different fields of 
unemployment, migration and disability?

This chapter is based on the qualitative analysis of 30 interviews with 
the representatives of solidarity organisations working in the field of 
unemployment (labour), migration and disabilities. In order to grasp the 
experiences of TSOs in a comprehensive manner, we followed a sampling 
strategy that strived to increase diversity, for example, in terms of issue 
fields, action repertoires and organisational features. We conducted inter-
views with 21 charity help-/service-oriented organisations (7 working in 
the field of migration, 9 in unemployment and 5 in disability) and 17 
protest/social movement/policy-oriented organisations (5 working in the 
field of migrations, 7 in unemployment and 5 in disability). Most of the 
organisations deliberately employ a hybrid approach in their actions, 
combining the provision of various services with an engagement in 
policy- making on local, national and/or international level/s. Given that 
research was interested in cross-national linkages and references, only 
organisations and groups were included in the sampling that exhibited a 
transnational element (for instance, beneficiaries, supporters, partners, 
sponsors or missions). Interviews were conducted between September 
and November 2016.1

1 For more information on sampling, see the introduction to this volume and https://blogs.uni- 
siegen.de/transsol/files/2016/12/Integrated-Report-on-Reflective-Forms-of-Transnational- 
Solidarity.pdf
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 Organisations in Times of Crisis: 
Theoretical Framework

Civil society organisations are engaged in acts of solidarity in support of 
deprived target groups. For Rymsza (2006), solidarity is composed of two 
forms of social ties. On the one hand, solidarity is based on social ties and 
a mutual concern for the common good. On the other hand, solidarity is 
based on institutionalised ties (expressed in public authorities’ activities) 
and non-institutionalised ties (mediated by non-governmental organisa-
tions engaged in social and political support for deprived groups). 
According to this framework, social policies and public measures of a 
redistributive nature are a manifestation of institutionalised (state) soli-
darity, while charitable activities and political advocacy by TSOs are an 
expression of non-institutionalised (civic) solidarity. Rymsza’s theory of 
solidarity can be complemented by another dimension: the scope of soli-
darity. Public or social solidarity could be related to a very narrow issue 
and group of people (such as people deprived of some cash benefit after 
the reform of social welfare system) or to a very broad array of issues and 
many different groups (namely all people with disabilities and people in 
poverty and all issues which are important to them). In addition, the 
scope of solidarity in terms of involved groups and issues may be national 
or international.

This concept of solidarity highlights that organised forms of solidarity, 
which are central to this chapter, are strongly embedded in the socio- 
economic and political structure of their environment. In fact, we might 
expect that the socio-economic situation and the levels of institution-
alised (state) solidarity might impinge on the scope and intensity of activ-
ities by TSOs. In particular, we should expect that the financial and 
economic crisis would have impacted on civic solidarity in Poland. The 
mechanism could be formulated in causal terms: The crisis causes an 
increase in social needs (more people in unemployment and in poverty, 
etc.) and a reduction in the ability of the state to satisfy them by means 
of public funds (lower budget revenues). Public and non-public solidarity 
activities supported by the state budget may suffer substantial losses, thus 
increasing a gap between growing social needs (increase in demand for 
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solidarity) and responses of the public sector (decrease in supply of soli-
darity). Citizens and existing civil society organisations might be called 
on to fill this gap by providing activities of non-state social entities of soli-
darity (TSOs).

This general assumption, however, needs to be differentiated into two 
propositions, given that scholarly writing has been sceptical about the 
explanatory power of objective deprivations. In fact, the assumption that 
TSOs respond to rising social needs in times of crisis presupposes that 
civic solidarity is a pure mirror of socio-economic grievances. Studies of 
social movement and civil societies have shown, however, that these 
responses are mediated by two factors: the availability of organisations 
and organised forms of action and the availability of political opportuni-
ties and targets (Giugni and Grasso 2016; Grasso et al. 2019).

On the one hand, we know that collective action is dependent on 
existing organisational fields that more often than not adapt to or expand 
the range of their activities in order to meet (new) needs. Labour organ-
isations, for instance, play an important role. They are rather old social 
actors that have learned to adapt to new social realities, including dynam-
ically changing cultural patterns that increasingly shape the working 
environment (Milner and Mathers 2013). According to Diani, unions, 
which have been in crisis for years, remain significant social actors by 
renewing themselves and introducing diverse strategies (Diani 2019). 
One part of the labour organisations’ strategy to cope with this challenge 
includes taking actions in favour of groups or issues which are not tradi-
tionally understood as labour rights, like supporting atypical workers 
(Gumbrell-McCormick 2011), women and ethnic minority members 
(Kirton and Greene 2005) or victims of domestic violence (Wibberley 
et al. 2018). One can also see a significant change in the organisations 
active in the field of labour in the context of increasing migration caused 
by both the typical free movements of persons and the refugee influx. The 
experience of European countries proves the existence of a developed 
catalogue of activities that offer support to foreigners by labour civil soci-
ety organisations. The same situation can be seen with regard to unions, 
whose tradition proves that they played an important role as a political 
and social actor in the fight for the rights of migrants (Marino et al. 2015).

 J. Petelczyc et al.
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On the other hand, political opportunities and targets are a decisive 
factor in arousing organised activities of solidarity. TSOs require civic 
liberties to organise and mobilise support publicly, and they require some 
sort of political and public support (for instance, in terms of funding) in 
order to provide services and maintain their activities. Moreover, TSOs 
are clearly involved in ongoing policy debates and related political con-
flicts, because they advocate for social rights and entitlements in order to 
institutionalise their call for solidarity. This implies that TSOs will step 
up their activities when the state fails to provide liberties, financial sup-
port or social rights. The mobilisation of solidarity during the last decade 
might thus not be a direct reaction to the economic and financial crisis, 
but rather to the changed public agenda of the state. In this regard, we 
can assume that the effects of the crisis have been indirect. The economic 
crisis might have aroused solidarity activities due to the changed govern-
ment policy of austerity in general (which are at least partly shaped by the 
excessive deficit procedure imposed on Poland by the EU), and regula-
tory and benefits cuts reducing social security protection and social 
investment, in particular. Organised forms of solidarity seem to be moti-
vated by government actions.

The centrality of austerity policies as causes and targets of political 
protests and solidarity actions has been confirmed by previous studies 
(della Porta 2015; Ancelovici et al. 2016). Civil society organisations help 
people who have not enough resources (both financial and social capital) 
and whose needs are ignored or insufficiently addressed, for example, by 
the state (Mohan 2002). For the Greek example, Chrysostomou (2015) 
showed that when the state fails and acts insufficiently, it opens the door 
to the rise of civil society organisations. In this sense, policies of austerity 
might encourage civil society organisations and civil society activists to 
enhance and expand solidarity initiatives and practices. In these terms, 
the crisis and its policy responses have become a catalyst for the empow-
erment of civil society in Greece (Sotiropoulos and Bourikos 2014). 
However, this situation is also true for Poland, given that rising unem-
ployment rates have run parallel to a growing budget deficit and public 
debt, leading to increased pressures upon the government to reduce its 
spending. Therefore, the country has also implemented several cuts in 
public spending, justified by the crisis (Rae 2012; Theiss et al. 2017). It 
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is to be expected that the introduction of austerity policies had led to an 
increase and/or expansion of organised solidarity by existing and/or new 
TSOs, both formal and informal (Cabot 2018; Chrysostomou 2015). 
Informal social networks, self-help groups and more formal civil society 
organisations seem to rise in answer to insufficient state activity by pro-
viding social services and political advocacy for those target groups with 
severe needs and disadvantages (Sotiropoulos and Bourikos 2014).

 The Perception of TSOs’ Context Conditions

Previous research has shown that civil society organisations adapt their 
organisational work to upcoming grievances and restrictive policies and 
often also to the impact of international crises. However, in the Polish 
case, these adaptations seem to be driven only marginally by the various 
crises affecting the EU itself. Much more important is the way that TSOs 
perceive the societal conditions and transformations and the political 
opportunities and constraints. In this regard, our interviews reveal that 
perceptions diverge considerably in all three fields. While some TSOs 
acknowledge objective grievances caused by the socio-economic crisis of 
the EU, the wars in the Middle East and the so-called refugee crisis as 
shaping factors, most of them put rather long-lasting conflicts and prob-
lems and inadequate policy-reactions centre stage. A number of the inter-
viewed TSOs share the view that the economic and financial crisis had 
some direct and/or indirect influence on their work. Those who address 
the economic crisis underline, for instance, that the crisis forced the 
organisation to quit certain activities. Others mention that, while in 
times of economic stability, the organisation was based on the financial 
contributions of their members, during the economic recession, their 
members had less money to give to the organisation, which made effec-
tive activity more difficult. Moreover, other interviewees point out that in 
times of economic crisis and job scarcity, labour migration might have 
been perceived as a risk for workers in some segments of the labour mar-
ket and, consequently, led to a weakening of solidarity towards immigrants.

In comparison, other interviewees declare no, little or only indirect 
influence of it on their organisation’s activity and on the perceived level 
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of solidarity towards the groups they care about. For some of the TSOs in 
the field of migration, more long-lasting international developments or 
external factors, such as the conflict in Syria or the difficult situation in 
Ukraine, are more influential on their work than the economic crisis. 
While the influx of many Ukrainian migrants affects the work of Polish 
TSOs more directly at home, the repercussions of the so-called refugee 
crisis are more consequential for those TSOs operating in countries of 
war and conflict outside Europe. These organisations are less concerned 
with developments in national policy-making because their activities tar-
get problems outside Polish territory and the direct responsibility of the 
Polish state.

Another reason for the limited (perceived) impact of the economic 
crisis on the situation of certain organisations is the fact that many of 
them do not base their work on huge financial resources and are oriented 
on non-material rather than material support provision. In fact, several 
TSOs declare that their main activity is supporting the rights of certain 
groups, advisory and moral support, but not necessarily financial or 
material resource distribution. Others emphasise that the solidarity (or 
lack of it) with migrants or refugees is not an issue of the economy and/
or resources, but rather of how people think and act, what they are con-
scious of and how the problems are discussed. Here, it should be added 
that the Polish debate on refugees was extremely politicised in the context 
of pre-election campaigns and anti-migration mobilisation by the oppo-
sitional right-wing party.2 Moreover, many problems the interviewed 

2 The refugee crisis in Europe occurred simultaneously with a political campaign preceding the 
Polish parliamentary election in October 2015. In July 2015, the Polish government declared its 
readiness to welcome 2000 refugees into Poland. This was, however, highly criticised by the opposi-
tion. In September 2015 Jarosław Kaczyński (Law and Justice party leader, in opposition) claimed 
in Parliament that “‘under foreign pressure and without the consent of the Polish people, the gov-
ernment does not have the right to take decisions which are highly probable to negatively affect our 
life (…) the number of foreigners will increase and then they will stop respecting our laws and 
customs (…) would you like us to quit being hosts in our country?’ He also proposed what he 
called ordo caritatis—an order of compassion which means: First the closest ones, then the nation 
and then the others” (Narkiewicz 2017). The significance of this term—first the closest ones, and 
so forth—reveals an attempt to establish a kind of “natural hierarchy” of solidarity relations 
(Szczupak et  al. 2018). Kaczyński’s claims went further in October 2015 when he said that 
“migrants have already brought diseases like cholera and dysentery to Europe, as well as all sorts of 
parasites and protozoa, which (…) while not dangerous in the organisms of these people, could be 
dangerous here” (Politico 2017). After Law and Justice’s victory in the parliamentary election in 
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migration TSOs have to cope with are rather related to the difficulties of 
economic and social integration of migrants and refugees in Poland and 
to the formal barriers on the foreigners’ lives and work in Poland. Some 
of the issues they have to tackle, for instance, with regard to accommoda-
tion, are to some extent caused by the insufficient policy of the state, 
public authorities and institutions. Thus, the ways in which the Polish 
government and administration respond to rising problems and chal-
lenges—and the insufficiencies of it—constitute a relevant context con-
dition according to some interviewed TSOs. In this respect, a representative 
of one of the organisations highlights, for instance, the unfriendly atti-
tude of the current state authorities towards the third sector organisa-
tions, which generates a negative surrounding for their activities. Among 
the interviewed disability TSOs, it is the organisations in particular sup-
porting caregivers that blame the Polish government for having deprived 
this group of people of social benefits. Moreover, according to a few TSOs 
in the (un)employment field, the recent changes in labour and social 
policy, including the resulting “flexibilisation” and “precarisation” of 
employment, have had a considerable impact on their work. Overall, 
however, it is interesting to note that many of the interviewed TSOs do 
not blame the state and its policy as the main cause of problems.

 TSOs’ Responses to Changing Circumstances 
and New Challenges in Their Field of Action

Our theoretical framework suggests that inappropriate or insufficient 
action by the state to realise its obligations towards vulnerable and 
excluded groups of people creates both a space and a trigger for civil soci-
ety organisations to act and to adjust their solidarity approach. Our inter-
views provide us with in-depth insights to examine if and how the TSOs 

October 2015, this point of view, together with a widespread narrative of citizens’ protection, 
Polish sovereignty and an obligation to care for the Polish Catholic tradition, became hegemonic. 
This was the rationale for opposing the refugee relocation system in the EU, although some scholars 
(Pochyły 2017) claim that Polish foreign policy towards the refugee issue did not change that much 
between 2014 and 2016.
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under review responded to the changing circumstances and new demands 
in their fields of action.

Overall, it is striking that Polish TSOs applied three main strategies in 
order to cope with the new challenges and grievances, namely (1) the 
expansion of beneficiaries and activities, thus broadening the TSOs’ 
scope of solidarity, (2) new alliance building with other organisations and 
(3) the establishment of new TSOs as a reaction to changed circum-
stances and resulting new needs. Interestingly, these strategies were not 
equally salient in each of the three fields of vulnerability. Instead, we can 
see field-specific approaches, with certain strategies having more weight 
in some fields and different strategies in others.

The broadening of the TSOs’ scope of solidarity and action towards 
new target groups and the building of new alliances with other organisa-
tions were most prominently pursued by TSOs in the field of  
(un)employment. Trade unions, for instance, which used to provide 
activities and services primarily for “typical employees”, have expanded 
their activities in order to address the needs of precarious workers, the 
working poor and working students. Our interviewees often emphasise 
that their understanding of “worker” is broader than the typical defini-
tion in the Polish labour code. For example, the term “workers” also 
includes persons who are employed on the basis of a civil law contract 
(so-called junk contracts in Poland), deprived of any working or social 
security rights. The respondents also highlight that their organisations 
respond to all the changes resulting from transformations in the labour 
market. Hence, they adopt a broad understanding of the term “employee” 
and help “everybody who has any relation to the labour market” (Unemp1 
08/2016):

We answer to all the changes connected to flexibilisation and precarisation. 
For us ‘employee’ is each person who sells their labour. (Unemp3 09/2016)

This broad understanding was shared by unemployment TSOs. Their 
activities aim to help unemployed and poor people with diverse griev-
ances and needs. In their work, they pay, for instance, “special attention 
to poor employees and poor people with disabilities, addicts and also 
homeless people” (Unemp7 10/2016). The interviewed unemployment 
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TSOs also address various special groups of job seekers and the growing 
groups of people who are excluded from the labour market, such as the 
young unemployed, women, the disabled migrants and any others whose 
access to the labour market is more difficult:

Beneficiaries of our actions are all people who are in some way connected 
with the labour market, regardless of the professional statute or contract, 
whether they are employees or unemployed. (Unemp5 10/2016)

Moreover, working migrants have become an important addressee of 
the interviewed (un)employment TSOs. With the growing numbers of 
foreigners working in Poland, a number of the organisations under 
review—trade unions as well as other TSOs—have developed new strate-
gies to integrate migrants into the Polish labour market. They aim to fight 
the unemployment of migrants, and if migrants are working, organisa-
tions guard their legal employment and advocate for equal labour rights.

In line with their broad understanding of target groups, many inter-
viewed (un)employment TSOs have established alliances and different 
forms of cooperation with a varied range of other organisations, initia-
tives and movements. They support the work of other civil society organ-
isations and public or private institutions working in the field of  
(un)employment, engage in the training of volunteers and cooperate 
with different social leaders and “social innovators” seeking to tackle 
unemployment:

We also support other NGOs, employees of other non-governmental 
organisations, employees of social enterprises, and employees of public 
institutions, labour offices, social assistance centres, all those who deal with 
or have contacts with the labour market somewhere. (Unemp2 08/2016)

Moreover, the broad range of cooperation partners and allies also 
includes movements of people threatened with eviction, women’s move-
ments for legal abortion, and movements against Comprehensive Economic 
and Trade Agreement (CETA), Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP) and the extreme right and the rise of nationalism:

 J. Petelczyc et al.
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We support tenant movements, participate in demonstrations, such as 
against CETA, criticise the extreme right, nationalism, and support femi-
nist actions in the field of women’s rights. (Unemp3 10/2016)

Interestingly, this broad approach towards target groups and alliance 
building is remarkably less influential in the disability field and is also less 
pronounced in the migration field, while the third strategy (new creation 
of TSOs) plays an important role in both fields (see below). As regards 
target groups and alliance building, TSOs in the field of disability have a 
more differentiated, particularistic understanding of their target groups, 
leading to a division of work between different types of disability TSOs 
rather than to cross-sectoral action and cooperation. For instance, some 
of the interviewed disability TSOs dedicate themselves to the problems of 
families of heavily disabled adults. Another organisation leads a day-care 
centre for people with intellectual impairments, while others focus on the 
rights of people with autism; still others devote their time to specific rare 
diseases, assist with the activation of the disabled or represent various 
problems of disabled children and adults. Similar to the division between 
special target groups, a segmented form of cooperation prevails among 
the interviewed disability TSOs. Usually, cooperation takes place between 
organisations with a similar profile and similar or even the same objec-
tives. Hence, alliance building and solidarity are practised between groups 
that are very close to each other, but much less on a broader horizontal 
scale. Some interviewees suggest that, although they see the need of a 
broader solidarity approach, the situation forces them to focus on selected 
groups or a certain area. This deficit of solidarity between various groups 
is to some extent seen with regret:

Generally there is no solidarity between people; everybody is focused on 
their own issue. (Disab6 9/2017)

The segregation in the disability field is partly explained by the speci-
ficities of the various diseases and forms of disability. In part, the inter-
viewed TSOs report a marked competition over (financial) resources and 
public and political attention between different groups of disabled and 
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diseased people and their organisational representatives which further 
contributes to division in the field (e.g., Disab4 11/2016).

To a certain degree, the focus on specific target groups and needs is also 
true for TSOs in the migration field. Here, many TSOs have become 
established only recently and aim to fill a new gap that is still not suffi-
ciently addressed by state policy. Facing new challenges, they centre their 
attention on those beneficiaries with the most pressing and urgent needs, 
which in the Polish case are primarily migrants from Ukraine. The fact 
that many Polish migration TSOs are in the early stages of development 
seems to contribute to their currently rather narrow focal point. However, 
this does not prevent them from opening their activities and services to 
migrants and refugees from other countries.

While the expansion of the scope of solidarity in terms of beneficiaries 
and related forms of action and alliance building emerged as an impor-
tant response to recent challenges in the employment field, the establish-
ment of new TSOs has been a relevant strategy in the fields of disability 
and migration in reaction to new circumstances and needs. In recent 
years, parts of the disability field have been shaped by restrictive state 
reforms. Our study shows that the withdrawal of the state from some of 
its obligations for disabled people and relatives who care for them has led 
to the creation of new disability, TSOs and the organisation of new vol-
unteers and activists in social movements and civic initiatives. For 
instance, caregivers of adult disabled persons have been particularly 
affected by reductions in public support. In the face of changes in legisla-
tion and the resulting limitation in the level of social security for caregiv-
ers of the adult disabled, the members of that social group have begun to 
mobilise and organise themselves in new initiatives since 2012 and 
2013 in order to fight for a return to the previous law, regain their social 
entitlements, generally improve their situation and fill the gaps in social 
security and support caused by this policy change:

I joined the organisation in 2013, after the government deprived us of 
social benefits. (Disab1 9/2016)

Organisation originated a bit later, but generally we started to act in 2013. 
(Disab2 9/2016)

 J. Petelczyc et al.



145

The reason for establishing new initiatives was strictly bound to the 
unexpected change in the law at the end of 2012. Thus, there were no 
former initiatives or TSOs focused on that issue before 2012. The TSOs 
examined were oriented towards the articulation of the protest of certain 
groups and rapid changes in the law concerning support, so they did not 
seek broader contacts with other groups in the disability field with a dif-
ferent activity profile. Moreover, the people engaged with TSOs oriented 
on policy change concerning the benefits for caregivers had no or very 
few former contacts with other TSOs in the field of disability due to 
intensive daily engagement in caregiving.

In the migration field, new TSOs have been founded in recent years 
parallel to the arrival of many new migrants in Poland. Given that state 
policy in this area was still not sufficiently developed, civil society actors 
stepped in to mitigate the situation and to offer help to those in need. 
While other European countries have mostly been shaped by recent 
migration movements from the Middle East and North Africa, Poland 
has been most strongly affected by the arrival of hundreds of thousands 
of immigrants from Ukraine fleeing war and economic crisis. In response, 
new TSOs were created focusing primarily on migrants from Ukraine. 
Nevertheless, many of these TSOs do not exclusively provide support to 
Ukrainian migrants. Instead, they are open to assist other foreigners, too, 
such as people from the former Soviet Union (e.g., Belarusians, Russians 
and Chechens) or refugees from Syria or other countries hit by war and/
or crisis:

The main beneficiaries are Ukrainians living in Poland, but the organisa-
tion is not closed to immigrants from other countries. When publishing a 
newspaper, conducting trainings or meetings – we are always open; every-
one has the right to come and it happens: Chechens, Poles from other 
organisations, Belarusians, Russians. (Migr3 09/2016)

In addition, a few other TSOs follow a broader approach and help any 
migrants, economic refugees, asylum seekers and/or citizens of countries 
facing war. In this respect, the interviewed TSOs underline, for instance:
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Our organisation aims to help everyone living or residing outside of their 
homeland … we do not restrict ourselves to any group. (Migr4 09/2016)

We mainly focus on preventing social exclusion, and social exclusion can 
have many causes. […] We fight stereotypes against foreigners. 
(Migr1 08/2016)

Only one interviewed organisation specifically provides direct charity 
help and services to Syrians in Syria—by providing humanitarian aid to 
local organisations:

In general, we provide this type of humanitarian aid to units that operate 
there, whether it is the Red Cross, local humanitarian units, so-called 
White Helmets, namely civil defence organisations and so on. 
(Migr8 10/2016)

 The Role of Transnational Solidarity in TSOs’ 
Responses in Challenging Times of Crisis 
and Insufficient State Policy

In addition to the three strategies of TSOs discussed in the previous sec-
tion, our research reveals that for some TSOs searching for transnational 
solidarity is a further reaction to the encountered deficits of state policy, 
but also to the multiple crises in Europe and beyond. Among the TSOs 
that follow this path, the approach and degree of implementing transna-
tional solidarity varies, however. Moreover, it is striking that for other 
interviewed TSOs the transnational aspect is almost absent or incidental. 
This applies particularly to the disability TSOs in our study.

For some of the organisations under review, engaging in transnational 
cooperation is a means of gaining access to inter- or transnational fund-
ing sources, mostly from European, Norwegian or Swiss funds:

We do not cooperate internationally, apart from financial support from the 
European Union. (Disab3 09/2016)
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Beyond these financial incentives, transnational partnerships and 
cooperation are also set up to exchange experience, information, knowl-
edge (for instance, about innovative practices from abroad) and resources, 
and organise reciprocal support in various ways (including technical sup-
port). This applies to several of the interviewed TSOs in both unemploy-
ment and migration fields and to a few disability organisations:

For us, it is about the exchange of social capital and experiences, having 
someone in the place of action; if the people for whose rights we are fight-
ing are in a country other than Poland. (Migr10 10/2016)

We cooperate, exchange experiences, support each other internationally. 
(Unemp5 10/2016)

Solidarity of all workers, regardless of industry, position, type of contract, 
gender, nationality and country. It is solidarity beyond borders, intercom-
pany. It manifests itself in maintaining contacts with organisations in other 
countries to mobilise and support each other. (Unemp3 09/2016)

A part of the organisations belongs to European networks cooperating 
and implementing joint projects. For instance, Polish trade unions work 
side by side with other European trade unions (regional as well as federal) 
and engage in joint projects, analyses and support (demonstrations, fund-
ing, etc.). Moreover, transnational cooperation is used for joint lobbying, 
advocacy, networking and educational activities.

The first and probably most important step that leads us to real change in 
the migrants’ and refugees’ situation is raising awareness. (Migr9 09/2016)

There are also organisations that operate abroad, especially in countries 
affected by war and deep crises like in Ukraine or Syria. This is especially 
true in the field of migration, where several of the interviewed organisa-
tions operate transnationally because their work is related to problems on 
an international or global scale. However, not all of the migration TSOs 
in our study have intense, long-term cooperation with foreign organisa-
tions. Some of them, although conscious of existing problems set against 
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an international or global backdrop, focus on activities in the local area. 
The most common activity is helping immigrants from different coun-
tries in Poland. When arriving in a new and foreign environment, 
migrants are often at a loss and need broad support that TSOs attempt to 
provide. Thus, helping in the local area seems relevant to the needs and 
the time and place, where they are reported:

We support migrants, foreigners, of different nationalities. It turns out that 
it is a large group of people, often vulnerable, when they need support, not 
to get lost, to start to function normally. (Migr5 09/2016)

As was aforementioned, even if the purpose of most organisations is to 
help particular groups (like Ukrainians in Poland), they are also open to 
Ukrainians in difficult situations living in Ukraine. Organisations that 
support a specific national group in Poland often start to expand their 
activity abroad because of the links of their beneficiaries to their places of 
origin. They create networks of migrants in Poland with their families 
and friends abroad:

Our foundation participates in actions like fundraising or collection of 
medicines for people in a difficult situation in the East, especially for 
orphaned children because of the war. There are grassroots initiatives of our 
beneficiaries which we also join. (Migr7 10/2016)

Compared to the enhanced attention on Eastern Europe, Polish migra-
tion TSOs are considerably less dedicated to refugees and people in need 
from the Middle East and have barely established transnational linkages 
with that region. In fact, only one organisation we interviewed specifi-
cally provides direct charity help and services to Syrians in Syria.

While some interviewed TSOs underline that they use transnational 
cooperation and solidarity as a means to enhance their opportunities and 
impact and to cope with restrictive circumstances, other TSOs rather 
emphasise the barriers to transnational cooperation. Such barriers are 
seen in the scarcity of resources, such as funds, time and staffing in the 
organisations and its skillset (for instance, in reference to language and 
communication).
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Barriers of language. For example, I don’t know any (except Silesian), so for 
me there is a barrier of language. (Disab2 9/2016)

Language. And the finances on our side. (Disab1 9/2016)

Some organisations also point to the difference in goals and problems 
between themselves and organisations abroad. However, even those who 
report no transnational cooperation share the opinion that such contact 
could be useful and would not discount it in the future.

I think that there would be some profit, because we could exchange experi-
ences with each other. We could get some inspiration. (Disab6 9/2016)

Only in exceptional cases is transnational solidarity not regarded as 
something desirable. One disability TSO states that their concern is 
focused on a very local or national scale, and there is no interest in more 
complex and stable cooperation with foreign organisations. Generally, 
the least commitment to such transnational relations can be found among 
policy-oriented disability organisations that struggle for more decent 
social security for caregivers. This finding is astonishing because there are 
transnational initiatives that integrate many national social movements, 
regarding long-term care and family caregivers, such as Eurocarers. It is 
interesting that reference to Eurocarers did not occur in any of the 
interviews.

 Conclusions

Our study has provided instructive evidence on how Polish transnational 
solidarity organisations have mobilised and organised collective action in 
order to fill the gap provoked by the growing divide between increasing 
and new grievances and needs in times of recent economic, social and 
migration challenges, on the one hand, and insufficient and inadequate 
state polices, on the other. As our analysis shows, the TSOs under review 
have done so by applying various strategies with differing weight and 
relevance across the three analysed fields of vulnerability. Across the fields 
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of unemployment, migration and disability, we see that these organisa-
tional strategies have been considerably shaped by the fact that TSOs 
adapted to changed circumstances and found new ways to show solidar-
ity with vulnerable groups. These are similar to the findings of existing 
social movement studies (Diani 2019; Gumbrell-McCormick 2011; 
Kirton and Greene 2002; Wibberley et al. 2018; Marino et al. 2015), 
where the labour- and unemployment-related TSOs, in particular, 
expanded their scope of solidarity towards new target groups and prob-
lems which traditionally were not regarded as labour rights or unemploy-
ment issues. Among others, Polish unions, and other labour as well as 
unemployment organisations, have broadened their range of activities in 
order to target, for instance, precarious atypical workers, jobless women, 
young people, migrants or other disadvantaged, deprived and excluded 
groups. Moreover, Polish (un)employment TSOs have also broadened 
their focus of activity by engaging in new alliances with other organisa-
tions from various neighbouring—and partly overlapping—issue fields, 
dealing, for instance, with problems of eviction, women’s rights, rising 
nationalism or international neoliberal agreements such as CETA and 
TTIP. In comparison, TSOs in the fields of disability and migration have 
been characterised by the fact that many of them were created in recent 
years in response to newly arising grievances and needs and against the 
backdrop of insufficient state support. In the field of disability, TSOs 
representing the needs of caregivers are a particularly salient example of 
this development (Kubicki 2016; Bakalarczyk 2015). Moreover, in the 
field of migration, it was most striking that many TSOs have recently 
been established as a reaction to the influx of many migrants fleeing from 
war and economic crisis in Ukraine.

In addition, it emerged from our study that some TSOs have adapted 
to new circumstances by creating new or by intensifying existing transna-
tional solidarity interlinkages. Among the analysed TSOs, the group of 
(un)employment organisations has the strongest transnational bonds, 
both by cooperating with other countries’ organisations and by helping 
excluded people abroad, namely the unemployed in Spain or Greece. 
Furthermore, some migration organisations send aid abroad to countries 
facing war and other types of conflicts. However, their primary focus of 
activity is on migrants, refugees and asylum seekers who have already 
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arrived in Poland (especially Ukrainians, but not exclusively). In contrast, 
disability organisations are the ones that make the least use of transna-
tional cooperation and action. Instead, each of them centres on a very 
specific slice of reality: different groups of disabled or diseased people and 
their caregivers. They mostly answer to the rather particular needs of the 
various groups almost abandoned by the Polish state.

Interestingly, only a part of the interviewed TSOs explicitly discussed 
the reasons and circumstances of the (new) needs and demands they aim 
to cope with. The other part appears to be mainly help- and service- 
oriented and tends to avoid addressing the economic or political circum-
stances of their work. In fact, most TSOs across the three fields aim to 
tackle the direct problems and meet the immediate demands arising in 
their field of activity. While TSOs in other European countries regard the 
multiple crises of the past decade as a relevant factor of their work, this 
does not apply to most of the Polish TSOs under review. In this sense, 
Polish solidarity work is not driven by the socio-economic crisis and the 
so-called refugee crisis affecting the EU at large but is rather a reaction to 
grievances and conflicts associated with public policies and measures 
adopted by the Polish government in the different fields of activities.

Nevertheless, some TSOs underlined the indirect impact of the eco-
nomic crisis and/or the immediate relevance of domestic state policies on 
their target groups and their own activities and agendas. In the disability 
field, for example, social cuts in benefits for caregivers of disabled people 
were mainly explained by the difficult situation of public finances 
(Ministry of Labour and Social Policy 2012). The unsatisfactory commit-
ment of the state and public institutions was one of the perceived causes 
of solidary activity of many organisations in that field. This observation 
is true not only for those who started their activity in 2013 as a response 
to the cuts on social benefits but also to older organisations, for instance, 
TSOs representing people with rare diseases, who could not receive 
appropriate treatment and therapy in the mainstream public health sec-
tor. Interestingly, the influence of the larger economic crisis on these 
restrictive domestic policy changes was not addressed by our interviewees 
in this context.

As regards the (un)employment field, TSOs are notably affected by the 
recent changes in the labour market and related labour market policy that 
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go along with a “precarisation” and “flexibilisation” of employment con-
ditions and a loss in the level of social security. However, against the 
backdrop of complex and variously interwoven contextual factors, it is 
often not easy to distinguish the role of more general and international 
developments, like the economic and financial crisis, insufficient or inad-
equate state responses and specific national policies. In fact, labour- 
connected TSOs, for instance, see their work as a broader process of 
answering the challenges of our time: growing liberalisation and deregu-
lation of the labour market, as well as the decreasing role of trade unions 
and other organisations representing working people. In part, their activ-
ity is justified by the lack of sufficient state labour policy, but also by the 
need to strengthen the employees’ side and that of the middle class in 
times of globalisation.

Finally, TSOs working in the field of migration stated that their soli-
darity activities resulted from the mass migration of people from eastern 
areas (mainly from Ukraine) and, to a smaller degree, the larger migra-
tion crisis in and beyond Europe. The absence of an adequate response by 
the Polish government is perceived only sometimes as an impact factor on 
their work. In their view, they mostly respond to the immediate needs of 
migrants and victims of conflict in other countries, rather than to conse-
quences of state policy, which seem less evident for civil society actors in 
this field than to those of the other two.
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