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Incentives and Obstacles to the Public Sector and Civil 
Service Reform: A Conceptual Analysis

Abstract

Objectives: In this paper, the nature of incentives and obstacles to public sector and civil service reform is analysed. 
We will critically examine the popular idea that rationally-conceived reform plans can contribute to reform success. In 
particular, we will examine the assumption that reform failures can be attributed to a political ‘distortion’ of rationally-
conceived reform plans. We will illustrate our analysis with an examination of the (top) civil service reform in the EU27, 
especially with regard to Eastern European member states.
Research Design & Methods: This paper is a conceptual paper. The central question is addressed through a systematic 
examination of crucial concepts using the civil service reform in the EU27 as an illustration.
Findings: The argument that political and bureaucratic obstructions thwart the good intentions of rationally-operating 
reformers is too one-sided and is not helpful in explaining the reform successes and failures developments in the EU27, 
and in particular in Eastern European countries. Decisions on these reform issues are highly political, as they involve 
making binding choices about the future and about the existing problems on behalf of both society and government. 
This is not a technical and unbiased exercise to be completed by neutral internal or external experts.
Implications / Recommendations: Reforms are essentially the product of a long-lasting process of political, administrative, 
and societal changes. For reforms to be successful, they must match these changes.
Contribution / Value Added: Only a corresponding and incremental societal, political, and bureaucratic reform process 
can offer a solution. Complaints over irrational reform obstacles are thus not only inconducive to successful reforms, 
but they may actually hinder them.
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Introduction

Despite a steadfast enthusiasm for public sector 
reforms, results can be disappointing (Aberbach 
& Christensen, 2014; Van der Meer et al., 2015; 
Meyer-Sahling, 2018). The rate of success diverges 
between political-administrative systems across 
Europe (Verheijen, 2015). The variation involves 
not only the extent and pace of reforms, but also 
the level of success and failure. Reform outcomes 
can be disappointing if they appear too slowly or 
fail to materialise at all (Gajduschek & Staronova, 
2021). Reforms can even be reversed over time. The 
latter phenomenon has been reported in the Eastern 
European Union member states (EEU11; for 
explanation of this term, see Kovač & Bileišis, 
2017; Dimitrova, 2010; Meyer-Sahling, 2009, 
2011). The reasons and consequences of such 
reform failures or potential reversals will be 
discussed below. Reform failures are commonly 
attributed to a political ‘distortion’ of rationally-
conceived reform plans. The fundamental problem 
is perceived to be a tension between ‘rational’ and 
‘political’ reform perspectives, where the latter 
takes priority over the former. The imprecise use 
and multiple connotations of concepts such as 
‘politics’ and ‘rationality’ in the public discourse 
on reform do not facilitate a proper understanding 
of the reasons behind a reform’s success or failure.

Our research question involves an inquiry about 
to what extent this view of a political ‘distortion’ 
of rationally-conceived reform plans holds true, 
or whether it is a misreading of the actual causes 
of reform failures within the context of the EU27. 
This paper is conceptual. The central question 
is addressed through a systematic examination 
of crucial concepts, using the empirical example 
of the civil service reform in the EU27.

Although not entirely correct, popular opinion 
in the so-called fast-reforming nations tends to 
specifically point to the Eastern and Southern 
rims of the EU as the ones which demonstrate this 
conflict. Though we will concentrate on the CEE 
cases, such a conflict is, however, noticeable in all 
EU member states (Van der Meer et al., 2015). 

Since reforms never start from scratch, as the prefix 
re- makes clear, we will also use the historical 
institutional reform context (Avis, 2015; Painter 
& Peters, 2010; Raadschelders, 1998).

We shall start with a conceptual analysis 
of ‘public sector reform’ and in the following 
section we will provide an outline of the relevance, 
meaning, and content of the reform for public 
services. In subsequent sections, the rational, 
political, and historical-institutional perspectives 
on reform will be explored in depth so that we 
can assess their effects on reforms in Central and 
Eastern European countries compared with those 
in the whole of the EU27. We will illustrate our 
analysis and points by looking at the examples 
of the (top) civil service reform in these states.

The public sector reform – rationality 
and politics

The relevance, meaning, and content 
of reform

Reduced to its essentials, reform refers to plans 
and efforts to amend a perceived unsatisfactory 
situation, here applied to reforming the government, 
the political-administrative system, and society 
(Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017; Van der Meer et al., 
2015). Raadschelders and Bemelmans (2015) 
argue that ‘reform is the conscious attempt to 
plan and implement change in (components of) an 
existing (political-administrative) system’. This 
and similar descriptions (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 
2017) overemphasise the formal and deliberate 
aspects of a reform while ignoring the relevance 
of incremental (reform) change processes in 
practice. The formal approach to reform implies 
larger, all-embracing, and rationally-construed 
change processes. It is seen as partly strategic 
management process aiming to overhaul the state 
and society. However, the rational dimension 
of reform provides little or no clues as to either 
the content or effects of the intended reforms. 
Aberbach and Christensen (2014) argue that 
these kinds of non-incremental reforms have 
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disappointing results. Moreover, the effects of 
reform tend to be perceived by observers as almost 
‘mechanistic’ process outcomes, i.e. the effects and 
outcomes are determined by a rationally-designed 
planned reform process. When examining content-
related issues, we have to look at the origins and 
ideas behind the adopted objectives, and take 
their durability into account as well. What is 
considered (un)satisfactory unavoidably depends 
on the original choice.

The success or failure of a reform is dependent 
on authoritative choices made between alternatives. 
This authoritative choice component makes re -
forms political by definition. This is a more 
neutral definition of politics along the lines of the 
definitions of, for instance, Lasswell (1958) or 
Easton (1993). However, there is another meaning 
of politics that contains a more negative nature. 
Reform failures are blamed on party politics, 
political arbitrariness, self-interest, and the misuse 
of power, or, in other words, a failing system 
of democratic governance (Meyer-Sahling & 
Toth, 2020). That blame can be similarly attributed 
to the so-called self-serving (and politicised) 
bureaucratic elites suspected of shying away from 
‘genuine’ reform. Such a position is adopted by 
the press, societal, and academic discussions on 
the EEU11 reform transgressions regarding, for 
instance, the judiciary or the limitation of social 
and academic freedoms. The definition of ‘genuine’ 
is open to debate. A conflict exists between 
the (instrumental) rational and political reform 
perspectives. However, this line of reasoning is too 
simplistic. The origin of the problem can be found 
in a conceptual confusion or even a simplification 
of the concepts of what is rational and what is 
political. Furthermore, both the rational and 
the political perspectives on reform processes tend 
to disregard the historical importance of institutional 
settings, which influence the available room for 
manoeuvre as well as the scope and direction 
of reform.

Public sector reforms originate from the fact that 
societal transformations demand a governmental 
change. The latter, in turn, leads to the civil service 

reform; we will return to this further in the paper 
(Van der Meer et al., 2015). Pollitt and Bouckaert 
(2017) add that reform strategies and trajectories 
should include an idea (vision) of the desired 
future, an analysis of the current situation, and 
the measures necessary to reach the desired 
situation. The verb ‘demand’ and the reform 
strategies mentioned by the authors seem to suggest 
that these interconnections tend to be mechanical. 
Nevertheless, a mechanical interpretation is not 
without its caveats; the interconnections do not 
invariably suggest a single direction of travel. 
For example, civil service system reform may be 
intended to lead to the institution of a transformed 
public service delivery by government. Societal 
changes occur. A large number of public sector 
reforms in the EEC directly after the fall of com-
munism and during the EU accession process – as 
well as those undertaken in other member states 
after the year 1980 – were designed with this 
intention. From this vantage point, they can be 
considered government-centric, technocratic, 
and overtly (instrumental) rational in nature. 
Nevertheless, from the analytical point of view, 
examining the dynamic interconnections between 
the political, administrative, and societal systems 
more in depth is a useful starting point.

‘Rational’ and ‘political’ approaches 
to reform

Notwithstanding its popularity, the rationale 
for a reform is taken for granted. Using the word 
‘rationale’ instead of ‘justification’ goes beyond 
a mere wordplay. Reforms are not only justified 
by rational terms, but also articulated in them. 
Political considerations are presented as secondary, 
less valuable, and more biased. What factors 
explain the prominence of the rational take on 
a reform? Even though the adjective ‘rational’ 
and the noun ‘rationality’ are popular, they 
include a wide range of contested meanings and 
manifestations. For our purposes, it is sufficient 
to remark that the concept of rationality as 
used in the practical reform discourse is of an 
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instrumental, goal-oriented, formal-deliberational, 
and value-neutral nature. The root ‘ratio’ denotes 
that acting and thinking are based on reason 
and intent, and ‘rationality’ suggests a degree 
of objectivity. Problems and solutions are defined 
and analysed in a rational manner. Objective 
knowledge applies scientific reasoning to 
the exclusion of subjective opinions and emotions, 
specifically those pertaining to a political choice. 
Finally, only the best (politically-neutral) solution 
is to be found and applied. Such a neutrality 
doctrine as applicable to a reform can be called 
reform with the politics left out.

The rational, unidimensional, and apolitical 
vision of the direction of economic and tech-
no lo gical reforms has been open to criticism. 
Though presented as neutral, it contains implicit 
value assumptions. To give but one example, 
the preferred solution of most governments and 
the majority within the academic community to 
tackling the economic crises of the 1980s was 
based on the resurgence of the neo-classical and 
pro-market economic thought aimed at transforming 
government. It gradually became the dominant 
vision as the New Public Management (NPM) and 
led to, among other effects, cutbacks, privatisation, 
the contracting out of public services, and the 
adoption of private sector methods in the public 
sector. The same recipe was applied during the post-
communist transformation in Central and Eastern 
Europe. In contrast, in the wake of the 2008–
2009 financial crisis, a difference of opinion could 
be seen between government approaches to dealing 
with the consequences of the worldwide banking 
crisis. Although in the USA during the Obama 
presidency an expansionist policy was pursued, 
in most European countries, an austerity approach 
typical of the 1980s was promoted, with particular 
pressure from the German economic leadership. The 
word ‘promoted’ is perhaps inapposite, since it 
implies a voluntary choice in all cases, even though 
the reforms were clearly enforced in Greece, 
in Italy, and in the majority of the EEU11. This 
disparity of responses between governments was 
not merely generated or dictated by the formal and 

restricted instrumental, rational reform approach, 
but it was the outcome of political and societal 
choice processes.

For a better understanding of the uses and 
limitations of the rational perspective, we must 
remember that in almost all the countries under 
discussion, external reform pressures and an 
examination of the best practices pursued by 
other countries were instrumental in putting 
reform programmes on the political agenda. The 
sustainability of these reforms once these external 
pressures have subsided remains a major issue 
(Dimitrova, 2010; Meyer-Sahling, 2009, 2017; 
Verheijen & Rabrenovic, 2015). The importance 
of these external pressures does not diminish 
the significance of the internal dimensions of 
a reform. Reforms, which stemmed from the need 
for a political and socio-economic reconstruction 
after the fall of communism in the EEU11, were 
necessary, given the economic crisis and the threat 
of a societal system breakdown. In addition, 
the consequences of the societal reawakening and 
public dissatisfaction with the world of politics and 
government constituted equally important internal 
reform triggers. Nevertheless, external pressures 
by international reform sponsors determined 
the very core of the contents of a string of reform 
programmes. The NPM inspired early reforms 
in post-communist countries, with a focus on 
the business-style managerial approach. The 
popular dislike of the preceding Soviet politics 
triggered the denial of the essential role of the state 
in bringing about fundamental reforms. ‘Neutral’ 
market forces were preferred instead. This can be 
seen as another manifestation of the neutrality 
doctrine. The institutional capacity of the state 
to reform was underappreciated at first, although 
the effects of the hard-core NPM and neo-liberal 
economic reforms attracted a substantial amount 
of criticism (Randma-Liiv, 2008).

From the 1990s onwards, with an eye on the EU 
accession, the European Administrative Space 
principles were formulated and promoted. The 
Copenhagen (1993) and Madrid (1995) criteria 
provided guidance for administrative reform 
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processes (Cardona, 2009; Meyer-Sahling, 2009, 
2011). They provided criteria for a meritocratic, 
competent, transparent, accountable, and politically-
neutral administration. Still, these criteria are basic 
to, for instance, current OECD-SIGMA reports, 
toolkits, and advice. Unlike the NPM approach 
preferred in the early stages of the reform, this 
framework reveals close similarities to the Weberian 
Rule of Law (Nl. Rechtsstaat), good governance, 
and institutional capacity doctrines. From a more 
negative perspective, these principles are abstract 
and open to interpretation, while their ability for 
operationalisation is disputed. Moreover, while 
designing public sector reforms, a predominantly 
positivist legal approach was preferred. Legal 
provisions were almost directly and automatically 
translated into practice in target countries. Political 
and societal institutional considerations were 
disregarded. This positivist legal approach was 
rooted in the aversion to the discredited political 
system (and social science) of the old communist 
regime. The positivist legal approach is an example 
of the neutrality doctrine as applied to a reform – 
a reform with politics left out. The success of this 
formal legal approach has been criticised for its 
lack of success (Gajduschek & Staronova, 2021).

Furthermore, the idea of rational, all-embracing 
reforms has been criticised as being too monolithic 
and hierarchically-imposed. It can undermine 
the perceived legitimacy of – and support for – 
reforms among relevant stakeholders. This explains 
the recent dissatisfaction with – and resistance 
to – reforms across Europe. Such a blueprint 
approach sharply contrasts with the incremental 
approach to a reform. Abundant inconsistencies 
and limitations are evident in the instrumental, 
rationality-based perspective on reform. To provide 
an illustration, in the discussion of factors that induce 
reform efforts, economic causes are considered as 
primary and objective triggers. Naturally, a reform 
can be triggered by the need to adapt the society 
to a new economic, technological, and political 
order. However, financial and technological reform 
programmes contain certain assumptions about 
how to properly run the economy, society, and 

government, and what mix of coherent goals and 
instruments should be applied. These economic 
and technological drivers inspire a rational answer, 
which is derived from economics and built on 
administrative and technical considerations. These 
considerations are then touted as being based on 
objective and non-contestable scientific knowledge, 
which society and politicians simply have to accept. 
Answers and reforms are presented as technical 
and, as was argued above, purely legal solutions, 
with limited room for a political and societal 
choice. When done deliberately by bureaucrats 
and/or politicians, this amounts to a political 
attempt to defuse value-loaded issues, even though 
the depoliticising of issues is itself a highly political 
act. A motivation for the technical approach can 
thus also be found in the desire to avoid potentially 
acrimonious political and societal debates, which 
may endanger the political and societal status quo.

The last observation invokes the political 
dimensions of reform more specifically. The 
adjective ‘political’ is, as we said above, used 
in a variety of ways. A neutral interpretation 
of the meaning of ‘politics’ reflects the definition 
of the concept as the authoritative allocation 
of values and making choices for and on behalf 
of the society. Seen from this perspective, deciding 
on reforms is always intrinsically political inasmuch 
as it pertains to choices on the contents, direction, 
and approach to a reform. However, in common 
usage, ‘political’ often has negative connotations, 
as is the case, for instance, in the discussion 
of reform failures (Gajduschek & Staronova, 2021). 
The effects of this perception have certainly been 
felt in numerous reform projects and reported by 
academics and investigative journalists, as well 
as in the EU’s, OECD’s, SIGMA’s, and World 
Bank’s reports.

Even though it is subject to a negative popular 
perception, the role of politics with regard to 
the reach, results, and outcomes of reforms in the EU 
member states is never understood in a single and 
uniform manner, but tends to reveal several distinct 
layers. Issues of the private use of public resources, 
the abuse of power, the disregard of basic democratic 
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principles, and the rule of national and EU laws 
have all been discussed in relation to political 
office-holders and bureaucratic elites in some 
of (though not only) the new Eastern European 
EU member states. In their cases, reforms have 
produced results, but they are viewed negatively 
from the perspectives of good governance principles 
as formulated and enforced by the EU, or from 
the viewpoint of standards set by international 
organisations and the wider academic community. 
The latter observation by academics pertains to 
recent reform reversals and disappointments in, 
for instance, the Visegrád area (Randma-Liiv 
& Drechsler, 2017; Nemec, 2018).

Even when devoid of negative associations, 
the role of politics can be considered problematic 
when trying to deliver durable and tangible reforms. 
Not only does the short-term time perspective 
depend on the timing of elections, but it also 
includes factors associated with public service 
delivery. For both politicians and top bureaucrats 
(in this negative perspective, the government elite), 
the attractiveness of the technical, procedural, and 
content-poor approach to reform may stem from 
the lack of substantive ideas and vision. While 
the intentional eschewal of ‘vision’ can potentially 
be either beneficial in terms of avoiding large-scale 
conflicts or detrimental in terms of a possible 
erosion of power, Pollitt and Bouckaert (2017) 
argue that a vision is essential for any robust 
reform strategy.

Perhaps less intentionally, across parts of Euro -
pe, a change has taken place, with states moving 
from a policy-oriented to a managerial process-
oriented senior civil service. The latter approach 
includes managing the business of government, 
managing the survival of political appointees, 
managing policy processes, and managing reorga-
nisations. It does not include or preclude a party’s 
(de)politicisation of the civil service. The managerial 
approach does not necessarily provide the content-
specific knowledge or expertise needed to appraise 
reforms or even to generate substantive ideas for 
reform. Here, ‘appraisal’ refers to civil servants 
prioritising issues and consulting office-holders 

on policy alternatives. It includes the idea of loyal 
contradiction (Van der Meer & Dijkstra, 2021), 
which is an essential part of the idea of a politically-
neutral (not politically-bound) civil servant, and 
has historically been considered as a bureaucratic 
virtue. In addition to the pure managerial approach 
to civil service, party and patronage politicisation 
can also reduce this bureaucratic benefit (Dijkstra 
& Van der Meer, 2022).

The lack of vision holds equally true for 
political and bureaucratic office-holders. Detached 
from reform digressions originating in political, 
bureaucratic, and dysfunctional behaviour, a sub-
stantive vision on the direction of reform grounded 
in a choice between alternatives (the core of the 
political dimension) is wanted in both political 
and bureaucratic quarters, which hampers actual 
reforms that are capable of being sustained. 
This applies not only to the Eastern European 
countries, but also more widely to the EU27. 
Perhaps confusingly, a vision can be anathematic 
to the supporters of a ‘genuine’ reform.

The lasting eff ects of the political-
institutional design

We now must examine the effects of the politi -
cal-institutional system design and its associated 
administrative models and traditions of reform, 
which will offer a better understanding of the extent, 
methods, and durability of reforms with respect 
to the existing political-administrative system. 
When discussing the ubiquity of reforms and 
pointing to reform revolutions over time (and 
concentrated in time), attention is usually focused 
on the present or the recent past (cf., e.g., Pollitt 
& Bouckaert, 2017), with an emphasis on the 1980s 
and the subsequent decades. Moreover, a great deal 
of attention has been given to the cross-national 
nature and scale of a reform (Thijs et al., 2018). 
From the 1980s onwards, systems were exposed 
to a large range of external and internal change 
pressures (Van der Meer et al., 2015), and as 
such had to respond accordingly. The degree 
of the uniqueness or similarity of their responses 
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has been discussed in depth (Painter & Peters, 2010; 
Van der Meer et al., 2008). The idea of convergence 
in these responses was reinforced by the European 
integration process, the rise of the influence 
of international organisations other than the EU – 
such as the IMF, the OECD, and the World Bank – 
and the globalisation of the academic community 
and consultancy in the areas in question (Pollitt 
& Bouckaert, 2004, 2017; Van der Meer, 2009). 
Isomorphism and mimicry were familiar features 
in political-administrative reform processes in both 
the recent and more distant past. The copying 
of city charters by local governments in the Middle 
Ages is a well-known example. The same principle 
applies to the bureaucratic revolution in 19th-century 
Europe (Van der Meer, 2009). To use the modern 
concept, ‘best practices’ were always sought, but 
they were invariably adapted to local needs and 
circumstances. The word ‘adapted’ is important, 
since the emphasis on isomorphism and mimicry 
departs too far from the relevance of the singular 
and unique aspects of the reform implementation 
process over time and across geographical areas.

The promise and actual results of both rationally- 
and politically-stimulated reforms overemphasise 
the novelty of the current circumstances. There 
are limits on any system’s amenability to 
change through a reform. The rational approach 
(in technocratic terms) to redesigning government is 
thwarted when particular historical and institutional 
contexts of political-administrative and societal 
systems are disregarded. These systems have 
evolved over time as products of historical 
events and decisions. To what extent and how 
reforms are designed – and how they fit in with 
a certain political-administrative and societal 
system and culture – depends on the specific course 
of events in a particular political-administrative 
and societal historical period.

History matters. It is almost impossible to 
start from scratch; hence, if we attempt to do so, 
we encounter ‘a blast from the past’ (Painter & 
Peters, 2010). What are the history’s impacts on 
the specificity, identity, and continuity of both 
government and political-administrative systems 

as well as on efforts to reform them? Though it 
is a risky area given the shifting connotations 
surrounding historical legacies (e.g. Van der Meer 
et al., 2008), we enter the area of administrative 
traditions and models as viewed in a historical 
institutional analysis. Institutions do matter, since 
they impose order on the functioning of any 
political-administrative system. Here, the concept 
of path dependence, so popular in a historical 
institutional analysis, becomes relevant. Historical 
institutionalism is considered rather deterministic 
by nature (Peters, 2010). Systems do change, 
but the question remains in what way and by 
which mechanism (Painter & Peters, 2010). 
Without delving too deeply into the growing 
body of literature on this topic, we should note 
that Raadschelders (1998) sees path dependence 
as a way out of the traps of historical determinism 
and the unchangeable institutional order. Path 
dependence prescribes the route for change. 
Over time, political-administrative systems are 
changing slowly or more rapidly, but surely, and 
the process follows a specific route. Internal and 
external pressures can duly influence and put 
pressure on reforms, but those reforms are still 
likely to take their manifestations and forms from 
the structure and culture of the system handed 
down over time.

We must be careful in how we talk about 
the impacts of the past, administrative traditions, 
and path dependence (Meyer-Sahling, 2010; 
Yesilkagit, 2010; Meyer-Sahling & Yesilkagit, 
2011; Van der Meer, et al., 2008, 2015; Thijs et 
al., 2018). Tradi tions and models are utilised as 
last-resort explanations and they overemphasise 
certain common features; furthermore, their 
construction is ahistorical and artificial in nature. 
We refer not only to the habit of blending different 
EU models and traditions (Verheijen, 2010), 
but also to an attempt to return to an idealised 
or preferred past (Hobsbawm & Ranger, 1983). 
Such a reconstruction – or even a genuine return 
to a political-administrative past – is rarely 
feasible, because time passes and new ex perien -
ces accumulate. Reconstructed administrative 
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models and traditional approaches tend to in -
vol ve a misjudgement of the level of historical 
ex  perience and dissimilarity among countries, as 
reformers try to focus on or recreate a common 
past which never actually occurred. When applied 
deliberately, this approach constitutes a political 
act, as can be seen in the traditions rediscovered 
or reinvented during the Yugoslav Wars and 
the Kosovo conflicts (Painter & Peters, 2010; Van 
der Meer, 2021). However, the post-communist 
transition and accession to the EU have all had 
huge effects on these states’ economies, societies, 
and governments, and have presented challenges 
to the reform of political institutional systems and 
their associated administrative models, as well 
as traditions embedded in those systems. This 
explains the failure of the attempts to resurrect 
the administrative models and practices in existence 
before the communist takeover and World War II.

The case of the (top) civil service reform 
in CEE member states – an illustration

We can illustrate the argument made above 
by going into the case of the (top) civil service 
reform. We concentrate on reforms in the CEE 
member states, but what is argued here for these 
states also implies, to an extent, to other member 
states. The formulation and adoption of a wide-
ranging and all-encompassing civil service reform 
was made mandatory for new accession states 
in Central and Eastern Europe when they prepared 
to enter the European Union. In contrast, these 
reform requirements were not compulsory for 
the older member states. In the new member states, 
they were believed to be necessary in order to 
implement the Acquit Communautaire. Through 
a civil service reform, the (democratic) Rule of Law 
could also be enhanced. That support for the Rule 
of Law is one of the central tenets of the European 
Union. Central to the European Union accession 
requirements – but also visible in the reform 
principles as formulated by the OECD–Sigma 
and in the academic public administration body 
of knowledge – is the belief that prerequisite 

reforms are intended to create a professional service. 
Civil service reform programmes in the accession 
states have thus focused on establishing a reliable, 
neutral, meritocratic, proficient (top) civil service 
system – a civil service system that is capable 
of meeting the present and future challenges faced 
by the public sector. This presumes the creation 
of a (top) civil service system in which members 
are pro-active and open to the needs and demands 
from both societal and political quarters. In many 
of these countries during their accession periods, 
civil service legislation was planned and announced 
in order to for this objective to be accomplished. 
However, legislative procedures have been rather 
laborious, and comprehensive results have been 
slow to materialise and/or to be retained (see, 
for instance, Verheijen & Rabrenovic, 2015; 
Nemec, 2018). There are some exceptions, as 
seen, for instance, in the case of Estonia (see 
the EU28 EUPACK country studies in Thijs 
& Hammerschmid, 2018; Gajduschek & Staronova, 
2021). In addition, civil service legislation has, 
in some cases, remained a dead letter. Deficient 
reform results can be explained by a decreasing 
sense of urgency in these new member states after 
their EU accession had been completed (Dimitrova, 
2010). In addition, the second explanation can 
be found in a changing political composition at 
the central government level in these member states 
over time (Thijs & Hammerschmid, 2018). This 
political change was accompanied and reinforced 
by reform fatigue in both society and government. 
Meyer-Sahling and Toth (2020) have pointed to 
a democratic backsliding as a cause of an increasing 
politicisation of top-level Hungarian officials. 
The third explanatory factor is that a change 
in the ruling political office-holders after elections 
often prompted a turnover of staff, particularly 
in the top echelons of the service (senior public 
servants) (see Gajduschek & Staronova, 2021).

As we have mentioned, formal and informal civil 
service legislation and rules could be considered 
as a political translation of what is considered 
necessary for a high-quality and responsive public 
service delivery, and, sometimes, for the interest 
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of the ruling political and bureaucratic class. This 
‘translation’ might take the character of formal and 
informal politicisation procedures and practices. 
When it takes the form of, for instance, a politically-
instigated turnover of top civil service positions, this 
has usually been instigated by distrust in the officials 
appointed by the previous government (Van der 
Meer & Dijkstra, 2021; Steen et al., 2015). Formal 
politicisation might manifest as the introduction 
and employment of a spoils system particularly for 
top officials, or the exclusion of top rank officials 
from the (permanent) tenured ranks in a given 
civil service system. In addition, recruitment and 
appointment to the top positions in bureaucracy 
have, in some countries, long found their base 
in patrimonialism or clientele relationships. The 
roots of these customs originate in the perceived 
need by political and bureaucratic office-holders 
for the exchange of (appointment) favours for 
political and bureaucratic support. This powerful 
incentive makes formal laws and other regulations 
containing meritocratic and neutral recruitment 
criteria in everyday life a dead letter (Gajduschek 
& Staronova, 2021). Rather, patrimonial, personal, 
and political recruitment methods can represent 
the informal but prevailing reality (Van der Meer 
& Dijkstra, 2021). This return of patrimonial, 
politicised recruitment and career decisions can 
produce ample negative side effects. These include 
a performance deficiency, poor professional 
standards, impoverished managerial skills, and 
the weakening of the government’s capacity for 
political decision-making and ability to choose 
among policy options. These negative side effects 
also impair the social trust in the legitimacy 
of government.

This separation between formal and informal 
(legal) civil service arrangements very much 
resembles the prismatic society concept as con -
ceived and formulated by the American political 
science and public administration scholar Fred 
Riggs in the 1960s (1964, 2006). Riggs has argued 
that formal arrangements in developing and 
transition countries might prevail on paper and as 
such represent an official portrayal of the reality. 

Nevertheless, the resilient (traditional) customs 
and routines are concealed under these formal 
arrangements, and they possess a greater force. 
This, of course, pertains not only to civil society, 
but also to government and bureaucracy. This 
prismatic rift between (legal formal) schemes based 
on the meritocratic criteria on the one hand and 
political and the patrimonial criteria on the other 
can produce serious difficulties regarding how 
to move from what is considered undesirable but 
prevailing arrangements to arrangements which are 
preferable from the perspective of a reform towards 
high-performance top civil service systems. What is 
wished for often differs from what actually exists. 
However, at a higher, abstract, and official level, 
all governments alike subscribe to these wishes 
for a reform. From the temporal perspective, one 
can argue that formal reforms will take hold over 
time when those formal arrangements are integrated 
into the political and bureaucratic culture. We 
should not forget that it took a considerable period 
of time to establish the meritocratic bureaucracies 
in North-Western Europe, and even there, there 
are discussions on what merit signifies; there are 
also pressures towards politicisation of these top 
positions (Peters & Pierre, 2003; Page & Wright, 
1999, 2007). Additionally, one should be careful 
about exporting and transplanting institutional 
arrangements to other settings, given the specific 
conditions that have supported the development 
of these structures over time. A reform reversal 
might here be explained by observing that the so-
called rational reform plans do not necessarily fit 
into the political and societal realities of a particular 
situation, and are thus rejected in a way that is 
analogous to a transplant rejection (Dijkstra & Van 
der Meer, 2020. We have to prioritise presenting 
best-practice examples that can readily be copied, 
as these have been embedded in a given political-
administrative and societal system and environment. 
Reforms are the product of the long-standing 
process of political, administrative, and societal 
development. Only a simultaneous, incremental 
societal, political, and bureaucratic change process 
can offer a way forward.
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Discussion and concluding remarks

The argument that political and bureaucratic 
obstructions thwart the good intentions of rationally-
operating reformers is too facile in general, and 
is not helpful in explaining the developments 
in the EU27, or in Eastern European countries 
in particular. Decisions on these reform issues are 
highly political, as they involve making binding 
choices about the future and any existing problems 
on behalf of both the society and the government. 
This is not a technical exercise to be completed 
by neutral internal or external experts. Even 
when a reform follows a rational or apolitical 
path, it contains implicit normative assumptions. 
The EU- or the OECD–SIGMA-inspired reform 
initiatives for creating a meritocratic, competent, 
politically-neutral, and efficient administration 
in the EEU11 carry a heavy normative and poli-
tical load. This does not diminish the relevance 
of a reform, but these plans are by nature not neutral. 
The problem remains the same whether one refers 
to the democratic rule of law (Nl. Rechtsstaat) 
principles or propose solutions, which draw on 
the Neo-Weberian State (NWS). As a normative 
concept, the latter enjoys substantial popularity 
amongst Central and Eastern European scholars 
and reform-oriented thinkers (cf. the special issue 
of the Nispacee Journal 2008/2009; Pollitt & 
Bouckaert, 2011; Randma-Liiv, 2008; Mazur & 
Kopyciński, 2017). The NWS is a popular, but 
underspecified concept. Its principles are abstract 
and open to differences in interpretation. Matters 
might take a turn for the worse when reforms 
that go against the grain of the major, dominant 
political and societal beliefs lead to setbacks or 
even reversals (see, for instance, our discussion 
in Section 4 of the stalling or even reversal of civil 
service reforms). The difficulties currently faced 
by some of the new member states after the direct, 
external, pre-accession pressure has subsided can 
be explained in these terms. Conflicts are reignited 
when pressure is reintroduced by the Commission 
or via EU legal procedures, as was recently (2021) 
the case in Poland and Hungary.

Finally, there is no point in denying the political-
bureaucratic dimension of unsatisfactory reform 
outcomes. Dysfunctional political bureaucratic 
behaviours, positions, and attitudes, as well as 
the lack of a substantive vision on the direction 
and path of reform can all be major factors 
in hampering real, durable (material) reforms. 
However, this is not only the case in the Eastern 
European accession states. Though the magnitude 
of the problem might differ, the phenomenon is 
discernible in the other EU27 member states, too. 
To put it perhaps a little cynically, a dysfunctional 
approach to reform – for instance as a consequence 
of an intentional democratic backsliding – at least 
contains a vision, albeit from a negative vantage 
point (cf. Gajduschek et al. in Kovač & Bileišis, 
2017). The tendency to favour technical/rational 
and positivist legal reform solutions can represent 
the doctrine of reform neutrality, which means 
that politics and society take a back seat. The 
elitist reform perspective has proved to be risky, 
since the foundations for sustainable and enduring 
reforms provided by it are too shallow. When 
the short-term effects of reform hit the society, 
opportunities arise for dissenting voices and populist 
political movements. This issue can be adequately 
addressed only through a combination of political-
administrative cooperation regarding a reform 
(ideas and vision), civil society development, 
participation, and support. An overtly instrumental, 
rational reform strategy can lead to reform fatigue. 
Political and societal dissatisfaction enhances 
populist tendencies and creates room for populist 
politics, reinforcing reform failure. As argued 
in this article, reforms are essentially the product 
of a long-lasting process of political, administrative, 
and societal changes. Successful reforms need to 
match these changes. Only a corresponding and 
incremental societal, political, and bureaucratic 
change process can offer a way out of this problem. 
Complaints over irrational reform obstacles are 
thus not productive, but have the potential to harm 
reforms over a longer run.
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Introduction

The primary question of impact evaluation 
of public interventions – regardless of whether 
these are projects, programmes or policies – is 
‘what works’. However, finding ‘what works and 
what does not work’ rarely does the trick and is 
not as simple as identifying best practices and 
disseminating them widely. In many instances, 
interventions that turned out to be successful 
in one setting did not bring the expected results 
when implemented elsewhere. The principal 
reason for it is that we live in a complex world 
and the actions taken mean intervening in a system 
which consists of many components that interact 
with each other. Therefore, there is a strong need 
to better recognise the contextual factors that 
influence the intervention’s success or failure. 
Byrne (2013) describes it aptly: “…in complex 
systems the cause will seldom be the intervention – 
something done to the system – taken alone. What 
matters is how the intervention works in relation 
to all existing components of the system and to 
other systems and their sub-systems that intersect 
with the system of interest” (p. 219). This begs 
the fundamental question: how to build the evidence 
base for policymaking in complex environments?

The overarching aim of the article is to consider 
evaluation of public interventions through the prism 
of evidence-based policy (EBP) and, more speci-
fically, its potential to address the problem of how to 
produce in the process of impact evaluation usable 
knowledge that can help improve policymaking 
and policy implementation which can be ac-
cumulated over time, where evaluations will not 
be single endeavours and one-off studies, but will 
contribute to the growing body of knowledge. 
To this end, the following lines of inquiry are 
pursued that are discussed in the subsequent 
parts of the paper. First, in order to take a broader 
perspective, the question is raised why it is so 
hard, in general, to implement evidence-based 
practice in public policy and management, and 
what are the limitations of the traditional input/
output approach to impact evaluation that has little 

to offer to inform policymaking about the likely 
transferability of findings from one evaluation 
research to other settings. Secondly, based on 
a critical overview of the research literature on 
evaluation approaches and methods as tools 
for gathering and apprising evidence relevant 
for policymaking and policy implementation, 
theoretical inquiry is made into the potential 
contribution of the theory-oriented evaluation 
approach that uses mechanistic explanation to 
answer the question why and how the intervention 
worked or failed to work. To this end, various 
definitions of the term ‘mechanism’ are discussed 
in order to clarify the conceptual confusion that 
surrounds the term. As they are grounded in different 
types of causation and analysed using different 
research methods, they provide different answers 
and serve different policy needs. Thirdly, unpacking 
causal mechanisms, exploring what works and what 
does not work in a certain evaluation endeavour 
is one thing. Another one is to add to a growing 
body of knowledge. Therefore, a realist synthesis 
is discussed that is more suitable for reviewing 
research evidence on complex social interventions 
than traditional meta-analysis. Finally, as suggested 
solutions are hardly ever perfect in reality, the 
article ends with indicating the drawbacks and 
practical problems related to the application 
of the mechanism-based approaches and realist 
synthesis that should be accounted for by policy-
makers, as well as promising directions for future 
research are indicated.

Opening the ‘black box’ of public 
interventions

The movement of evidence-based practice, 
i.e. the idea that professional practice should 
be informed by scientific inquiry, has been first 
institutionalised in medicine, and with success 
(Rousseau, 2006). However, its realisation differs 
in areas such as public policy and management, 
for a couple of reasons. First, this is due to the 
+distinctive features of social science that form 
evidence base for policymaking and managerial 
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decisions. Contrary to natural sciences that deal 
with the physical world, social sciences deal 
with interactions and human behaviours, which 
makes it hard to copy ready-to-use solutions. 
In medicine, which is a combination of natural 
science and human science (Dreyfus, 2011), one 
can expect with a reasonable degree of certainty 
that a particular medicine or treatment will work 
against a particular disease no matter where 
the medicine is administered or where treatment 
is given. In the case of public interventions, 
the same programme can produce different results 
when implemented elsewhere. It suffices that 
the programme is presented to the beneficiaries 
in a different way, the cultural context is different, 
the programme is implemented by a less 
experienced administration, etc. (Józefowski, 
2012). Nevertheless, it should be added that also 
in evidence-based medicine, it is acknowledged 
that using scientific evidence while making 
clinical decisions should not be automatic nor 
unreflective. It should be combined with clinical 
experience that doctors had acquired during years 
of clinical practice as well as patient values and 
preferences. Following these indications, Rousseau 
(2006) defines evidence-based management as 
“a paradigm for making decisions that integrate 
the best available evidence with decision makers 
expertise and client/customer preferences to 
guide practice toward more desirable results” 
(p. 258). (With regard to evidence-based policy, one 
could say ‘beneficiaries’ or ‘recipients’ of public 
policies’ instead of ‘clients’ or ‘customers’, 
although the term ‘recipients’ has been criticised 
for having passive connotations; see European 
Commission, 2017).

Another point to note about why it is harder to 
make evidence-based practice a reality in the public 
policy and management is the way in which 
decisions are made. In medicine, this is principally 
a doctor that individually makes decisions and 
prescribes the treatment to a particular patient. 
In turn, political decision-making and managerial 
decision-making in the public sector as well 
as in the private sector can be characterised 

by bargaining, entrenched commitments, and 
the interplay of diverse stakeholder values and 
interests (Head, 2010).

All of those factors that influence policymaking 
should be taken into account in the realisation 
of the evidence-based policy postulates. However, 
the main problem around which this article is 
structured is of methodological nature, namely – 
how to produce in the process of impact evalu-
ation usable knowledge that can help improve 
policymaking and policy implementation which 
can be accumulated over time?

Looking at the issue of the transferability 
of findings from one evaluation study to other 
settings, it can be argued that the main problem lies 
in the fact that public interventions are primarily 
viewed in terms of their effects, with not enough 
attention paid to how those effects are brought 
about. The traditional approach to impact evaluation 
is focused on the input and output side of an 
intervention, i.e. how much was invested in a given 
programme and how much was achieved owing 
to its implementation. It entails a comparison 
of the situation before and after the intervention, 
and calculating its average effect. Certainly, making 
such cause-and-effect connections is at the heart 
of impact evaluation, as well as evidence-based 
practice. Nevertheless, causation is not the same 
as explanation, and such an approach has little 
to offer to inform policymaking about whether 
the programme can be successfully scaled up, 
implemented elsewhere or towards other entities, 
or what should be done when a programme does 
not yield expected effects. Frequently, diverse 
and contradictory findings regarding the impact 
of public interventions (in particular in reference to 
the effectiveness of international aid programmes) 
were not taking account of diversity of social and 
institutional contexts, and failed to distinguish 
between aid channels, instruments and modalities, 
as well as neglected the technological aspect and 
capacity-building benefits of aid (Picciotto, 2012). 
For that reason, randomised control trials (RCTs) – 
which are so successfully applied in medicine and 
once labelled as a golden standard also in relation 



Paulina Kubera

20 Zarządzanie Publiczne / Public Governance 4(58)/2021

to social policy programmes1 for eliminating 
selection bias2 and addressing the attribution 
question in scientific and rigours fashion – had 
to give finally its way to the mixed methods 
doctrine and methodological triangulation that 
put quantitative and qualitative approaches on 
the same footing (Picciotto, 2012; Saunders, 2011). 
Ultimately, producing scientific knowledge does 
not entail merely the verification of whether one 
event follows another, but, rather, the explanation 
of the relationship between events by use of a theory 
(Chaney, 2016). Hence, the same expectation is 
placed on evaluation as a device to build evidence 
base for policymaking.

The limitations of the traditional approach to 
impact evaluation can be illustrated on the example 
of aid for research, development, and innovation 
(RDI). The input/output approach rests on three 
assumptions that do not necessarily hold true for 

 1 Esther Dufo, a co-founder of the MIT Poverty 
Action Lab and the 2019 recipient of the Nobel Prize 
in Economics, is known for saying during the World Bank 
Conference held in 2003: “Just as randomized evaluations 
revolutionized medicine in the 20th century, they have 
the potential to revolutionize social policy during the 21st 
century” (Picciotto, 2012, p. 214).
 2 Selection bias arises when participants of a specific 
programme (intervention) are systematically different 
than non-participants even before they receive public 
support. There are two main types of selection bias: self-
selection and committee-selection (agency selection). 
The former one occurs when companies voluntarily 
decide whether to apply for aid or not. In the case of aid 
schemes for innovative projects, companies that are more 
growth-oriented are more likely to become beneficiaries 
of such programmes and, owing to their motivation and 
dynamism, they are also more likely to perform better 
even without public assistance compared to those who 
lack ambition and creativity. The committee selection, 
in turn, occurs in the case of aid schemes where only 
a fraction of potential beneficiaries are awarded public 
support. It is argued that public authorities may follow 
a ‘picking the winner’ strategy – for instance, companies 
which are more engaged in RDI activity in the first place 
are also more likely to receive more aid for RDI. In short, 
firm-specific characteristics can influence in a systematic 
way the probability of receiving public support and 
heterogeneity in the treatment effect.

innovation (Bach & Matt, 2005). The first one 
concerns a linear model of innovation, i.e. that there 
is a clear link between input and output of innovation 
activities. It views innovation as an orderly and 
one-way process, starting with the discovery of new 
knowledge, moving through various development 
stages, and emerging in a final viable form. In turn, 
the innovation process tends to involve continuous 
feedback loops between the different stages, 
the interplay between supply sources of science, 
and the demand forces of the market. The systemic 
approach to innovation implies that, to understand 
the specific challenges and opportunities with 
respect to innovation, it is critical to examine 
the way in which the various actors, institutions, 
and structures interact and, thereby, influence 
driving forces and capabilities for innovation 
(Andersson et al., 2004). Secondly, that returns to 
the scale of the innovation activities are constant 
and divisible; one can frequently reap benefits 
from investments in innovation only after reaching 
a certain threshold. Partial knowledge or a part 
of a new technology is useless. Thirdly, there is 
no difference in the nature of the output generated 
by public and private funding. In turn, the role 
of the public sector in enhancing innovative activity 
is not about encouraging innovation as much as 
about directing the efforts to diverse and important 
social challenges and sustainable solutions. Thus, to 
arrive to a more meaningful conclusions concerning 
the effectiveness of public interventions and its 
applicability to other settings, there is a strong need 
to understand how and why public intervention 
unfolds the way it does, how inputs are transformed 
to outputs, how undertaken activities and involved 
resources lead to the observed effects. In other 
words, one needs to open the ‘black box’ of public 
interventions, regardless of whether one will fully 
inspect the contents of the box or just peek inside 
the box, depending on the adopted definition 
of a mechanism (mechanisms as systems versus 
the minimalist understanding of mechanisms 
discussed later in the article).
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Linking programme activities with 
the programme outcomes through causal 
mechanisms in the programme theory

The paper is based on the premise that me -
chanism-based explanation can play an instru-
mental role in enhancing evidence-based policy 
for its capacity to answer questions as to why 
and how programmes worked or failed to work. 
A widely held but unsubstantiated belief is that 
causal inferences are made on the basis of, and 
protected by, sound research technique, and that 
the good design and analysis are the foundation 
stones of the ability to make causal statements 
(Pawson, 2008). Yet, there is a difference between 
establishing whether or not two variables or 
events are causally related to one another, and 
developing good explanations. Establishing causal 
relationships is necessary, but rarely sufficient for 
giving an acceptable explanation (Hedström & 
Wennberg, 2017).

To fill the above-mentioned deficit, theory-
oriented evaluation approaches have emerged3. 
What they have in common is the idea that public 
intervention is a particular kind of a theory of 
change. However, it is far more than a simple 
logic model or a result chain that is so prevalent 
in evaluation practice, as it identifies causal 
assumptions as to why and under what conditions 
each of the link in the impact pathway is expected 
to work (Mayne, 2015)4. Thus, a robust theory 
of change describes not only a sequence of steps 
in getting from activities to impact (how does it 
happen), but also the contextual factors (internal 
and external) that should be taken into account 
to make change work. For example, the reason 

 3 Three main theory-oriented approaches can be 
distinguished: theory-driven evaluation by Chen and Rossi 
(1989), theory-based evaluation by Weiss (1997), and 
realistic (realist) evaluation by Pawson and Tilley (1997). 
For a more detailed comparison, see: Stame, 2004.
 4 Similar distinction between logic models and 
theories of change can be found in Patton (2008), who 
argues: “Specifying the causal mechanisms transforms 
a logic model into a theory of change” (p. 336).

why many publicly-funded venture capital pro-
g ram mes in the UK underperformed against 
initial expectations was not addressing properly 
the aversion of SMEs to equity finance as a form 
of investment (BIS, 2011). Collaboration between 
companies and universities will not boost innovation 
if absorption capacity – i.e. an organisation’s ability 
to identify, assimilate, transform, and use external 
knowledge – is not high enough (Biedenbach et 
al., 2018).

(Causal) mechanism is an important but in-
sufficiently recognised component of the theory 
of change. The term ‘mechanism’ denotes a set 
of parts that work together to perform a particular 
function. These can be various cogs and wheels 
which are organised in such a way as to transfer 
motion from one part to another. Important is not 
only the structure but also the dynamics – how 
the movement is transferred from one part to 
another. In a similar vein, behavioural mechanisms 
explain how programme activities and spent 
resources (“appropriate ideas and opportunities”) 
affect participants’ responses – their attitude, 
knowledge, and behaviour in a particular context. 
They are situated in the interaction between 
programme’s activities and the programme’s 
participants. Therefore, mechanisms are usually 
non-observable and are highly context-specific 
(Lemire et al., 2020). They should be distinguished 
from programme’s activities, as they are cognitive, 
affective, social responses to an intervention, 
leading to desired outcomes (Weiss, 1997). They 
explain behaviour of specific actors (thinking, 
decision-making, action) in a given context with 
specific resources, opportunities, and constraints. 
Providing a training course is not a mechanism; 
it is, for example, how the training spark an 
‘eye-opener’ for some participants, as they re-
cognise the relevance and value of the contents 
of the training to their day-to-day work (Punton et 
al., 2016). Intervention works when the involved 
resources and undertaken activities ‘strike a chord’ 
with programme’s participants, and public policy-
makers should acknowledge that the provided 
resources and activities resonate much more for 
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certain people in certain contexts than others 
(Pawson, 2003). These regularities can provide 
useful insights while developing new policy 
instruments in relevant settings.

Behavioural mechanisms in the meaning 
des cribed above are typically analysed in case-
based research and are grounded in the generative 
type of causation. Generative causation 
differs significantly from other approaches to 
causation. Firstly, it does not rely merely on 
associations between one single cause and effect 
to explain the observed effects of a programme, 
as is the case with regularity and counterfactual 
approach, and takes account for interaction 
of causes. Social phenomena, though, are usually 
the effect of the combination of factors that 
jointly produce a change. This is something 
different than a claim that the effect results from 
many (independent) variables. Secondly, it is not 
limited to identifying a ‘package of causes’, as 
is the case with configurational approach, but, 
instead, describes the whole causal process taking 
place between cause and effect. Using an analogy 
to a recipe – generative causation offers not only 
a list of ingredients that are needed to make 
a certain meal (what combination of conditions 
produce the desired effect), but also the instructions 
on what to do with them, i.e. how to dose them, 
in what order, etc. (Befani, 2012).

However, with the increased interest in causal 
mechanisms, the way they are defined and analysed 
in evaluation literature and practice has become 
more diverse. Most of the scholars follow the above-
mentioned realist accounts of causation in their 
conceptualisation of mechanisms (Astbury & 
Leeuw, 2010). Still, some take the minimalist 
view of a mechanism. From the minimalist per-
spective, mechanisms are often described as 
a form of intervening factors between a cause and 
its outcome. Such a minimalist conceptualisation 
of mechanisms can be present in variance-based 
research, where mechanisms are defined as mediator 
variables which are positioned on the path between 
an intervention and the outcomes (mediation 
analysis – see, e.g., Bruder et al., 2020), but also 

in case-based research (congruence method – 
see, e.g., Beach & Pedersen, 2019). In this light, 
Beach and Pedersen (2016) divide mechanisms 
into two groups: mechanisms as systems and 
the minimalist understanding of mechanisms. The 
former one enables the full inspection of the content 
of the ‘black box’ of a public intervention, while 
the latter one merely peeks inside, as the causal 
process between cause and outcome is not unpacked 
in detail.5

Realist synthesis – a way of accumulating 
knowledge on public interventions

Gaining insights into underlying causal me -
chanisms, exploring what works and what does 
not in a certain evaluation endeavour is one thing. 
Another one is to avoid the perpetual, regressive 
habit of ‘starting from scratch’, as each evaluation 
should respond to and develop from what is 
already known (Pawson, 2013). It needs to add 
to a growing body of knowledge. In other words, 
there is a need for some kind of synthesis. Evidence 
reviews are an important element of evidence-
based policy, i.e. building on evidence which 
already exists. This, however, is a daunting task 
given the specificity of public interventions and 
the complexity of social problems they are aimed 
to deal with. One of the viable approaches is realist 
synthesis (also known as a realist review), which 
has been developed in an attempt to overcome some 
of the limitations of the traditional meta-analysis.

As both of the strategies aim to systematically 
pull together findings of a particular research 
problem, it can be argued that the former one is 
theory-driven, while the latter one is method-driven. 
In meta-analysis, the quality and trustworthiness 
of primary evidence is assessed in terms of 
a methodological hierarchy, in which priority is 

 5 Schmitt (2020) indicates two axes around which causal 
mechanisms can be classified. These are: the level of analysis 
(behavioural mechanisms and process mechanisms that 
describe cause-and-effect relationships across multiple 
steps of the theory of change) and the methodological 
approach (case-based and variance-based).
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given to experimental and quasi-experimental 
designs as the most rigorous and robust research 
method of determining whether a cause-and-effect 
relationship exists between an intervention and 
an outcome. Qualitative and case study designs 
are ranked lower and often only primary research 
results are used in meta-analysis. Moreover, 
an attempt is made to identify research results 
that can be generalised across contexts (Jagosh, 
2019). For example, Storey (2000) introduced 
the ‘Six steps to heaven’ framework, which has 
been incorporated into the OECD Framework 
for the Evaluation of SME and Entrepreneurship 
Policies and Programmes (2008), in order to 
categorise them according to the sophistication 
in the assessment procedure. The assumption 
behind the Storey’s Framework is that the higher 
position a method occupies, the more robust and 
convincing the results are. Realist synthesis, in turn, 
rejects methodological hierarchies and operates on 
the basis of a variety of data sources, including grey 
literature such as action research, administrative 
records, legislative analysis, conceptual critique, 
or personal testimony. This, however, does not 
imply that research quality is irrelevant, but, 
rather, that decisions about quality require complex 
contextualised judgements instead of following 
one pre-established checklist. Moreover, the unit 
of analysis in not a study, but a programme 
theory. Therefore, for example, only one element 
of a primary study can be under investigation by 

a realist reviewer to test a very specific hypothesis 
about the link between a context, a mechanism, and 
an outcome (Pawson et al., 2004), e.g. how to reach 
a target group or what are the trusted sources for 
those to whom an intervention will be addressed. 
Finally, the overarching aim of the realist synthesis 
is not seeking generalisable lessons or universal 
truths, but, rather, to find out under what conditions 
the intervention is more or less likely to work, or, 
to put it differently, what should be considered 
and what can be done to enhance the chances that 
the given intervention will succeed.

It is argued that realist synthesis is more 
explanatory than judgemental in nature as it seeks 
to find out how various combinations of context 
can amplify or mute the fidelity of the programme 
theory. This issue is well-explained by Pawson 
(2006) in his article provocatively entitled “Digging 
for Nuggets: How ‘Bad’ Research Can Yield 
‘Good’ Evidence”:

“…research synthesis follows a disciplined, for-
malized, transparent and highly routinized se-
quence of steps in order that its findings can be 
considered trustworthy – before being launched 
on the policy community. The most characteristic 
aspect of that schedule is the appraise‐then‐
analyse sequence. The research quality of the 
primary studies is checked out and only those 
deemed to be of high standard may enter the 
analysis, the remainder being discarded. This 
paper rejects this logic, arguing that the ‘study’ 
is not the appropriate unit of analysis for quality 

Figure 1. A comparison between realist synthesis and meta-analysis

REALIST SYNTHESIS META-ANALYSIS
focus theory-driven method-driven

unit of analysis a programme theory a single study (research)

data sources various data sources, including grey literature;
sympathetic to the usage of a multi-method, multi-
disciplinary evidence-based designs

results of primary studies
hierarchy of research designs, priority given to 
experimental and quasi-experimental designs

sequence of steps analysis precedes appraisal appraisal precedes analysis

guiding question what works for whom in what circumstances – 
searching for contextual success factors

what works and what does not – searching for 
results that can be generalised across contexts

Source: Own elaboration based on: Pawson et al., 2004; Pawson, 2006; Jagosh, 2019.
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appraisal in research synthesis. There are often 
nuggets of wisdom in methodologically weak 
studies and systematic review disregards them 
at its peril.” (p. 127)

Hence, the key point is that there is much to be 
learned about a given intervention when exploring 
the specifics of each study. While in a traditional 
meta-analysis appraisal goes first and then is 
followed by analysis, in realist synthesis it is other 
way round – analysis precedes appraisal (for an 
example of how a realist synthesis is carried out, 
see: Rycroft-Malone et al., 2012).

Concluding remarks

The paper demonstrates how the feedback from 
evaluation can be used to enhance policymaking 
and policy implementation. Building upon the 
identified limitations of the traditional input/
output approach to the impact evaluation of public 
interventions, theory-oriented evaluations that focus 
on mechanistic evidence coupled with the realist 
synthesis are suggested to support usable knowledge 
creation and its accumulation for public policy 
needs. To this end, the role of theory in evaluation 
is discussed, providing clarification of the term 
‘mechanism’, as different conceptualisations 
of the term can be found in the literature and 
evaluation practice. To complement the posed 
approach – the idea of a realist synthesis for 
reviewing research on complex social interventions 
is presented and contrasted with the traditional 
meta-analysis.

The following practical implications and 
recommendations for practice can be formulated 
to answer the questions about why and how 
programmes worked or failed to work. First, one 
needs an evaluation approach that makes use 
of a theory that properly explicates the causal 
mechanisms linking programme activities with 
programme outcomes, confronting the mechanisms 
with empirical observations. From the point of view 
of evidence-based practice, one needs knowledge 
which not only describes what happened, but which 
also explains the events that took place. This allows 

predictions about the future, thereby making it 
possible to affect the future (i.e. improve future public 
interventions of the same kind or improve the ones 
in operation). Second, as different approaches 
to causation capture different aspects of causal 
relationships, distinctive features of mechanism-
based causation must be recognised against other 
types of causation (regularity, counterfactual, 
configurational). None of them should be considered 
superior, as they answer different questions and serve 
dif ferent policy needs. The strength of mechanisms 
grounded in generative causation lies in capturing 
the complexity of social phenomena. They provide 
a fine-grained description of causal mechanisms at 
work, strengthen our understanding of how and why 
public interventions work, with whom, and under 
what circumstances, thereby allowing the inferences 
about the effectiveness of the intervention in other 
settings (opening the ‘black box’ of public inter-
ventions). However, there is nothing that would 
stop one from combining different approaches and 
methods to identify causal relationships. Quite 
contrary – it is even recommended. Cook (2000), 
for example, writes about “false choice” between 
theory-based evaluation and experimentation. 
Peck (2020) asserts that “operating experimental 
evaluations with a theory-based framework is ideal 
as both kinds of evaluations are made stronger 
by being in partnership” (p. 146). Frequently, 
the counterfactual approach is only the first step 
in the evaluation process, as in the second step, 
in-depth qualitative research is conducted to 
explain the observed relationship and the mechanisms 
that govern it.

Nevertheless, the suggested approaches are not 
free from certain practical problems and limitations. 
Providing mechanism-based explanations is very 
demanding in terms of time and data requirements. 
An in-depth understanding of micro-mechanisms 
at work enables gaining knowledge of more 
general significance, but requires taking into 
account also mechanisms working at the higher 
levels, i.e. meso and macro, emerging from a high 
number of micro-mechanisms being activated 
at the level of agents, which makes the causal 
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inference about public intervention a challenging 
task. Given the fact that the distance between 
the macro level and the micro level might be 
too big to explain certain phenomena properly 
(e.g. individual-level entrepreneurial outcomes 
through the prism of country characteristics and its 
institutional quality; see: Kim et al., 2016), exploring 
meso-level mechanisms is a promising directions 
for future research. As regards realist synthesis, 
it does not follow a standardised procedure, it is 
inherently pluralist and flexible, and, therefore, it 
is not easy to reproduce. Thus, it is not for novices. 
It requires substantial knowledge and expertise 
to identify and apprise the quality of evidence 
appropriately. In order to preserve the accuracy and 
reliability of the made judgements, one needs what 
Pawson (2013) calls “organised scepticism”, which 
means that any scientific claim must be exposed 
to criticism. For that reason, it is imperative that 
any judgmental, discretionary decisions must be 
transparent enough to be openly challenged and 
scrutinised.
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Introduction

Business innovation is important for national 
economies. Indeed, innovation results in a country 
becoming more attractive for investors, the economy 
gaining competitiveness, and its place in the value 
chain becoming more favourable. Unfortunately, 
the Polish economy is not recognised as being 
innovative – in the Global Innovation Index, 
it occupies the 39th place, with only four EU 
countries behind it (Dutta et al., 2019). At the level 
of national strategic actions, a key document 
targeting support and stimulation for business 
innovation and investments in R&D is the Strategy 
for Economic Development of Poland. This 
strategy is implemented through direct investments; 
instruments indirectly mobilised to help businesses 
make increased investments and fiscal reforms or 
support for foreign investors; and programmes 
supporting the ecosystem (Orechwo, 2017).

At the same time, these interventions can 
be made more effective when it comes to their 
ability to improve the innovativeness of the 
economy; this can be done by adopting an 
evidence-informed approach to designing and 
implementing solutions. This approach assumes 
that before making decisions, the actors involved 
in the process should first familiarise themselves 
with a full set of information from various sources 
(Langer et al., 2016; Head, 2010). The concept 
of evidence-informed policymaking emphasises that 
the collected evidence is not the only factor present 
in the decision-making process; yet, it should play 
a significant role (Nevo & Slonim-Nevo, 2011). 
Applying an evidence-informed approach makes 
it possible to base the management of limited 
public resources on earlier experiences while also 
increasing investments in programmes proven 
to be effective, thereby increasing the efficiency 
of money spending. This also leads to greater 
control of the public funds (OECD, 2015; Urahn 
et al., 2014). This method expands the range 
of possible solutions to social problems while 
helping choose those with the greatest chance 
of success (Parkhurst, 2017; Rantala et al., 2017).

To allow for this approach to be used in design-
ing and implementing further interventions, it is 
essential to bring about a streamlined system for 
generating, collecting, and providing access to 
knowledge from the implemented interventions.

The objective of the current article is to present 
the most important findings from the evaluation 
studies of public interventions that are aimed at 
increasing business innovation and R&D activities. 
The current article answers the following research 
questions: 1) What are the effects of support at 
the level of the Polish economy? 2) What are 
the effects of support at the level of the supported 
businesses?

Materials and methods

The review focuses on 35 reports from the time 
programming period of 2007 to 2013 (review-
ing the following cohesion policy program-
mes: Innovative Economy, Infrastructure and 
Environment, Human Capital, Development 
of Eastern Poland, and Regional Programmes). 
Only 4 out of these reports used most rigorous 
counterfactual approach to measure the net effect, 
i.e. the change which can actually be attributed to 
the investigated programmes. The findings from 
these studies are described in more detail. Where 
possible, the authors also considered the conclusions 
from 14 reports referring to the period of 2014 to 
2020 (reviewing the following programmes: 
Smart Growth, Eastern Poland, and Regional 
Programmes). The 2004 to 2006 timeframe was 
used as a reference point (11 of the analysed 
reports referred to the following programmes: 
Sectoral Operational Programme Improvement 
of the Competitiveness of Enterprises and Integrated 
Operational Programme Regional Development). 
The evaluations of these programmes were 
con sidered in the overview, where the studies 
con centrated on issues of business innovation 
or R&D. We considered studies produced on 
behalf of the European Commission, the Polish 
National Evaluation Office, and other institutions 
involved in the implementation of the operational 
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programmes taking place in Poland. In total, we 
analysed 58 reports (several of which went beyond 
one financial perspective).

The reports were identified using the Evaluative 
Research Database run by the National Evaluation 
Office at the Ministry of Development Funds and 
Regional Policy.1 All reports from the categories 
‘Innovation of economy’ and ‘Innovation and 
research & development’, and related to the 
described above programming periods, were 

 1 See: https://www.ewaluacja.gov.pl/strony/badania-
i-analizy/wyniki-badan-ewaluacyjnych/baza-badan-w-
arkuszu-kalkulacyjnym/ (accessed: 07.01.2020).

selected from the database. The structure of the 
database is presented in Table 1. In addition, 
we identified relevant studies from the Website 
of the European Commission.

Literature review

There is a visible division in the analysed studies 
between those concerning innovation and those 
regarding R&D. An additional differentiation is 

Table 1. Fields of the evaluation studies’ database

1. Number 6. Month and year of finishing the study

2. Title 7. Commissioning Party

3. Type (Ex ante, On going, Ex post) 8. Contractor

4. Operational Programme 9. Size of the study (small, medium, large)

5. Topic (e.g. ‘Innovation of economy’, ‘Innovation and 
5. research & development’)

Source: Own elaboration.

Table 2. Indicators of supporting innovation and R&D activity

Level of the whole economy Level of the supported businesses
Research 
& development 
activity

1. The units active in R&D in the enterprise sector
2. R&D expenditure in GDP (total/enterprise sector)
3. Level of employment in R&D activity [EPC] 

(total/enterprise sector)
4. Companies with R&D departments
5. Number of patent applications to the Polish 

Patent Office/the European Patent Office

1. R&D activity (internally or externally)
2. Private expenditure on R&D in the company
3. Employment in R&D positions
4. The R&D department (non-existent before 

the project)
5. Number of requests for patent protection 

filed with the Polish Patent Office/the European 
Patent Office

6. Cooperation with scientific institutions

Innovation 1. Share of companies undertaking innovative 
activity

2. Total/private spending on innovation activities
3. Spendings on industrial innovation
4. Sales of new and significantly improved 

products in total manufacture in industrial 
enterprises

5. Export of high-tech products in total 
exports

1. Number of introduced innovations (by type/level 
of innovation)

2. Income from the sales of innovative products and/
or services in Polish and international markets

3. Total/private spendings on innovation 
activities

4. Total factor productivity (TFP)
5. Share of innovatively active businesses 

working together in innovation activities as 
a direct result of the funded projects

Source: Own elaboration.

the level of measurement and conclusions applied 
to individual enterprises and/or the entire economy. 
In the analysed studies, these effects are monitored 
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using an array of indicators, the most popular 
of which are listed in Table 2.

Eff ects at the level of the whole economy

One perspective when examining the effects 
of public interventions on innovativeness and R&D 
activities is the macroeconomic one. In general, 
those studies that introduce this approach indicated 
a positive impact of the interventions on the analysed 
indicators. In the case of one of the key indicators 
from Polish strategic documents concerning 
innovation policy, in 2008–2018, expenditure on 
R&D in the business sector in relation to GDP saw 
growth from 0.19% to 0.8%. The studies showed 
that around one-third of the change between 
2008 and 2015 resulted from support from EU 
funds (Imapp, 2017). In 2010, when this inflow 
was the greatest, around 40% of annual spending 
on R&D activity resulted from the cohesion policy. 
At the same time, the effect on overall expenditure 
on R&D activity in the entire economy was around 
22% in 2010–2011 (Regulski et al., 2017). In 2020, 
the programmes impact on the value of expenditure 
on R&D in the business enterprise became visible, 
with GDP at the level 0.11 percentage points higher 
than in the scenario without the public support 
(Bienias et al., 2020).

The effectiveness of spendings on R&D in 
Poland is estimated to be average or low (Regulski 
et al., 2017). The significant factors limiting 
the effectiveness of R&D expenditure include weak 
collaboration between science and business, the low 
quality of regulation of protection of intellectual 
property rights, and high bureaucratic costs.

Still at the macroeconomic scale but referring to 
the effects of innovation activities, in 2012–2015, 
around one-fifth of industrial enterprises were 
innovative, i.e. they introduced to the market at least 
one product or process innovation. Macroeconomic 
estimates show that in 2014, for example, one in four 
innovative companies had this status because of EU 
funds (Regulski et al., 2017). Greater innovation 
of the beneficiaries of this support translates to 

greater innovation for all businesses in a country 
(Imapp, 2017; Regulski et al., 2017).

An important measurement of the effects 
of R&D work is activity in the field of intellectual 
property protection. The cohesion policy resulted 
in an increase in the number of patent applications 
to the Polish Patent Office and the European Patent 
Office (Feldy et al., 2014; Imapp, 2017).

The implementation of projects also contributed 
to a significant increase in employment in the field 
of R&D (Imapp, 2017). In the periods showing 
the greatest inflow, the intervention accounted for 
almost 20% of R&D positions in the economy 
in a given year.

Eff ects at the level of the supported 
businesses

Another perspective focuses on the effects 
of public interventions obtained at the level 
of particular supported businesses. Here, the most 
reliable evidence comes from counterfactual 
research schemes. Among the evaluation research 
reports that have measured the effects of the 
Innovative Economy Operational Programme, four 
included conclusions about innovativeness and 
R&D activities derived from quasi-experimental 
research.

The counterfactual evaluation studies indicate 
some influence of cohesion policy on the key 
indicators of the beneficiaries’ innovativeness 
and R&D activities (Table 3). Most of the studies 
investigated the results of the specific measures 
included in the fourth axis of the Innovative 
Economy Operational Programme. When it comes to 
the positive effects resulting from the intervention, 
the studies mentioned the growth of expenditures on 
internal and external R&D, the increase in number 
of implemented innovative products, and processes 
and the growth of total factor productivity.

Overall, beneficiaries spend more on innovative 
activity and introduce innovations to the market 
more frequently. This situation results directly 
from the way interventions are designed; receiving 
support for the implementation of innovations almost 
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automatically results in innovative activity expenses 
and inclusion in the group of innovative enterprises 
(Regulski et al., 2017). The first evaluations 
of the effects of the Operational Programme 
Smart Growth (OP SG) point to a significant 
effect of incentives among the beneficiaries. The 
increase in their expenditure on R&D activity 
is higher than in unsupported enterprises. The 
beneficiaries declare that if it had not been for public 
support, they would not have carried out activities 
at this scale and at a comparable time (Bienias 
et al., 2020; PARP, 2020b). Almost two-thirds 
of the beneficiaries of the first and second axes 
of the OP SG declare that the R&D work they have 
performed ended with the implementation of results, 
which amounted to commencing the production 
or provision of services (Borowczak et al., 2020).

Some of the studies noted that this effect often 
refers to innovation at the level of the company, not 
to the market or world level (Imapp, 2017; Ciężka, 
2017). At the same time, the findings indicate 
that in each financial perspective, the proportion 
of innovations at the market or international level 

increases (Feldy et al., 2014; Miller et al., 2014). 
Almost half of the OP SG beneficiaries define 
the innovations developed within the project as 
groundbreaking. One-third of the innovations from 
this programme are ranked at least at the European 
level, and one-fifth are ranked at the global level 
(PARP, 2018). Yet, some of the OP SG instruments 
still do not result in the production of solutions 
at the scale of innovation expected at the support 
design stage (PARP, 2020a).

Despite an increase in the scale of R&D and 
innovation activity among businesses, the economic 
effects of this process are not necessarily visible. 
Looking at the analysed indicators, the support 
provided was more significant for the measurements 
for the scale of the undertaken innovation and R&D 
activity than for those showing the measurable effects 
of this activity on the businesses’ sales activity.2

 2 The lack of evidence of economic effects might not 
only result from the small scale of these effects, but also 
from a measurement problem – the effects are usually 
delayed, much harder to test, and occur far less often than 
evaluative research.

Table 3. Indicators of innovation and R&D activity at the level of the businesses supported within IE OP 
as measured in quasi-experimental schemes

Category 
of effects

Key
indicators

Results Study Additional comments

R&D Expenditures on 
internal and external 
R&D

Positive effect for measure 4.4
Lack of effect of measure 8.2

Koniewski 
et al. (2015)

Relatively small samples (ca. 100 or 
lower)

The positive effect for 
the fourth axis measures

GUS (2015) The beneficiaries of measures 1.4-4.1, 
4.2, 4.3 and 4.4

Innovation Implementation 
of product or process 
innovations to 
the market

Effects aligned with goals 
of interventions for the fourth 
axis measures

Koniewski 
et al. (2015)

Relative effect (comparing different 
groups of beneficiaries)

Effects aligned with goals 
of interventions for measures 
4.2, 4.4 and 8.2

Trzciński 
(2013)

Relative effect (comparing different 
groups of beneficiaries)

Share of entities 
involved 
in innovative 
activities

The positive effect for 
the fourth axis measures

GUS (2015) The beneficiaries of measures 1.4-4.1, 
4.2, 4.3 and 4.4

TFP – total factor 
productivity

The positive effect Gajewski et al. 
(2014)

Research conducted exclusively on 
large companies → small samples 
(n=45 for OP IE)

Source: Own elaboration.
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Table 4. Indicators of competitiveness at the level of the businesses supported within IE OP as measured 
in quasi-experimental schemes

Category 
of effects

Examples of
indicators

Results Study Additional comments

Competitiveness Number 
of employees

The negative effect for 
measure 8.2
Lack of effect for 
measure 4.4

Koniewski et al. 
(2015)

Relatively small samples (ca. 100 or 
lower)

Positive effects for 
measures 4.2 and 4.4

Trzciński (2013) Relative effect (comparing different 
groups of beneficiaries)

Lack of significant effect GUS (2015)* A decreasing, though insignificant, 
trend in the number of employees 
was marked in measures 1.4–4.1

Lack of significant effect Gajewski et al. 
(2014)

Research conducted exclusively on 
large companies => small samples 
(n=45 for OP IE)

Gross profit 
divided by net 
income from sales

The positive effect for 
measure 8.2
Lack of effect for 
measure 4.4

Koniewski et al. 
(2015)

The beneficiaries had higher 
long-term liabilities than 
nonbeneficiaries
Relatively small samples (ca. 100 or 
lower)
Relatively short time that 
elapsed since the completion 
of the analysed projects (from 0.5 to 
1.5 years) to achieve the expected 
economic effects

Gross profit Mixed effects Trzciński (2013) Relative effect (comparing different 
groups of beneficiaries)

Profit on business 
activity

The positive effect for 
the fourth axis measures

GUS (2015)* The average profit was similar 
(comparing beneficiaries and 
control groups)

Value of net sales 
revenues

Inconclusive (the positive 
effect but the deadweight 
loss)

Gajewski et al. 
(2014)

Research conducted exclusively 
only on large companies => small 
samples (n=45 for OP IE)

Lack of significant effect GUS (2015)*

Exporting products 
or services

Lack of effect Koniewski et al. 
(2015)

Relative effect (comparing different 
groups of beneficiaries)

The positive effect for 
most of the fourth axis 
measures (p<0.1)

GUS (2015)*

Revenues from 
sale for export

Lack of significant effect GUS (2015)*

* The benefi ciaries of measures 1.4–-4.1, 4.2, 4.3 and 4.4.
Source: Own elaboration.

According to the premises of the cohesion 
policy, more intensive innovation activity should 
lead to greater competitiveness. Yet, this correlation 
is not always obvious. Innovative activity is 

laden with risk, and the probability of failure is 
an inextricable part of it. From the point of view 
of some businesses, the main use of support is to 
implement simpler investment projects rather than 
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ambitious ones. Paradoxically, in the companies’ 
view, implementing such simpler projects can 
be rational in the market sense (Ciężka et al., 
2014, Koniewski et al., 2015; Regulski et al., 
2017). In these cases, support may not result 
in increased innovation, but it boosts beneficiaries’ 
competitiveness (Krupnik et al., 2010; Miller et al., 
2018; Regulski et al., 2017).3 From the perspective 
of innovation policy, however, this situation is 
undesirable (Bartkiewicz & Dębowski, 2010). At 
the same time, the desired intervention effect is 
the increased innovation of a business and the lasting 
benefits for it, i.e. increased competitiveness; 
in simple terms, innovation growth makes sense 
only if it translates into greater competitiveness 
(European Commission, 2016). Therefore, support 
should be considered as a certain long-term process, 
not an individual stimulus (European Commission, 
2016).

The results of the evaluative studies, both 
those using quasi-experimental (Table 4) and 
less rigorous methods, reveal the moderately 
positive influence of support on the beneficiaries’ 
competitive position. In particular, this support led 
to increased productivity, an improved financial 
situation, or growth in employment (Bukowski et al., 
2017; Ciężka et al., 2017; European Commission, 
2016; Regulski et al., 2017). However, this im -
pact is significantly smaller than in the case 
of innovative activity (Regulski et al., 2017). 
Furthermore, the positive effects were not always 
observed (Bartkiewicz & Dębowski, 2010; GUS, 
2015; Koniewski et al., 2015), which confirms 
the complicated nature of the relations between 
R&D activity, innovation, and competitiveness.

It is worth noting the benefits of supporting 
innovation for entities other than the direct 
beneficiaries of support: entities collaborating 
with beneficiaries have larger orders and 

 3 As shown by a report prepared for the European 
Commission, the support granted in 2007–2013 helped 
many businesses cope with the crisis, and, in the short 
term, this can be assessed positively. It is more difficult, 
however, to evaluate the long-term effect of support 
in the context of innovation.

the beneficiaries increase their payment funds, 
allowing employees to increase consumption. 
This increased investment and consumption 
translates into greater public subsidies. These effects 
are estimated using macroeconomic modelling 
conducted for some of the OP IE activities. Although 
the value of the analysed activities amounted 
to 14 billion PLN, its launch resulted in further 
92 billion PLN being generated in 2007–2017 
(Bukowski et al., 2017). The first effects concerning 
the dynamic growth of beneficiaries’ external 
costs – which demonstrate the intensification 
of their cooperation with their surroundings – were 
observed within submeasure 3.2.1. of the OP SG 
(PARP, 2020b).

Concluding discussion

The conclusions from a review of evaluation 
studies show the impact of the introduced policies 
on the innovativeness of Polish enterprises. 
The policies led to an increase of indicators 
of innovation performance and R&D activities 
among the beneficiaries. The number of evidence 
gathered in counterfactual studies is limited. The 
achievements of particular enterprises translate 
into change at the macro level. However, there is 
not enough evidence to ascertain the sustainability 
of the programmes’ effects. Moreover, based on 
the gathered evidence, it is hard to indicate a direct 
link between an increase of innovation and higher 
competitiveness of beneficiaries.

The results suggest that there is a need for 
clearer conceptualisation of the strategic premises 
of support, i.e. its programme theories (European 
Commission, 2016). At both the level of the entire 
support and that of specific measures, the anticipated 
effects are not specified sufficiently. The studies 
made it clear that different effects will be achieved 
by supporting new enterprises previously inactive 
in terms of R&D and innovation activity when 
compared with directing support to businesses 
with a high potential, which can be defined as 
having experience, previous investments, and more 
human capital (Regulski et al., 2017). The examples 
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of European innovation economies, i.e. Switzerland 
and Finland, show that making choices of this type 
brings tangible effects. In the case of Switzerland, 
an example might be the large concentration 
on SMEs, and in the case of Finland, there is 
sectoral concentration and its creation of domestic 
advantages (Feldy et al., 2014). For Poland, there 
is a lack of clarity regarding the strategic direction 
that subsidies should support, as indicated by 
the often contradictory recommendations presented 
in the evaluation reports.

The possibility of achieving the effects envisag-
ed within the programmes heavily depends on 
the characteristics of the beneficiaries receiving 
support. These, in turn, are determined by the 
operation of the project selection system. Va-
rious strategies for developing the criteria for 
accepting the categories of enterprises into the 
programmes significantly modify the achieved 
effects of the interventions (Gajewski et al., 2019). 
At the same time, there are few in-depth analyses 
of these connections.

Measuring the effects of support concentrates too 
heavily on the direct results of the support projects 
and/or opinions of beneficiaries, and refers too little 
to the long-term effects, as illustrated by indicators 
of the economic situation. Supporting innovation 
and R&D activities is not an end in itself; it should 
lead to the economic growth of enterprises and 
the economy (and, more broadly, to socioeconomic 
development). Yet, the effects of support are largely 
measured at the level of indicators related to 
the scale of support, i.e. the number of innovations 
introduced or the increase in R&D expenditure, and, 
at the macro level, the percentage of enterprises 
conducting R&D. There is less research referring 
to the economic effects of provided support, but 
there are also calls for a greater emphasis on 
the long-term dimension of effects, as measured 
by indicators such as a company’s operational 
margin, gross added value per employee, and total 
factor productivity.

The findings of the current study complement 
the literature on the innovation of the Polish 
economy and the effects of the interventions 

in the programming period of 2007 to 2013. The 
most important added value of the present study is 
the contribution to the accumulation of knowledge 
from diverse sources – in particular, studies based 
on authors’ expert knowledge and empirical research 
reports. Even if the results refer to Poland, they 
have broader relevance to all catching-up countries 
(Krupnik, 2012, Szczygielski et al., 2016).

The main limitations of the current article 
involve the evaluation reports themselves, including 
their methodological inadequacies or premature 
measurement of effects. Specifically, the present 
article does not compare quantitative results from 
reports, because the format of the studies and reports 
does not provide a basis for such comparisons.

The evaluation reports usually did not refer to 
the premises of supporting innovation, e.g. the most 
popular linear model of public support, according 
to which the most effective way of supporting 
the development of innovation is intensive direct 
subsidies to enterprises’ R&D activity (Godin, 
2006). The evaluation reports also did not refer to 
the alternative models of conducting innovation 
policy, including systemic (Smits & Kuhlmann, 
2004) and mission-oriented ones (Mazzucato, 
2016). The role of evaluation reports often did not 
go beyond summarising the results from rather 
short lists of the monitored indicators. The situation 
changed from the new financial perspective, when 
the reports summarising the realisation of the OP 
ID aid plans were based on programme theory.

This overview shows that despite the large 
number of evaluation reports, there remains 
insufficient knowledge on the effects of inter-
ventions. Further actions are needed, and these 
should be geared towards more studies using 
rigorous and comparable methodology enabling 
mutual verification, accumulation, and reflexive 
analysis of the findings from the reports.
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Introduction

The realisation of healthcare needs and services 
provided by the state can only be obtained under 
conditions of properly organised and operationally-
effective economic, political, and social systems. 
Public health care, as an integral element of such 
systems, reflects social policies of the state and, 
in effect, decides upon the quality of public health 
in populations covered by the service. Three 
major directions of social policy involvement 
can be observed in this respect: the organisation 
and operation of the public healthcare system, 
lifestyle concerns, and the protection of natural 
environment.

As any other national system, public health care 
system is designed to respond to healthcare needs 
of specific populations, while the factual character 
and extent of such needs – confirmed by analyses 
of consumer behaviours in relation to the quality 
and quantity of rendered services – is determined 
by a wealth of other elements, particularly by 
the availability of resources held by the system 
as well as the system’s capacity for accurate 
identification of such needs. Not all of them are 
properly reflected despite their confirmed negative 
effect on public health, as attested by the lack 
of policy measures for the identification and 
treatment of sleep disorders among drivers and 
machine-operators. Sleep disorders are confirmed 
to have a major effect on road accidents and 
should be regarded as a major cause of deaths 
and crippling injuries.

Sleep is a basic physiological need; humans 
devote almost a third of their lives in pursuit of it. 
General knowledge of the importance of sleep and 
of its role in maintaining good health and mental 
condition is still inadequate, as is the knowledge 
of methods used in therapy of sleep disorders 
(Wichniak & Poradowska, 2017). For this reason, 
causes and consequences of sleep disorders have 
become a major topic of public interest in many 
societies. Within the last few decades, sleep 
medicine has evolved to a status of a distinct 
medical subspecialty.  Proper balance between sleep 

and daily activities is a determinant of the quality 
of life and occupational practice. Hence, good 
understanding of the sleep-related mechanisms 
and factors that may affect human behaviour, 
including road behaviour in drivers, is of paramount 
importance in many disciplines, such as medical 
science, psychology, and engineering (Biernacki, 
2017).

Most of the sleep-related traffic accidents occur 
at standard driving conditions, often on straight 
sections of the road. Under the Polish law, these 
are described by official causes as falling asleep 
at the wheel or driver fatigue. Under the formal 
structure of classification, falling asleep at the wheel 
ranks at the rear of the list of major causes of road 
accidents. It must be noted, however, that drivers 
are often incapable of predicting and foretelling 
the incidence of sudden spells of tiredness or falling 
asleep while driving. Falling asleep at the wheel 
poses an extreme danger for all road-users, with 
the additional risk of major material damage, and 
often deaths.

The objective of this article is to present the issue 
of sleepiness, sleep disorders, and their impact on 
traffic safety in Poland. Drowsy driving is dangerous 
and leads to thousands of deaths and injuries on 
Polish roads. This paper reviews published studies 
and data concerning the causes of driver fatigue 
and the scale of the sleep-related road accident 
problem. Research methods used in this article 
include the analysis of official documents, current 
scientific literature, and secondary data.

The article consists of five parts. The first part is 
an introduction. The second one presents literature 
review and theory development of sleepiness, sleep 
deprivation, and the impact of sleep disorders 
on road safety. In the next part, the material and 
the methods are presented. Discussion on road 
safety in Poland is investigated in the fourth 
section. Concluding remarks and recommendations 
for further research and public health policies are 
presented in the fifth part of the article.
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Sleepiness, sleep deprivation, and sleep 
disorders

Sleep is a complicated physiological pheno-
menon, essential for a normal, healthy functioning 
of the human body. It is not a matter of choice; 
it is essential and inevitable. Sleep deprivation 
impairs cognitive functions, and its long-term 
deficiency can even lead to death. Sleep cycle can 
be divided into two basic categories: non-rapid 
eye movement (NREM) and rapid eye movement 
(REM). During the NREM period, four separate 
stages can be distinguished. The final stage of non-
REM sleep is called ‘deep sleep’. Maintaining 
the proper architecture of sleep, and especially 
the presence of ‘deep sleep’, is necessary for 
the proper functioning of the body (Pływaczewski 
et al., 2013). Experts recommend that adults should 
sleep for 7–9 hours per day to promote optimal 
health (Watson et al., 2015; Hirshkowitz et al., 2015). 
Nowadays, many people sacrifice sleep in favour 
of other activities during the day. They borrow 
from sleep time to meet the demands of everyday 
life (Barnes et al., 2012). The loss or disruption 
of sleep may lead to sleepiness during periods 
of activity. According to the American Academy 
of Sleep Medicine, sleep deprivation occurs when 
an “individual fails to get enough sleep”. Among 
the main causes of chronic sleep deprivation, those 
which stand out are medical problems, work hours, 
and other personal obligations restricting sleep time 
(American Academy of Sleep Medicine, 2008). Sleep 
deprivation can affect both women and men. They 
are spotted in mature people, but also in children 
and adolescents. After poor sleep, the human 
body can display a range of negative conditions, 
including cardiovascular disorders, shifts in body 
temperature, decreased concentration, impaired 
perception, memory lapses. Malaise is typically 
present, and the ability to perform is decreased 
in terms of both accuracy and speed. Every effort 
is exhaustive and serves as cause for irritation.

The first major classification of sleep disorders, 
the Diagnostic Classification of Sleep and Arou-
sal Disorders, was published in 1979. It was 

thoroughly updated in 1997 (ICSD-1, published 
by the American Academy of Sleep Medicine). 
The second edition of that classification (ICSD-2) 
was published in 2005, and the third one (ICSD-3) 
was released in 2014.

The effective development of sleep studies and 
the apparent need for this type of involvement 
has also been reflected in Poland, stimulating 
a rapid increase of institutions and other bodies 
active in the field of sleep disorder research. The 
Polish Sleep Research Society was established 
in 1994 and the Sleep Apnea Syndrome Section 
of the Polish Physiopneumological Society was 
founded in 1996.

The International Classification of Sleep Dis-
orders (ICSD-3) includes seven major categories 
of sleep dysfunctions (Sateia, 2014):

• insomnia;
• sleep-related breathing disorders;
• central disorders of hypersomnolence;
• CRSWDs;
• sleep related movement disorders;
• parasomnias;
• other sleep disorders.

Insomnia is defined as “a complaint of trouble 
initiating or maintaining sleep which is associated 
with daytime consequences and is not attributable 
to environmental circumstances or inadequate 
opportunity to sleep” (Sateia et al., 2017). The 
ICSD-3 classifies insomnia into acute or chronic 
based on the criterion of duration. When the disorder 
lasts at least 3 months and at least three times per 
week, it is identified as chronic (Sateia, 2014). 
Otherwise, it is considered as acute. Acute insomnia 
is not a medical condition, but a physiological 
reaction (Szelenberg, 2003).

Depending on the clinical picture or pathological 
mechanism, insomnia can be divided into the 
following subtypes (Avidan & Neubauer, 2017):

• psychophysiological insomnia (beha viourally-
based);

• adjustment insomnia (occurs in temporal 
association with an identifiable stressor);

• paradoxical insomnia (reflects a complaint 
of severe sleep disturbance in the absence 
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of corroborative and objectively-verifiable 
indicators of the degree of sleep disturbance 
claimed by the patient);

• idiopathic insomnia (unrelated to an identifiable 
precipitant that begins insidiously in childhood 
and continues chronically in an unremitting 
pattern into adulthood);

• insomnia due to inadequate sleep hygiene;
• insomnia due to a mental disorder and insomnia 

due to a medical condition;
• insomnia due to a drug or substance.

A thorough overview of insomnia from a medical 
perspective can be found in Michael J. Sateia 
and Peter D. Nowell’s (2004) expansive study 
of causes and effects of insomnia, complete with 
evaluation of therapeutic methods.

The development of research on the issue 
of insomnia has led to the conclusion that cir-
cadian rhythms are very important for the sleep 
quality. Circadian rhythm is one of the primary 
mechanisms influencing the length, quality, and 
time of sleep. Long persistence of these dysfunctions 
leads to a severe impairment in physical health 
and social functioning (Wichniak et al., 2017a).

Human bodies operate on the basis of an internal 
biological clock, which regulates the course of many 
physiological processes. We talk about circadian 
rhythm sleep-wake disorders (CRSWD) when 
there is a significant failure to adjust the patient’s 
internal rhythm to social expectations. The origins 

of CRSWD may be endogenous or exogenous. 
Endogenous disorders include:

• delayed sleep-wake phase disorder;
• advanced sleep-wake phase disorder;
• non-24-hour sleep-wake rhythm disorder;
• irregular sleep-wake rhythm disorder.

Among exogenous disorders, the following 
ones are distinguished (Wichniak et al., 2017b; 
Sateia, 2014):

• dysfunction associated with shift work;
• jet lag disorder.

A large group of disorders are also those 
associated with the process of breathing during 
sleep. According to ICSD-3, sleep-related breathing 
disorders are divided into four sections: obstructive 
sleep apnea (OSA), central sleep apnea (CSA) 
syndromes, sleep-related hypoventilation disorders, 
and sleep-related hypoxemia disorders. Breathing 
disorders during sleep often coexist with lung 
diseases (Sateia, 2014). On average, bouts of sleep 
apnea and periods of shallow breathing last ca. 
10 seconds, and the intensity of this disorder is 
measured by their per-hour incidence.

The most common sleep apnea is the obstructive 
sleep apnea (OSA). The OSA is a chronic disorder 
characterised by repetitive episodes of nocturnal 
breathing cessation due to upper airway collapse. It 
is characterised by repetitive episodes of complete 
or partial collapse of the upper airway during 
sleep, with a consequent cessation or reduction 

Table 1. The most typical symptoms of the obstructive sleep apnea syndrome (OSAS)

Nocturnal symptoms Waking hours symptoms

 – loud snoring;

 – episodes of sleep apnea observed by others;

 – sleep fragmentation (frequent wake-ups);

 – profuse sweating;

 – muscle (movement) agitation;

 – periods of dyspnea (shortness of breath) during sleep;

 – stenocardia (angina pectoris).

 – doziness and sleepiness at daytime;

 – falling asleep during monotonic activities;

 – waking up with a feeling of tiredness and fatigue;

 – the sense of inadequate sleep;

 – morning headaches;

 – irritability;

 – disturbed concentration;

 – potency disorders.

Source:  Own elaboration based on: Kiciński et al., 2012; Taźbirek et al., 2016.
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of the airflow. The OSA is associated with a sig-
nificant cardiovascular morbidity and mortality, and 
causes excessive daytime somnolence (Spicuzza 
et al., 2015). Table 1 presents a list of the most 
typical OSA symptoms.

The OSA is important from the perspective 
of public health; people with an untreated OSA 
have higher rates of health care use. Among 
individuals with an OSA, unintentional injury 
rates are also higher. Higher rates of motor vehicle 
collisions and work-related injuries add to the public 
health burden (Semelka et al., 2016). The ‘sleep 
architecture’ of persons afflicted by an OSA is so 
unstable that it affects the natural rhythm of their 
waking hours. This, in turn, further affects their 
concentration and performance.

The impact of various sleep disorders on 
the number of traffic accidents was confirmed by 
numerous studies. Effective treatment of patients 
with these conditions can reduce the road mishaps.

Two groups of fatigue causes can be identified:
• task-related (lack of sleep or poor sleep, time-

on-task, monotonous tasks);
• individual characteristics including medical 

conditions (internal body clock, age, gander).
Among the symptoms of fatigue, the following 

can be distinguished (European Commission, 2018):
• muscle fatigue related to static load;
• sensory fatigue, or decreased perception and 

reaction time;
• mental fatigue, or a limitation of cognitive 

functions;
• emotional fatigue produced by stress factors.

Almost 30% of drivers experienced almost 
falling asleep at the wheel (Maycock, 1996). Nearly 
19% of the subjects experienced near misses due to 
falling asleep at the wheel and 1,3% experienced an 
accident (Powell et al., 2007). Surveys reveal that 
excessive sleepiness is involved as a contributing 
factor in 5–7% of all road accidents (17% when 
accidents involved fatalities) (Tefft, 2012). The 
traffic accident risk with respect to a reference 
population varies between two‐ and seven-fold 
in different surveys (sometimes the results differ 
because of methodology) (Lyznicki et al., 1998; 

McNicholas & Rodenstein, 2015). Effective 
treatment of sleep disorders can result in substantial 
decreases of the motor-vehicle accident risk. This 
again seems to emphasise the urgency of the proper 
diagnostic and therapeutic procedures to reduce 
potential public safety risks. An effective therapy 
seems fairly obvious and rational not only for 
the afflicted people, but also for other participants 
of the economic and social life.

The high prevalence of undiagnosed sleep 
disorders requires an easy-to-use screening tool. 
One of the effective and reliable tools can be 
the Epworth Sleepiness Scale (ESS) (Johns, 1997). 
This scale measures the ease of falling asleep. The 
respondent answers the questions of how high 
the probability of falling asleep in specific situations 
has recently been. The ESS asks the respondent to 
rate on a 4-point scale their usual chances of having 
dozed off or fallen asleep while:

• sitting or reading;
• watching TV;
• sitting inactively in public places (e.g. theatre, 

cinema, meeting);
• riding a car (as a passenger);
• lying down to rest in the afternoon when 

circumstances permit;
• sitting and talking to someone;
• sitting quietly after a lunch without alcohol;
• being stuck at a traffic jam.

A double-digit value should be alarming. 
Another simple screening tool is the STOP-
Bang questionnaire (Chung et al., 2008). The 
questionnaire includes eight yes/no questions 
related to snoring, tiredness, observed breathing 
cessation, high blood pressure, BMI, age, neck 
circumference, and gender. After identifying 
a subset of the population at risk, additional testing 
should be performed.

The argument of being diagnosed with a sleep 
disorder cannot be brought forward as a reason 
for precluding the patient from vehicle use. It 
should only serve to persuade the patient to seek 
assistance from the specialists in order to obtain help 
in limiting the negative effects of this condition.
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However, diagnoses of sleep disorders in Poland 
are fairly infrequent, as patients themselves rarely 
perceive their sleep disorders as a medical condition. 
Patients are not sufficiently aware of the relationship 
between sleepiness, sleep deprivation, sleep 
disorders, and road traffic accident risk.

Material and methods

To conduct the analyses, the data and infor-
mation from the Polish Central Police Headquarters, 
the Registration System of Accidents and Col-
lisions (SEWiK), and the Polish Border Guard 
Headquarters [Pol. Komenda Główna Straży 
Granicznej] were used. Also, aggregate information 
published by the National Road Safety Council 
about the valuation of the costs of accidents 
and collisions on the road network in Poland 
was analysed (Krajowa Rada Bezpieczeństwa 
Ruchu Drogowego, 2019). First, the raw data 
was described, grouped, and tabulated. Then, 
the analysis focused on the types of road events 
and circumstances of accidents, with particular 
emphasis on drowsy driving.

Road traffi  c accidents in Poland

Road traffic accidents represent a huge public 
health concern, which needs to be tackled by a multi-
disciplinary approach. Related deaths and disabili-
ties have social and financial consequences, and 
are a real public heath challenge (Gopalakrishnan, 

2012). The seriousness for public health and safety 
has been pointed out by numerous surveys.

For years, the number of motor vehicles regis-
tered in Poland has been growing systematically. 
In 2019, almost 31.4 million motor vehicles were 
registered. According to the data of the Polish 
Border Guard Headquarters, in 2019, 10.9 million 
vehicles entered Poland through the external borders 
of the European Union, including 8.7 million 
passenger cars (Komenda Główna Policji, Biuro 
Ruchu Drogowego, 2020).

Since 2014 till 2019, the number of vehicles 
has increased by 18,6% and the number of all 
road accidents, including those involving property 
damage only, has increased by 26,8%.

Fortunately, regarding the past six years, the total 
number of road accidents resulting in death or 
injury decreased by 13,3%. Figure 2. presents 
aggregate evolution in the number of road traffic 
accidents registered by the police.

Since 2014, a systematic decrease in the number 
of injured persons in road accidents could be 
noticed. In the years 2014–2017, a very encouraging 
decrease in the number of fatalities was also 
observed. Unfortunately, in 2018 and 2019, the 
number of fatalities increased.

A fatal victim of an accident is a person who 
died during or within 30 days from the date 
of the accident. The death must be a result of injuries 
sustained during the accident. A seriously injured 
person is a person who has suffered injuries 
in the form of blindness, loss of hearing, loss 

Table 2. Number of registered motor vehicles in Poland

Year Motor vehicles Including

cars lorries motorcycles

2014 26,472,274 20,003,863 3,037,427 1,189,527

2015 27,409,106 20,723,423 3,098,376 1,272,333

2016 28,601,037 21,675,388 3,179,655 1,355,625

2017 29,634,928 22,503,579 3,248,538 1,427,115

2018 30,800,790 23,429,016 3,338,166 1,502,888

2019 31,388,643 23,874,531 3,387,536 1,553,370

Source: Komenda Główna Policji, Biuro Ruchu Drogowego, 2020, p. 5.
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of speech, loss of the ability to procreate, another 
severe disability, a severe incurable disease or 
a long-term life-threatening illness, a permanent 
mental illness, complete substantial permanent 
inability to work, permanent and significant body 
disfigurement or deformation, other injuries causing 
disturbance of the functioning of a bodily organ, 
or a health disorder lasting longer than 7 days 
(Komendant Główny Policji, 2015).

It can be stated that in 2019, per 100 roads 
accidents, there were approximately: 10 fatalities, 
35 seriously injured people, and 82 moderately 
and lightly injured people. In comparison with 
2018, the number of fatalities increased by 2%, 
the number of seriously injured persons decreased 
by 3%, and the number of moderately and lightly 
injured persons decreased by 6%.

According to the Registration System of Ac-
cidents and Collisions, the vast majority of road 
accidents is caused by human error. The most 
common causes of motor vehicle accidents include:

• failure to give the right of way;
• failure to maintain safe distance between 

vehicles;
• maladjustment of speed to road traffic con-

ditions;
• incorrect overtaking;
• incorrect behaviour towards a pedestrian.

Among the circumstances which lead to road 
accidents, also pointed out are fatigue and falling 
asleep. Driving is a complex task involving cognitive, 
perceptual, motor, and decision-making skills. 
Sleep disorders can lead to increased inattention, 
reduced efficiency, and slower reaction (George, 

Figure 1. Vehicle fl eet and road traffi  c accidents, 2014–2019
Source: Own calculations based on the SEWiK data available at http://sewik.pl; Komenda Główna Policji, Biuro Ruchu Dro-
gowego, 2020, p. 5.

Figure 2. Road traffi  c accidents resulting in death or injury, 2014–2019
Source: Own calculations based on the SEWiK data available at http://sewik.pl.
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2004). Sleepiness reduces reaction time and has 
negative influence on vigilance and concentration. 
The ability to perform attention-based activities 
is impaired and the quality of decision-making is 
affected. Sleep-related road-traffic accidents peak 
between 2:00 a.m. and 6:00 am, and in the mid-
afternoon between 3:00 p.m. and 4:00 p.m., which 
is mainly due to circadian rhythms. An increased 
awareness of the relationship between sleepiness 
and motor vehicle crashes will promote health 
and safety on the roads (Lyznicki et al., 1998).

According to the police statistics, the ‘fatigue, 
falling asleep’ cause accounts for almost 1% of all 
reported road traffic accidents caused by drivers. 
However, it should be mentioned that the police 
data is known to understate the number and 

the seriousness of accidents caused by fatigued 
drivers (Jamroz & Smolarek, 2012). Road accidents 
usually do not have a single cause; they are results 
of several mixed conditions. In the police statistics, 
only one cause is assigned to each accident – 
the one which seems to be the main one according 
to the police officer handling the case.

The share of fatalities caused by fatigued drivers 
is fourfold greater than in the total traffic road 
accidents. The share of the injuries in ‘fatigue, 
falling asleep’ accidents is three times higher than 
in the group of all traffic road accidents.

The fatalities in accidents caused by fatigued 
and falling-asleep drivers constitute approx. 
3% of all fatalities, and the injuries constitute 
approx. 2% of all injured victims of road accidents. 

Figure 3. Fatalities and injuries in road accidents, 2014–2019
Source: Own calculations based on the SEWiK data available at http://sewik.pl.

Figure 4. Fatalities and injuries in road accidents, 2014–2019
Source: Own calculations based on the SEWiK data available at http://sewik.pl.
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Figure 5. Road accidents – cause ‘fatigue, falling asleep’, 2014–2019
Source: Own calculations based on the SEWiK data available at http://sewik.pl.

Figure 6. Share of fatalities and injured in the total road accidents caused by the drivers, 2014–2019
Source: Own calculations based on the SEWiK data available at http://sewik.pl.

Figure 7. Share of fatalities and injured caused by ‘fatigued, falling-asleep’ drivers in the total number of 
fatalities and injured, 2014–2019
Source: Own calculations based on the SEWiK data available at http://sewik.pl.
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These indicators have remained at a similar level 
in the past few years.

The aforementioned data shows that improving 
process of traffic safety in Poland should focus 
not only on traffic discipline and infrastructure 
safety, but also on encouraging road-users to 
address the causes of sleep deprivation. This may 
help to reduce the total number of fatalities and 
serious injuries on the roads in Poland. Proper 
management of sleep disorders will benefit not 
only the single road-user, but will also provide 
widespread benefits to the society as a whole 
(Morsy et al., 2019). The identification of, and 
access to, effective treatment may reduce health 
and societal consequences.

A very important aspect comes in the form 
of the economic consequences of road traffic 
accidents in terms of both healthcare resources and 
lost productivity. The total cost of road accidents 
is composed of two major parts: direct and indirect 
costs. Direct costs are classified into:

• healthcare costs related to the period of the 
patient’s inability to work;

• transportation and emergency costs;
• property damage;
• insurance administration and reimbursements;
• police and justice system costs.

Lost GDP and unrealised consumption due to 
absence from work and premature death constitutes 
the indirect cost of road traffic accidents (Krajowa 
Rada Bezpieczeństwa Ruchu Drogowego, 2019, 
p. 22; García-Altés & Pérez, 2007).

In Poland, road accident losses in 2018 
amount  ed to 2.7% of GDP, including the cost 
of road accidents resulting in death or injury – 
2.1% of GDP. The social costs were estimated 
at around 56,6 billion PLN (costs of accidents 
resulting in death or injury amounted to 44,9 billion 
PLN and accidents involving property damage 
only to 11,7 billion PLN) (Krajowa Rada Bez-
pieczeństwa Ruchu Drogowego, 2019, p. 3). It 
is a very significant cost for the society, and it 
could be reduced by addressing drowsy driving 
in a widespread and organised manner.

Concluding remarks and contribution 
to the discussion

Three major directions of social policy in -
vol v ment can be observed with respect to the 
formulation of state social policies: the organi sation 
and operation of the public healthcare system, 
lifestyle concerns, and the protection of natural 
environment. Each of these elements should be 
properly employed in response to any identified 
risk dangers to public health.

The epidemiology of sleep deprivation has 
intensified due to dynamic changes taking place 
in the society. Nowadays, many people sacrifice 
sleep in favour of other activities during the day. 
They borrow from sleep time to meet the demands 
of everyday life (Barnes et al., 2012). It has serious 
consequences for the quality of life as well as for 
health and the public safety.

According to the police statistics, the ‘fatigue, 
falling asleep’ cause accounts for almost 1% of all 
reported road traffic accidents caused by drivers. 
Determining the real impact is difficult, since there is 
no definitive way to figure out whether an accident 
is caused by drowsiness or by anything else. Thus, 
drowsy driving accidents are underreported. Studies 
show that drowsiness is rarely investigated by 
police officers as a potential cause of the accident. 
This results in a paucity of data on this issue 
(McNicholas & Rodenstein, 2015). To address 
the drowsy driving, it is crucial to understand 
the prevalence of the problem and to determine 
who is at the greatest risk (Higgins et al., 2017). 
The effect of prevention efforts would be far more 
satisfactory then.

Sleep-related accidents can have complex 
causes. It is, therefore, important to address 
the issue from various approaches, including 
providing professional help to individuals suffering 
from sleep disorders. Thus, it is very important 
to ensure that road-users understand the risk, are 
able to recognise the symptoms, and are familiar 
with countermeasures (Report of the Obstructive 
Sleep Apnoea Working Group, 2013). This will 
lead to better decisions about driving behaviours. 
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Raising the public awareness can contribute to 
preventing potentially hazardous consequences. 
Road-users should have a chance to change their 
sleep habits. In most cases, sleep disorders can be 
reduced to a non-problematic level with proper 
treatment (Komada et al., 2013). Therefore, it is 
significant to encourage afflicted persons to seek 
professional help. Early diagnosis and prompt 
treatment should be promoted.

Of crucial importance in this issue is establishing 
clear policies to motivate changes in the behaviour. 
Such policies can take the form of national 
laws or administrative regulations. Promoting 
the development and deployment of drowsy driving 
warning systems in the vehicles and in the road 
infrastructure is not without significance.

Effective methods have been developed to 
change behaviour related to speed choices, drinking 
alcohol and driving, seatbelt wearing, child restraints 
use, and the use of hand-held mobile phones 
while driving. Now it is time to address drowsy 
driving in a widespread and organised manner. 
The coordinated effort involving traffic safety 
and sleep science communities is needed (Higgins 
et al., 2017). It seems that proper coordination 
of such actions with formal elements of national 
healthcare policies is more than advisable and is 
undeniably in line with public expectations as 
a source of tangible public health and security 
improvements and benefits.

It should be emphasised that this issue requires 
more in-depth analyses, but even the simplest 
actions can prove to be valuable. In the light 
of the above, the need for active involvement 
from national health policymakers in the studied 
context is of crucial importance for public safety.
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Introduction

The article deals with the subject of anti-
pandemic and anti-crisis policy carried out by 
the Republic of Poland (RP) in the first year 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in the area of specific 
sectoral policy that is the auditorium culture 
policy as the part of the cultural policy. The 
auditorium culture sector is the authors concept and 
denotes that part of the culture sector that involves 
many people directly participating in the cultural 
experience simultaneously at the same time, 
in the same physical space. Entities from this sector 
produce and disseminate cultural goods related 
to the direct participation in their reception and 
experience of the audience in the same physical 
space and at the same moment. It, therefore, includes 
the activities of theatres, cinemas, museums, art 
galleries, historical places, cultural centres, libraries, 
archives, creators, and audiences in this sector.

The scientific background for the article is 
institutionalism (Dye, 2013, p. 17), but it moves 
beyond institutionalism to network paradigm 
(Anioł, pp. 63–67). In the pandemic situation, 
government institutions became a centre of de -
termining, implementing, and enforcing the anti-
pandemic policy and the anti-crisis policy. In March 
2020, at the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the activity of the auditorium culture sector was 
adjudged to be a potential source of threats and 
disease outbreaks by the Polish Government. 
Consequently, it was included in the spectrum 
of activities potentially threatening public health and 
creating the risk of negative impact on achieving 
goals and expected results identified in the anti-
pandemic policy. Hence, during the first year 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, the operation of 
entities in this sector was the object of lockdowns, 
restrictions, and reopenings. As a result of this 
policy, the entities of the analysed sector alternately 
experienced a state of pandemic hibernation, and 
then underwent the process of awakening to activity. 
They could not operate as usual, they could not 
generate incomes, hence the central government 
and the local governments arranged state aid for 

them as the part of the anti-crisis policy. During 
the pandemic, the activity of non-governmental 
organisations was also visible.

The aim of the undertaken research was to 
identify the policy tools used by the Polish go -
vernment towards the auditorium culture sector 
during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The hypothesis of the research was as follows – 
in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the Polish government on the one hand applied 
the sectoral anti-pandemic policy framework to 
the auditorium culture sector and assumed that 
this sector posed a threat to public health, thus 
significantly limiting its functioning, but applied 
the approach of phases of strengthening and 
weakening restrictions; on the other hand, the Polish 
government and local governments arranged state 
aid for entities in the auditorium culture sector as 
part of the anti-crisis policy.

The research covered only the institutional 
area of the Republic of Poland. The methods used 
to prepare the article involved juridical exegesis, 
desk research as well as legal, sociological, and 
economic analyses. All legal acts of the Polish 
government creating the anti-pandemic policy 
and anti-crisis policy – as well as influencing 
the activities of the auditorium culture sector 
in force at that time – were identified and ana -
lys ed. The study period covers the first year 
of the COVID-19 pandemic, i.e. from early March 
2020 to early March 2021. The research was 
conducted by the authors of this article from 
February 2021 to May 2021 and presented on 
the scientific conference titled “Public policies at 
the time of the COVID-19 pandemic. The analysis 
of the problem and future challenges”, organised 
in Szczecin, Poland, by the Institute of Political 
and Security Sciences, University of Szczecin, 
and the Polish Association of Political Sciences 
on June 9th, 2021.

This article presents and characterises the legal 
instruments of the anti-pandemic policy and 
anti-crisis policy of the Republic of Poland, i.e. 
laws and regulations at the national level and 
the instruments on the local government level, 
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which were important for the auditorium culture 
sector, including the assessment of their impact on 
this sector. The analysis carried out by the authors 
of the article allowed them to distinguish seven 
phases of the policy towards the auditorium 
culture sector as an element of the anti-Covid 
policy of the Republic of Poland in the first 
year of the pandemic, which is also presented 
in the paper.

The auditorium culture sector 
and its role in the society

The auditorium culture sector is a concept 
which denotes this part of the culture sector 
that is associated with the direct participation 
in the cultural experience of many people at 
the same time and in the same physical space. In 
the Polish language, the word ‘auditorium’ means 
a group of people listening to a lecture, a speech, 

a concert, a broadcast, etc. Moreover, both in Polish 
and in English, it denotes a big place (a chamber, 
hall) for the enclosed public gathering (e.g. lectures, 
concerts, theatre performances) (Słownik Języka 
Polskiego PWN, 2007, p. 64; Oxford Learner’s 
Dictionary, 2021). Entities from the auditorium 
culture sector produce and disseminate cultural 
goods related to the direct and simultaneous 
participation in their reception and experience 
of the audience in the same physical space. It is 
created by cultural institutions (state and local 
government), non-governmental organisations 
(including social economy entities), and enterprises 
from the culture sector, and within them by particular 
individuals (creators, artists, animators, organisers). 
Entities operating in this sector in the national 
economy are included in the Polish Classification 
of Activities [Pol. Polska Klasyfikacja Działalności, 
PKD] in the subclasses listed in Table 1.

Table 1. The auditorium culture sector

No. Subclass 
according 

to the Polish 
Classification 
of Activities 

(PKD)

Name Description of the subclass in the scope included 
in the auditorium culture sector

 1. 59.14.Z Activities related 
to film screening

The entirety of the subclass: The screening of films or video recordings 
in cinemas, in the open air or elsewhere; activities of film clubs.

 2. 90.01.Z Activities related 
to staging artistic 
performances

The entirety of the subclass: Staging of theatre, opera, ballet, musical, and 
other performances; activities of circus groups, orchestras, and musical groups; 
the activities of individual artists such as actors, dancers, singers, lecturers, or 
presenters.

 3. 90.02.Z Activities 
supporting 
the staging 
of artistic 
performances

The entirety of the subclass: Activities supporting the development of theatre, 
opera, ballet, musical, and other productions; activities of film directors, 
producers, set designers, designers and performers of stage scenery, stage 
engineers, stage lighting specialists, announcers, etc.; the activities of producers 
of artistic performances, on-site or off-site.

 4. 90.04.Z Operation 
of the cultural 
object

The entirety of the subclass: The operation of theatres and concert halls, 
galleries and exhibition halls, cultural centres, community centres, and other 
cultural facilities.

 5. 47.78.Z Retail sale 
of other 
new goods 
in specialised 
stores

Part of the subclass: Retail sales by commercial art galleries [in the field 
of works of art and exhibition activities – note by A. B. and K. O.].
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No. Subclass 
according 

to the Polish 
Classification 
of Activities 

(PKD)

Name Description of the subclass in the scope included 
in the auditorium culture sector

 6. 47.79.Z Retail sale 
of second-
hand goods 
in specialised 
stores

Part of the subclass: Retail sale of second-hand books, other used articles, 
antiques, conducted by auction houses [in the field of works of art and cultural 
heritage facilities and exhibition activities – note by A. B. and K. O.].

 7. 91.01.A Operation 
of libraries

The entirety of the subclass: Documentary and informational activities 
of libraries of all kinds, reading rooms, listening and viewing rooms, 
provided to the general public or special audiences, including students, 
scientists, teachers, members; the accumulation of collections; the cataloguing 
of collections; lending and storing books, maps, periodicals, films, CDs, tapes, 
works of art, etc.; searching for information from possessed collections, etc.; 
the storage of photos and videos by libraries; related services.

 8. 91.01.B Operation 
of archives

The entirety of the subclass: Documentary and informational activities 
of public archives provided to the general-public or special audiences including 
students, scientists, teachers, members; the activities of government archives; 
the accumulation of collections; the cataloguing of collections; lending and 
storing books, maps, periodicals, films, CDs, tapes, works of art, etc.; research 
with the use of available collections, etc.

 9. 91.02.Z Operation 
of museums

The entirety of the subclass: The activities of museums of all kinds, such as 
museums of art, jewellery, furniture, costumes, ceramics, silverware; museums 
of natural history, science and technology, or history, including military 
museums and memorials; other specialised museums; open-air museums.

10. 91.03.Z Operation 
of historic sites 
and buildings 
as well as other 
similar tourist 
attractions

The entirety of the subclass: The conservation and protection of historic sites 
and buildings as well as historic movable objects.

Source: Own elaboration based on Biznes.gov.pl, 2021.

Table 1 – continuation

Table 2 presents the available data approxi -
mating this sector in terms of the numerical 
characteristics of entities by the PKD classes, 
according to the data of the Central Statistical Office. 
Unfortunately, there are many inconsistencies 
in the available data, which makes the summaries 
of the numerical sector difficult. The number 
of institutions operating in this sector and employing 
workers amounts to at least 15.7 thousand. In 
2019, there were 528 cinemas in Poland. There 
were 188 theatres and musical institutions with 
their permanent artistic ensemble, but the total 
number of operating theatres of different status 

and characteristics in the 2015/2016 season was 
estimated at 847. There were 4,255 cultural centres 
and clubs as well as community centres. There were 
327 art galleries and salons organising exhibitions 
as well as 208 art galleries, auction houses, and 
antique shops operating on the art and antique 
market, with 94 of them organising exhibitions. The 
total of 9,326 libraries and library & information 
centres as well as 33 state archives made their 
collections available, and 342 entities declared 
the activity of the archives in REGON. There 
were also 959 museums (including branches). 
Moreover, 1,302 entities declared to operate 
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in the domain of historical places and buildings, 
and in 2019, 78,000 immovable monuments 
have been visited or have had the potential to 
be visited1 (GUS, 2021a, Tables 1 and 5; GUS 
and US in Kraków, 2020a, pp. 36; 43–88; Open 
Data, 2020).

In 2019, 59,051 people worked in creative 
activities related to culture and entertainment2, 
while 48,409 people were employed in libraries, 
archives, museums, and other institutions con-
ducting activities related to culture. In total, 
this amounts to 107,460 persons employed in 
the national economy (GUS, 2020a, Table 2). 
In 2019, 8,339 natural persons ran a business 
in the following professions: actor, dancer, singer, 
voiceover, presenter, announcer, producer, director, 
stage designer, stage specialist (designer and 
performer of stage scenery, stage engineer, stage 
lighting specialist) (GUS, 2021a, Tables 1 and 5).

Research by the SWPS University of Social 
Sciences and Humanities indicates that the number 
of artists, creators, and performers in Poland 
in 2018 was 59,870 people3, of which at least 
48,815 people were included in the auditorium 

 1 These objects were in various ownership. According 
to data from 2017, the proportions of ownership were as 
follows: church (26%); private / natural persons (20%); local 
government (18%); the state (11%); mixed (7%); private 
/ legal persons (6%). In 2020, there were 77.5 thousand 
immovable monuments in Poland. These are also various 
objects: residential, religious, residential, farm, public, 
industrial, economic, defence, cemeteries, greenery, urban 
planning (Open data, 2020; NID, 2020; NID, 2017, pp. 51, 
108; NID, 2016).
 2 The division of the PKD’s 90 covering activities 
related to staging artistic performances (90.01.Z) and 
supporting it (90.02.Z), artistic and literary creative 
activity (90.03.Z), and activities of cultural facilities 
(90.04.Z). Artistic and literary creative activity was declared 
in REGON in 2020 by 5,872 entities (5,587 natural persons 
and 285 legal persons or organisational units without legal 
personality). GUS, 2021a, Tables 1 and 5.
 3 Estimated population numbers by the following 
industries: music (19,100), architecture (12,500), visual 
arts (12,005), theatre (5,750), film (3,580), literature 
(2,830), dance (2,380), folk art (1,475), interdisciplinary 
(350) (Ilczuk et al., 2019, p. 25).

culture sector (in the areas of music, visual arts, 
theatre, film, dance) (Ilczuk et al., 2019, p. 25). The 
IBS estimated that in 2015, 75,000 people worked 
in the field of artistic performance, literary creation, 
and the activities of cultural facilities; 18,000 people 
worked in the production and distribution of films 
and TV programmes; 18,000 in libraries and 
archives; and 15,000 in museums – i.e. a total 
of 126,000 (Baran & Lewandowski, 2017, p. 20). 
It seems that it can be estimated that before 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the auditorium culture 
sector was the source of jobs to the minimum 
of 120 thousand people.

The auditorium culture sector is important 
not only for cultural institutions, creators, and 
artists, but also for viewers, giving them a cultural 
experience, all of which contributes to the duration 
and development of culture. In 2019, the total 
attendance in auditorium culture institutions 

Table 3. Attendance in auditorium culture institu-
tions in Poland in 2019 (in millions)

No. Institution Attendance 
2019 (mln)

1. Cinemas 61,9*

2. Museums 40,2*

3. Historic sites (castles, palaces, 
churches, park complexes)

37,5*

4. Cultural centres (events**) 37,5*

5. Theatres 14,4*

6. Libraries (readers) 6,0*

7. Art galleries and art salons 4,5*

8. Cultural centres (circles, clubs, art 
groups)

0,851*

9. State archives (resource users + tour 
participants)

0,0407*

SUM 202,89*

* Own estimates based on the GUS data and the as  sumption 
that a visitor visits historical places three times a year on 
average.
** workshops, lectures, meetings, lectures, concerts, festi-
vals, art reviews, concerts, interdisciplinary events.

Source: Own elaboration based on: GUS and US in Kraków, 
2020a, pp. 43-88; GUS, 2021b, section IX, Table 1 (51).
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in Poland can be estimated at almost 203 million 
participants. Detailed data is presented in Table 3.

The data of the Central Statistical Office (Pol. 
Główny Urząd Statystyczny, GUS) indicates that 
in 2019, Poles most often made use of cinema 
offers (61.2% according to the declaration of Poles 
aged 15+), visited historical monuments (38.5%), 
visited museums in the country (26.7%), visited 
libraries or reading rooms (24.6%), and participated 
in theatrical performances (20.2%). They less often 
participated in festivals (10.1%), visited art galleries 
in the country (10%), attended the philharmonic hall 
or classical music concerts (8.3%), attended opera 
or operetta performances (5.8%), and participated 
in performances of ballet or dance (5.7%) (GUS 
and US in Kraków, 2020b, p. 18).

Tools and phases of the Polish 
government’s policy against 
the COVID-19 pandemic, limiting 
the functioning of the auditorium 
culture sector

In the Republic of Poland, the policy of counter-
acting the COVID-19 pandemic was based on 
The Act of December 5th, 2008 on preventing 
and combating human infections and infectious 
diseases in humans (Journal of Laws of 2008, 
No. 234, item 1570). The first legal act directly 
related to COVID-19 was The Act of March 2nd, 
2020, on special solutions related to the prevention, 
counteraction and combating of COVID-19, 
other infectious diseases and the emergencies 
caused by them (Journal of Laws of 2020, item 
374). On March 14th, an epidemic emergency 
was introduced in the territory of the Republic 
of Poland4, and an epidemic state was announced 
on March 20th5. Numerous restrictions have 
been imposed on society and economic activity. 

 4 Regulation of the Minister of Health of March 
13th, 2020, on the announcement of an epidemic threat 
in the territory of the Republic of Poland (Journal of Laws 
no. 2020, item 433).
 5 Regulation of the Minister of Health of March 20th, 
2020, on the declaration of an epidemic in the territory 

During the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the Council of Ministers, as a ruling tool in the anti-
pandemic policy, used the regulations on imposing 
certain restrictions, orders, and bans in connection 
with the outbreak of an epidemic as implementing 
acts to the Act of December 5th, 2008 on preventing 
and combating human infections and infectious 
diseases in humans. In the analysed period, there 
were thirteen of them and forty-one amending 
regulations.

In the period from the beginning of March 
2020 to the beginning of March 2021, the authors 
of this article distinguished between seven phases 
of the anti-pandemic policy with consequences for 
the auditorium culture sector. These phases were:
1. The starting point for the anti-pandemic 

policy – the fundamental law, the legal basis for 
the anti-pandemic policy: The Act of December 
5th, 2008, on preventing and combating human 
infections and infectious diseases in humans.

2. The preparation of the legal freezing of 
the economy, including the auditorium 
culture sector. The Act of March 2nd, 2020, 
on special solutions related to the prevention, 
counteraction and combating of COVID-19, 
other infectious diseases and the emergencies 
caused by them introduced changes to The 
Act of December 5th, 2008, on preventing and 
combating infections and infectious diseases 
in people. Provisions have been added allowing 
for the establishment of temporary limitation 
of specific scopes of business activity, temporary 
restriction of the use of premises or land and 
the obligation to secure them, and an order or 
prohibition to stay in specific places, areas, 
and facilities.

3. The complete freezing of the auditorium 
culture sector (from March 13th to May 3rd, 
2020). A complete ban on performing activities 
in the field of performing arts and all forms 
of collective culture and entertainment, phil-
harmonics, operas, operettas, theatres, cinemas, 

of the Republic of Poland (Journal of Laws no. 2020, 
item 491).
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libraries, archives, museums and historical 
places, community centres, art galleries (PKD 
90.0, 91.0, 59.14.Z)6.

4. The partial unfreezing of the auditorium 
culture sector under pandemic rigours 
(from May 4th to June 5th, 2020). A complete 
ban on performing performance arts and film 
screenings (PKD 90.01 and 59.14.Z). Libraries, 
archives, museums, and historical places (PKD 
91.0) could resume their activity by fulfilling 
the obligation to cover the mouth and nose 
with clothing or parts thereof, masks, a visor, 
or a protective helmet7.

5. The reopening under pandemic rigours 
of the auditorium culture sector (from June 
6th to November 27th, 2020). The permission 
to conduct creative activity related to all 
collective forms of culture and entertainment 
(PKD 90.0) as well as cinema activities (PKD 
59.14.Z), provided that the viewers comply 
with the obligation to cover their mouths 
and nose, and take no more than half (from 

 6 Legal bases for the stage: Regulation of the Minister 
of Health of March 13th, 2020, on the declaration 
of an epidemic threat in the territory of the Republic 
of Poland (Journal of Laws no. 2020, item 433); 
Regulation of the Minister of Health of March 20th, 
2020, on the announcement of an epidemic in the territory 
of the Republic of Poland (Journal of Laws no. 2020, item 
491); Regulation of the Council of Ministers of March 
31st, 2020, on the establishment of certain restrictions, 
orders and bans in connection with an epidemic (Journal 
of Laws no. 2020, item 566); Regulation of the Council 
of Ministers of April 10th, 2020, on the establishment 
of certain restrictions, orders and bans in connection with 
the occurrence of an epidemic (Journal of Laws no. 2020, 
item 658); Regulation of the Council of Ministers of April 
19th, 2020, on the establishment of certain restrictions, 
orders and bans in connection with an epidemic (Journal 
of Laws no. 2020, item 697).
 7 Legal bases for the stage: Regulation of the Council 
of Ministers of May 2nd, 2020, on the establishment 
of certain restrictions, orders and bans in connection with 
the occurrence of an epidemic (Journal of Laws no. 2020, 
item 792); Regulation of the Council of Ministers of May 
16th, 2020, on the establishment of certain restrictions, 
orders and bans in connection with an epidemic (Journal 
of Laws no. 2020, item 878).

October 10th, 2020, it was 25%) of the number 
of seats available to viewers or listeners (or, 
from October 10th, 2020, keeping the distance 
in the audience between the spectators/listeners 
1.5 m) and in the open air from June 19th, 
provided it is ensured that at the same time 
the number of spectators, listeners, visitors, 
or participants is not more than 1 person per 
5 square metres, keeping a distance of at least 
2 metres (from August 8th – 1.5 metres) from 
other people by marking with horizontal signs 
places for the public, taking into account 
a distance of 2 metres (from August 8th – 
1.5 metres) in order to ensure that viewers, 
listeners, visitors, or participants comply with 
the obligation to cover the mouth and nose 
unless a distance of not less than 2 metres 
from other people is kept. Restricted activities 
could also be conducted by libraries, archives, 
museums, and historical sites (PKD 91.0)8.

6. The closing of the auditorium culture 
sector to direct audience experience (from 
November 28th, 2020, to January 29th, 2021). 
The performance arts sector (PKD 90.0) and 
museums (PKD 91.02.Z) could operate without 
the participation of the public. It was allowed 
to carry out activities necessary to prepare 
artistic events, such as rehearsals and exercises, 
phonographic and audio-visual recordings, 
and events transmitted using direct remote 
communication. Museums were forbidden to 
make their collections available to the public 
inside cubature interiors and to organise events 
involving the public. They could carry out 

 8 Legal bases for the stage: Regulation of the Council 
of Ministers of May 29th, 2020, on establishing certain 
restrictions, orders and bans in connection with the 
occurrence of an epidemic (Journal of Laws no. 2020, 
item 964); Regulation of the Council of Ministers of June 
19th, 2020, on the establishment of certain restrictions, 
orders and bans in connection with the occurrence 
of an epidemic (Journal of Laws, no. 2020, item 1066); 
Regulation of the Council of Ministers of August 7th, 2020, 
on the establishment of certain restrictions, orders and 
bans in connection with the occurrence of an epidemic 
(Journal of Laws no. 2020, item 1356).
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activities through direct remote communication, 
make the collections available in a non-contact 
form, in compliance with appropriate sanitary 
requirements, and provide access to outdoor 
collections and historic forests, parks, and 
gardens. The prohibition related also to the 
operation of cinemas (PKD 59.14.Z), except for 
activities that could be carried out using means 
of direct remote communication. Libraries 
could make collections available, provided that 
no more than 1 person per 15 square metres 
of the area is present in the room accessible to 
the people who use them, except for librarians9.

7. The reopening under pandemic rigours 
of the auditorium culture sector (from January 
30th to March 14th, 2021). From January 30th, 
activities of galleries and cultural institutions 
conducting exhibitions (museums) were al-
lowed. Libraries operated under the rigours 
of the previous period. From February 12th, 
theatres and cinemas were allowed to operate 
under certain restrictions and regimes. Indoor 
activities related to all collective forms of culture 
and entertainment (PKD 90.0) were allowed 
in the scope related to the preparation and 
implementation of artistic events, exhibitions, 
and activities related to the projection of films 
or video recordings in cultural centres, cinemas, 
or other places and activities of film clubs 
(PKD 59.14), provided that: 1) viewers or 
listeners are made available every second 
seat in the audience, however not more than 
50% of the number of seats, in the absence 
of designated seats in the audience, while 
maintaining a distance of 1.5 metres between 
viewers or listeners; 2) it is ensured that viewers 
or listeners comply with the order to cover 

 9 Legal bases for the stage: Regulation of the Council 
of Ministers of December 1st, 2020, on establishing 
certain restrictions, orders and bans in connection with the 
occurrence of an epidemic (Journal of Laws no. 2020, item 
2132); Regulation of the Council of Ministers of December 
21st, 2020, on the establishment of certain restrictions, 
orders and bans in connection with an epidemic (Journal 
of Laws no. 2020, item 2316).

the mouth and nose; 3) it is ensured that viewers 
or listeners do not eat drinks or meals10.
At the end of February 2021, Deputy Prime 

Minister and Minister of Culture and National 
Heritage Professor Piotr Gliński indicated that 
the sanitary regime is respected in cultural insti-
tutions, and the ongoing monitoring carried out by 
the ministry confirmed that no pandemic outbreaks 
had been recorded in them. He also noticed that 
after unfreezing in the rigours of auditorium culture 
(phase 7 of the policy), Poles were eager for contact 
with culture, which manifested in queues in front 
of cultural institutions (Redakcja wPolityce.pl, 
2021).

The scale of the disturbance in the 
activity of the auditorium culture sector

Already in the first quarter of 2020, over 
half of the public cultural institutions declared 
that they had experienced the negative effects 
of the pandemic. In the second quarter, this per-
centage was 65%, and in the third quarter, it was 
62%. Revenues from economic activity decreased 
in all entities. The entities in the area of creative 
activity related to culture and entertainment 
experienced the strongest negative effects, which 
were indicated by 70% of them in the first quarter, 
81% in the second quarter, and 78% in the third 
quarter of 2020 (GUS, 2020b, p. 1; GUS, 2020c, 
p. 1; GUS, 2021i, p. 1).

 As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the imposed restrictions, in 2020, 50,9% of museums 
and museum branches limited their cultural 

 10 Legal bases for the stage: Regulation of the Council 
of Ministers of January 29th, 2021, amending the regulation 
on the establishment of certain restrictions, orders and bans 
in connection with the occurrence of an epidemic (Journal 
of Laws no. 2021, item 207); Regulation of the Council 
of Ministers of February 11th, 2021, amending the regulation 
on the establishment of certain restrictions, orders and bans 
in connection with an epidemic (Journal of Laws no. 2021, 
item 267); Regulation of the Council of Ministers of February 
26th, 2021, on the establishment of certain restrictions, 
orders and bans in connection with an epidemic (Journal 
of Laws no. 2021, item 367).
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activities. This means that during that period they 
did not prepare and make the cultural offer available 
to recipients. In March, i.e. in the first month 
of the restrictions in force, the number of museums 
limiting their activities peaked (47%); a similar 
situation took place in November and December 
as a result of the recurrence of the disease wave. 
On the other hand, from June to October 2020, 
over 80% of entities conducted cultural activities 
while maintaining the sanitary requirements. 
Museums and museum departments implemented 
part of the cultural, scientific, and educational 
offer online, which can be described as external 
hibernation (internal activity of an individual 
without the direct participation of the public). 
Owing to these activities, 1367 exhibitions were 
made available to the audience through websites, 
social networks, and online video channels. 
The number of stationary temporary exhibitions 
decreased by 40% and the number of permanent 
ones decreased by 8,7% when compared to 
the previous year. During that period, the number 
of visitors decreased by 23,6 million (58,7%) 
(GUS, 2021d).

Out of 194 theatres and music institutions 
operating at the beginning of 2020, as a result 
of restrictions imposed on their activity, 114 (58,8%) 
limited their cultural activities. Already in March, 
over 50% of entities introduced restrictions on 
their activity. And from July to October, over 
70% of theatres and musical institutions conducted 
cultural activities in sanitary conditions. Here, 
too, we observed external hibernation, as nearly 
89% of entities made online performances and 
concerts available during the pandemic. Spectators 
could participate in 3,943 concerts and performances 
this way (GUS, 2021e).

During the analysed period, 64,5% of art 
galleries limited their cultural activities. As in 
the rest of the sector, the greatest number of 
units reduced their activity in March (59,9%), 
and the least in July and August (17,6% each). 
65,5% of art galleries and salons have made their 
exhibitions available online, the total number 
of virtual exhibitions was 896 (GUS, 2021f).

The number of organised mass art and enter-
tainment events in 2020 decreased by 89,5% 
compared to 2019 (GUS, 2021h).

In the first year of the pandemic, fixed cinemas 
staged 50,1% fewer screenings and gathered 
68,4% fewer viewers. The number of produced 
full-length feature films decreased by nearly 1/4 
(from 41 to 35) compared to the previous year. 
At the same time, the number of full-length 
documentaries produced has increased (from 16 to 
26). The activity was limited by 60% of entities 
involved in film production. Most of them in April 
(every second unit), and least of them in the months 
from July to September (one in five units). Of 
the films planned for this year, 18 feature-length 
films and 182 medium and short films were not 
made (GUS, 2021g).

The above illustrates the scale of limitation 
of the direct experience of culture for spectators 
in Poland, as well as the degree of disorder 
affecting all participants of the auditorium culture 
sector. Poles had definitely limited access to this 
part of culture. For state cultural institutions, 
the financial situation, due to the maintenance 
of earmarked subsidies, did not deteriorate. In 
2020, they achieved total revenues of 1,92 billion 
PLN (492,3 million USD), and in 2019 it was 
1,8 billion PLN (465,16 million USD). Their costs 
in 2020 were 1,87 billion PLN (480 million USD). 
The revenues of self-government cultural institutions 
decreased by 7,7% from PLN 8,39 billion PLN 
(2,15 billion USD) in 2019 to 7,74 billion PLN 
(1,99 billion USD) in 2020. Their costs in 2020 were 
7,59 billion PLN (1,95 billion USD) (GUS, 2021j). 
In local government budgets, spending on culture 
decreased significantly by 5,6% (198 million PLN) 
due to the limitation of the organisation of cultural 
and entertainment events (Nielicki, 2021).

Anti-crisis mechanisms and hibernating 
intervention towards the auditorium 
culture sector

The anti-crisis policy in Poland was based 
on two pillars: the Anti-Crisis Shield in versions 
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1.0–7.0 and the Financial Shield in versions PFR 
1.0–2.0. The shape and scope of public intervention 
underwent significant modifications. It began 
from a broad mechanism addressed to all market 
participants – the so-called model of universal 
distribution of public funds. The model of universal 
distribution of public funds was identical to every 
industry, without the specificity of the sectors 
being recognised and taken into account, which 
could potentially risk inadequate and ineffective 
interventions. Transforming over time to directing 
support for selected sectors and industries – 
based on the recognition of the specificity and 
the pandemic-related needs of the sectors, as well as 
on identification through the Polish Classification 
of Activities (PKD) – the so-called selective 
model of the distribution of public funds11. In 
its assumptions, the aid system had to consider 
the proportionality of the distribution of benefits to 
market participants, as the mechanisms addressed to 
entrepreneurs had to take into account the principles 
of state aid resulting from Art. 107 of the Treaty on 
the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU)12. 
The European Commission (EC) was notified 
of the planned aid programmes, based on the EC 
Notice: Temporary framework of state aid measures 
to support the economy in the context of the ongoing 
COVID-19 epidemic13.

 11 It can also be called: dedicated, vertical, sector, or 
industry.
 12 More: Notice from the Commission on the notion 
of state aid within the meaning of Art. 107 paragraph. 
1 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 
(C/2016/2946, OJ C262, 19.7.2016, pp. 1–50) https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal-content/PL/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A5
2016XC0719%2805%29 (accessed: 20.02.2021).
 13 Commission Notice (2020): Temporary framework 
for state aid measures to support the economy in the context 
of the ongoing COVID-19 epidemic (consolidated version). 
Authentic versions of the temporary framework for State 
aid measures adopted on March 19th, 2020 (C (2020) 1863) 
and their revisions: C (2020) 2215 of April 3rd, 2020, 
C (2020) 3156 of May 8th, 2020, C (2020) 4509 of June 
29th, 2020, C (2020) 7127 of October 13th, 2020, and 
C (2021) 564 of January 28th, 2021, have been published 
in the Journal of the European Union. https://ec.europa.

The regulations referred to as the Anti-Crisis 
Shields were introduced in specially dedicated 
acts on counteracting the economic effects of the 
coronavirus pandemic. The authors of the acts 
involved the Ministry of Development, the Ministry 
of Finance, the Ministry of Family, Labour and 
Social Policy, as well as the Ministry of Culture and 
National Heritage. The works were carried out under 
the supervision of the Chancellery of the Prime 
Minister of the Council of Ministers in cooperation 
with other ministries and public agencies. In 
the area of cultural policy, including support 
for the auditorium culture sector, the activities 
were conducted by the Minister of Culture and 
National Heritage. Entities in this sector could 
benefit from two waves of universal/horizontal 
support instruments (from March 2020) and 
selective support instruments (from May 2020). 
The government of the Republic of Poland designed 
and implemented the following aid mechanisms 
(which were notified to the European Commission):
1. Anti-crisis shield 1.014

2. Anti-crisis shield 2.015

3. Anti-crisis shield 3.016

eu/competition/state_aid/what_is_new/covid_19.html 
(accessed: 20.02.2021).
 14 Legal bases for the shield: Act of March 31st, 
2020, amending the Act on special solutions related to 
the prevention, prevention and combating of COVID-19, 
other infectious diseases and crises caused by them, and 
some other acts (Journal of Laws no. 2020, item 568); 
Regulation of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage 
(MKiDN) of April 2nd, 2020, on financial support for natural 
persons, legal persons or organisational units without legal 
personality to change the form of disseminating creative or 
artistic activity during the period of an epidemic threat or 
state of an epidemic (Journal of Laws no. 2020, item 583).
 15 Legal bases for the shield: Act of April 16th, 2020, on 
specific support instruments in connection with the spread 
of SARS-CoV-2 virus (Journal of Laws no. 2020, item 695); 
Act of April 3rd, 2020, on special solutions supporting 
the implementation of operational programmes in connection 
with the occurrence of COVID-19 in 2020 (Journal of Laws 
no. 2020, item 694).
 16 Legal bases for the shield: Act of May 14th, 2020, 
amending certain acts in the field of protective measures 
in connection with the spread of SARS-CoV-2 virus (Journal 
of Laws no. 2020, item 875).
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4. Anti-crisis shield 4.017

5. Anti-crisis shield 5.0 (the so-called industry 
shield)18

6. Anti-crisis shield 6.0 (the so-called industry-
specific)19

7. Anti-crisis shield 7.020

8. Anti-crisis shield 8.021

 17 Legal bases for the shield: Act of June 19th, 2020, on 
interest subsidies for bank loans granted to entrepreneurs 
suffering from the effects of COVID-19 and on simplified 
proceedings for approval of an arrangement in connection 
with the occurrence of COVID-19 (Journal of Laws 
of 2020, item 1086); Act of May 28th, 2020, amending 
the Corporate Income Tax Act, the Goods and Services 
Tax Act, the Act on the Exchange of Tax Information with 
Other Countries, and Certain Other Acts (Journal of Laws 
no. 2020, item 1106).
 18 Legal bases for the shield: Act of September 17th, 
2020, amending the Act on special solutions related to 
the prevention, prevention and combating of COVID-19, 
other infectious diseases and crises caused by them, and 
some other acts (Journal of Laws no. 2020, item 1639); 
Regulation of the Council of Ministers of September 30th, 
2020, on financial support for entities conducting cultural 
activity in the field of theatre, music or dance (Journal 
of Laws no. 2020, item 1729); Regulation of the Minister 
of Culture, National Heritage and Sport of October 30th, 
2020, on financial support for authors and artists in the form 
of social assistance (Journal of Laws no. 2020, item 1938).
 19 Legal bases for the shield: Act of December 9th, 
2020, amending the Act on special solutions related to 
the prevention, prevention and combating of COVID-19, 
other infectious diseases and crises caused by them and 
some other acts (Journal of Laws no. 2020, item 2255); 
Act of November 28th, 2020, amending the act on personal 
income tax, the act on corporate income tax, the act 
on flat-rate income tax on certain revenues earned by 
natural persons, and some other acts (Journal of 2020, 
item 2123); Act of January 21st, 2021, amending the act 
on special solutions related to the prevention, prevention 
and combating of COVID-19, other infectious diseases 
and crises caused by them, and some other acts (Journal 
of Laws no. 2021, item 159).
 20 Legal basis for the shield: Regulation of the Council 
of Ministers of January 19th, 2021, on support for par -
ticipants in economic transactions affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic (Journal of Laws no. 2021, item 152).
 21 Legal basis for the shield: Regulation of the Council 
of Ministers of February 26th, 2021, on support for 
participants in economic transactions affected by the 
COVID-19 pandemic (Journal of Laws no. 2021, item 371).

9. The Polish Development Fund (PFR) 1.0 
financial shield22

10. PFR 2.0 financial shield (the so-called industry 
shield)23.

Based on the above-mentioned instruments, 
a wide range of solutions was developed aimed 
at entities from the auditorium culture sector. 
In the first period of the COVID-19 pandemic 
(from March 31st, 2020), these were multi-sector 
instruments supplemented by an intervention 
programme dedicated to culture, i.e. Culture 
in the web (for activities from May 2021). On 
August 14th, 2020, the legal basis for the intervention 
and the use of public funds from the state budget 
by the Minister of Culture and National Heritage 
for financial support in the form of social aid for 
authors and artists was adopted as well as public 
funds from the COVID-19 Counteracting Fund 
were used to support local government artistic 
institutions, non-governmental organisations, and 
entrepreneurs operating in the field of theatre, 
music or dance24. From October 2020 (Anti-
crisis Shield 5.0), specific solutions targeted 

 22 Legal bases for the shield: Act of July 4th, 2019, on 
the system of development institutions (Journal of Laws 
of 2019, item 1572), amended by the Act of March 31st, 
2020, amending the Act on the system of development 
institutions (Journal of Laws of 2020, item 569); Act of April 
16th, 2020, on special support instruments in connection 
with the spread of SARS-CoV-2 virus (Journal of Laws 
of 2020, item 695).
 23 Legal basis for the shield: Act of July 4th, 2019, on 
the system of development institutions (Journal of Laws 
of 2019, item 1572), amended by the Act of March 31st, 
2020, on the system of development institutions (Journal 
of Laws of 2020, item 569) and the Act of April 16th, 
2020, on specific support instruments in connection with 
the spread of SARS-CoV-2 virus (Journal of Laws of 2020, 
item 695).
 24 The Act of August 14th, 2020, amending the Act on 
special solutions related to the prevention, prevention and 
combating of COVID-19, other infectious diseases and 
emergencies caused by them, and the Act amending the Act 
on special solutions related to the prevention, prevention 
and combating of COVID 19, other infectious diseases 
and crisis situations caused by them and certain other 
acts (Journal of Laws no. 2020, item 1478). Effective as 
of September 4th, 2020.
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at the auditorium culture sector were launched 
in response to environmental demands and the scale 
of the pandemic-related degradation25.

In July 2020, the Ministry of Culture and 
National Heritage announced that the total value 
of the multidimensional state support for the 
culture sector in Poland provided after the an -
nouncement of the epidemic threat and restrictions 
on the activities of cultural institutions amounted 
to over 5 billion PLN (1,28 billion USD) (Ministry 
of Culture and National Heritage, 2020a). In 
February 2021, the Minister of Culture and National 
Heritage Professor Piotr Gliński indicated that 
in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic (from 
March 2020 to February 2021), the anti-crisis 
shield for culture26 amounted to 6 billion PLN 
(1,54 billion USD). He emphasised that most 
of the aid involved activities that were implemented 
for the entire Polish economy. He claimed that none 
of the people of culture was left alone, because 
everyone could get social assistance. In the first 
year of the pandemic, the Ministry of Culture and 
National Heritage awarded 13,807 social benefits 
in the amount of 1,8 thousand PLN each (461 USD). 
Some people received this help several – even 
6 – times. The cost of social benefits accounted 
almost 25 million PLN (6,4 mln USD)  (Redakcja 
wPolityce.pl, 2021).

 25 Including, among others: compensation for lost 
revenues, one-off industry parking benefit for people who 
have already used the parking benefit on general terms and 
conduct business with the codes PKD 90.01.Z, 90.02.Z, 
and later also 90.04.Z, 59.14.Z; the possibility of receiving 
financial support by a creator or artist with achievements 
in the field of cultural activity and in a difficult financial 
situation. On January 21st, 2021, a transfer of 120 million 
PLN to the Polish Film Institute was made to finance 
or co-finance the costs incurred by entities operating 
in the field of cinematography from November 1st, 2020, 
to April 30th, 2021, as a result of COVID-19.
 26 This name was used by the Ministry of Culture and 
National Heritage to define the package of all anti-crisis 
tools, both implemented for the entire economy and specific 
to the industry, which could be used by the culture-sector 
entities (Ministry of Culture and National Heritage, 2021a).

The support intervention for 
the auditorium culture sector – 
programmes and amounts.

The support intervention which applied to 
entities from the auditorium culture sector came 
from various Anti-crisis and Financial shields, 
and made the Anti-Crisis Shield for Culture. It 
consisted of the following elements (Ministry 
of Culture and National Heritage (2021a):

1. support for enterprises, non-governmental 
organisations, and self-employed persons 
in the form of: the exemption from social 
security contributions; subsidies for micro 
and small entrepreneurs; co-financing 
from the Labour Fund of part of the costs 
of employee salaries and social security 
contributions due from these salaries; 3-month 
salary subsidy employees and payment 
of social security contributions; working 
capital loan financing the payment of wages 
in the SME sector; the cancellation of tax 
arrears; the possibility of deducting the loss 
from the current year from the income for 
the previous year; low-interest loan from 
the Labour Fund for micro-entrepreneurs up to 
the amount of 5 thousand PLN (1,28 thousand 
USD); triple (for three mounts) downtime 
benefit for entrepreneurs (persons running 
a business) in the amount of 2,08 thousand PLN 
(533 USD) or 1,3 thousand PLN (333 USD) 
each; an additional downtime benefit for 
employees of the auditorium culture sector 
(from October 15th, 2020) (solutions included 
in versions of the anti-crisis shields from 
Shield 1.0, i.e. from March 31st, 2020);

2. compensation for persons under civil law 
contracts in a situation where the contract 
has not been concluded or where there has 
been a limitation in its implementation due 
to a downtime in business as a result of 
COVID-19. The source of the payment was 
the Social Security Institution [Pol. Zakład 
Ubezpieczeń Społecznych, ZUS] (Anti-crisis 
shield 1.0, i.e. from March 31st, 2020);
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3. vouchers for culture – cultural institutions 
and enterprises in the culture sector could 
change unrealised services into vouchers 
of a corresponding value (Anti-crisis shield 
1.0, i.e. from March 31st, 2020);

4. support for the caretakers of the objects 
from the List of Historic Monuments (Po -
land) and the sites of the UNESCO World 
Heritage – the possibility of applying for co-
financing of salaries of persons employed by 
the entity managing the Historic Monument 
or the UNESCO World Heritage sites from 
the resources of the Guaranteed Employee 
Benefits Fund [Pol. Fundusz Gwarantowanych 
Świadczeń Pracowniczych, FGŚP] (Anti-crisis 
Shield 3.0, i.e. from May 16th, 2020);

5. subsidies to remuneration in cultural in -
sti tutions – support from the Guaranteed 
Employee Benefits Fund (FGŚP) for co-
financing the remuneration of employees 
affected by the economic downtime or reduced 
working hours as a result of a pandemic 
in cultural institutions which were running 
by the state, local governments, and which 
were co-led (Anti-crisis Shield 4.0, i.e. from 
June 24th, 2020);

6. working capital loans with reduced interest 
rates – with support in the form of an interest 
rate subsidy from the state budget (Anti-crisis 
shield 4.0, i.e., from June 24th, 2020);

7. aid in the form of subsidies for micro-
enterprises and in the form of subsidies to 
uncovered fixed costs for small and medium-
sized enterprises from selected industries 
(Financial Shield 2.0, i.e. from April 18th, 2020);

8. compensation of lost income – financial aid 
of 400 million PLN (102,6 million USD) di  rected 
to the culture sector from the Cul   ture Support 
Fund [Pol. Fundusz Wspar  cia Kultury]. In its 
assumptions, the purpose of the mechanism was 
to ensure the stable functioning of the institution 
and to maintain the current employment 
in the culture sector. Payments from the fund 
took the form of compensations for income 
lost due to the epidemic in the period from 

March 12th to December 31st, 2020. The tool 
was addressed to local-government artistic 
institutions, non-governmental organisations, 
and entrepreneurs conducting cultural activities 
in the field of theatre, music, and dance (Anti-
crisis shield 5.0, i.e. from October 8th, 2020);

9. legislative support for the film industry – 
a change of the definition of the ‘film work’ 
(change of the provision, indicating that 
a film is also a work that has not been shown 
in the cinema, suspension of data reporting 
by cinemas, changes to the act on financial 
support for audiovisual production27 – from 
March 31st, 2020);

10. direct support for the film industry – the 
Minister of Culture and National Heritage 
transferred to the Polish Film Institute [Pol. 
Polski Instytut Sztuki Filmowej, PIFS] at 
the request of its director 120 million PLN 
(30,7 million USD) in order to finance or 
co-finance the costs incurred by entities ope-
rating in the field of cinematography from 
November 1st, 2020, to April 30th, 2021, as 
a result of COVID-19, and which have not 
been financed or co-financed from other 
funds, including public funds. This included 
the possibility of granting funds by the PIFS to 
entities operating in the field of cinematography, 
regardless of the organisational and legal 
form and ownership structure, in the form 
of a grant, a loan, or a surety, and in the form 
of a scholarship to a natural person (Anti-
crisis Shield 6.0, i.e. from January 26th, 2021).

In addition to the mechanisms resulting from 
individual types and versions of Anti-crisis and 
Financial shields financed from the COVID-19 
Countermeasure Fund, during the first year of the 
pandemic, support mechanisms were offered from 
the state budget funds at the disposal of the Minister 
of Culture and National Heritage (Ministry of 
Culture and National Heritage, 2021b), namely:

 27 The Act of November 9th, 2018, on financial support 
for audiovisual production (Journal of Laws of no. 2019, 
item 50).
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1) Culture in the Web – a programme of the 
Minister of Culture and National Heritage 
(MKiDN) announced on April 3rd, 2020, and 
managed by the National Centre for Culture 
[Pol. Narodowe Centrum Kultury], worth 
80 million PLN (20,5 million USD), for ac -
tivities related to the presentation of cultural 
events and online access to cultural resources. 
The programme consisted of two elements, i.e. 
a scholarship programme (worth 20 million 
PLN (5,1 mln USD)) and a grant programme 
(worth 60 million PLN (15,4 million PLN)). 
The scholarship programme was targeted at 
natural persons, creators, and artists. Applicants 
could be awarded scholarships for a period from 
3 to 6 months for the projects to realisation 
in the period from May 1st, 2020, to October 
31st, 2020 (the amount of the scholarship: 
3 thousand PLN (769 USD) per month28). The 
following entities could apply for a subsidy: 
local-government cultural institutions, non-
governmental organisations, foundations, 
churches and religious associations, as well 
as entities conducting an economic activity 
(the amount of subsidy could be between 
5 and 150 thousand PLN (1,28–384 thousand 
USD) and it could be up to 100% of the cost 
of the task)29. Calls for grant applications and 
scholarships took place from 6th to 21st April, 
2020. The implementation of tasks took place 
from May 1st, 2020, to October 30th, 2020 
(NCK, 2020a; NCK, 2020b; MKiDN, 2020b);

 28 The Minister of Culture and National Heritage 
granted 2,223 artists and creators with the scholarships 
in the amount of 9 thousand PLN (2,3 thousand USD). The 
number of scholarships awarded in specific industries was 
as follows: music (743), visual arts (499), animation and 
cultural education (419), literature (160), film (110), theater 
(101), folk art (86), dance (57), cultural management and 
support for the development of cultural personnel (48). 
The number of applicants was 4,370 (formally correct 
applications) (Ministry of Culture and National Heritage, 
2020b).
 29 Grants were received by 1,182 beneficiaries. The 
competition was adjudicated on May 15th, 2020 (Ministry 
of Culture and National Heritage, 2020b).

2) social assistance from the Culture Promotion 
Fund, which could be obtained by authors and 
artists in a difficult financial situation (approx. 
80% of the minimum wage);

3) the modification of the Minister’s 2020 
Programmes in terms of the implemen tation 
of projects that have already received a subsidy, 
allowing for the flexible introduction of changes 
in projects and their adaptation to a pandemic 
situation;

4) increasing the budget of ‘The Minister of 
Culture and National Heritage’s Competition 
for creative scholarships and scholarships 
in the field of promoting culture’, aimed 
at supporting the individual development 
of creators, artists, animators, and educators, as 
well as researchers of the broadly understood 
sphere of culture and national heritage – 
from 1,5 million PLN (384 thousand USD) 
to 6,5 million PLN (1,66 million USD)30;

 30 State budget scholarship programmes: Competition 
for creative scholarships and scholarships in the field 
of promoting culture; Thesaurus Poloniae – a programme 
implemented in two categories: Senior Programme for 
professors and academic lecturers with a doctoral degree 
and Junior Programme for PhD students; Scholarships 
of the Minister of Culture and National Heritage for 
the artistic achievements for art schools’ students educating 
themselves in the artistic profession who have achieved 
very good results in science and are winners of national 
or international competitions; Scholarships of the Minister 
of Culture and National Heritage for students; international 
artistic scholarships implemented on the basis of bilateral 
Programmes for the Cultural and Scientific Cooperation. 
Legal bases for the functioning of these programmes: 
Regulation of the Minister of KiDN of May 24th, 2012, on 
the detailed rules and procedure for granting scholarships 
to persons involved in artistic creation, promotion of culture 
and care of monuments, and the amount of these scholarships 
(Journal of Laws of 2012, item 612); Act of July 27th, 2005, 
Law on Higher Education (Journal of Laws no. 164, item 
1365, as amended); Ordinance of the Minister of Science 
and Higher Education of August 16th, 2006, on detailed 
the conditions and procedure for granting and paying 
the minister’s scholarship for academic achievements 
and the minister’s scholarship for outstanding sports 
achievements (Journal of Laws no. 153, item 1093).
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5) increasing the budget of the ‘Film Production 
Programme’ by approximately 40 million 
PLN (10,2 million USD) from the Ministry 
of Culture and National Heritage funds. The 
programme has been implemented by the PIFS;

6) additional subsidies, the so-called COVID-19 
payments for the activities of cultural institu-
tions in connection with reducing the negative 
economic and social effects of the pandemic – 
worth 140 million PLN (35,9 million USD);

7) the shield for writers – a programme orga-
nised by the Institute of Literature, under 
which 2,3 million PLN (590 thousand USD) 
was allocated to support authors by purchasing 
licences for previously published or premiere 
texts: poems and short stories as well as critical 
sketches and translations.
Additionally, the Ministry of Culture and 

National Heritage has undertaken a number of 
initiatives in the existing sectoral mechanisms: they 
applied to the European Union for a derogation 
allowing the VAT rate to be changed to 0 for 
printed books; they intensified work on the act on 
the rights of a professional artist; they designed 
a special programme of the post-pandemic revival 
of cultural activity and compensated for some 
of the losses suffered by the culture sector through 
the introduced restrictions (budget 50 million PLN); 
 they maintained the level of subsidies for cultural 
institutions, of which they are organisers and co-
organisers31; they amended the state budget to ensure 
that the above-mentioned cultural institutions are 
compensated for losses related to restrictions on 
their activities; and they introduced the possibility 
for directors of cultural institutions to pay additional 
remuneration for artists for “substitute” work 
carried out outside the seat of the institution on 
the basis of the interpretation of Art. 31a, paragraph. 
1 of the Act of October 25th, 1991, on organising and 
conducting cultural activities (Ministry of Culture 
and National Heritage, 2021c).

 31 I.e. for 120 cultural institutions (museums and ar -
tistic institutions) (Redakcja wPolityce.pl, 2021).

Environmental institutions offered the following 
aid instruments aimed at helping artists and creators 
as well as cultural organisers (Ministry of Culture 
and National Heritage, 2021d):

1) the Adam Mickiewicz Institute – ‘The 
Polish Culture in the World Programme’ 
was addressed to artists of all fields of art 
and creative industries as well as people 
involved in the dissemination and promotion 
of the Polish culture, supporting individual 
participation in events outside the country, 
including online ones. Electronic directory: 
Partners in Culture;

2) the Institute of Music and Dance – psycho-
logical advice for musicians and dancers; law 
advice; knowledge base on the possibilities 
of obtaining support; Professional Dancers 
Retraining Programme;

3) the Zbigniew Raszewski Theatre Institute – 
support for theatres that will present their 
activities under the banner of the Public Theatre 
Day on the Internet32; advising on the protection 
of authors’ rights and aid programmes;

4) the National Institute of Museology and 
Collection Protection – a review of grant 
competitions;

5) the Polish Radio National Symphony Or-
chestra – support for local artists/musicians/
performers representing various musical 
disciplines and types by providing them with 
opportunities to work; concert and performance 
fees for concerts in the open air;

6) the Polish Music Foundation – action di rected 
to the organisers of live broadcast music events 
online or the premieres and retransmissions 
of previously recorded materials;

7) the Polish Musical Publishers [Pol. Polskie 
Wydawnictwa Muzyczne] – a project called 
TUTTI.pl aimed at supporting the performance 

 32 Support in the amount of 7 thousand PLN (1,8 thousand 
USD) was given to 103 public theatres in Poland (drama, 
music, puppet theatres). The funds were to be allocated 
for employees of theatres working on the presentation 
of theatres on the Internet as part of the Public Theatre 
Day (Instytut Teatralny, 2021).
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of the Polish music; a discount of 70% of the fee 
for borrowing performance materials;

8) the Association of Artists & Performers 
of mu sical and verbal-musical works 
‘SAWP’ – advance payment towards future 
royal ties; loans granted for 1 year with the 
possibility of extension; non-returnable, one-
off, permanent, or timely aid payments for 
performers who are members of the SAWP 
in difficult life or professional situations;

9) the Copyright Polska Authors and Pub-
lishers Association – distributing and paying 
Polish publishers the revenues from rights 
accumulated in 2019 – over 8,27 million 
PLN (2,12 million USD) for national book 
publishers, music, and cartographic prints 
and press publishers;

10) the ZAiKS Authors’ Association – scholar-
ships and grants from the Creative Support 
Fund;

11) the Literary Union – social support (1 thou-
sand PLN (256 USD)) for writers who found 
themselves in a difficult financial situation as 
a result of the pandemic;

12) the Zachęta – National Gallery of Art – 
the transformations of projects implemented 
as part of the Visual Arts programme, taking 
place in galleries, museums, and various other 
spaces into those that could be implemented 
online;

13) the Association of Polish Stage Artists – 
help for artists who are not employed full-
time and who find themselves in the most 
difficult life situation;

14) the STOART Artists’ Union – the promotion 
of the artistic activity of the members of the 
organisation; one-off non-returnable allowances 
(up to 2,5 thousand PLN (641 USD)) granted to 
STOART members in a difficult life situation.

Support for the auditorium culture sector was 
also offered by individual local governments at 
the level of communes, poviats, and voivodeships 
(see Ministry of Culture and National Heritage, 
2021e). The examples include:

1) the City of Gdańsk – ‘Cultural Scholarship 
of the City of Gdańsk’ paid monthly in the 
amount of 2,6 thousand PLN (666 USD) 
gross for a creative process lasting up to 
6 months, tool budget of 700 thousand PLN 
(180 thousand USD) (Urząd Miasta Gdańska, 
2020); small grants for NGO’s (10 thousand 
PLN (2,5 thousand USD) each); the Gdańsk 
Publishing Fund – purchase of the book and 
music-related publications (publications about 
Gdańsk and Pomerania, the broadly understood 
humanities, books for children);

2) the City of Gdynia – ‘The Breakwater for 
Culture’ programme created from two pillars: 
‘Gdynia Culture joins forces’ and support 
for NGO’s; competitions for art projects and 
cultural activities in the city; legal advice on 
the implementation of cultural projects during 
the epidemic (Redakcja portalu Gdynia.pl, 
2020);

3) the City of Katowice – ‘The Katowice Pa -
ckage for Culture’ as a support programme 
for Katowice-based cultural creators, non-
governmental organisations, and other entities 
operating in the field of culture, with a budget 
of 0,5 million PLN (128 thousand USD). 
The mechanism included – among others 
exemptions from rent and rubbish fees for 
entities conducting cultural activity in municipal 
premises and financial cooperation with the 
city – the enabling of the implementation 
of tasks online or at a later date. The ‘Katowice 
Entrepreneur Package 2.0+’ programme – 
exemptions from rent payments, exemptions 
from lease payments, redemption, spreading 
into instalments or deferring the deadline for 
paying real estate tax at the individual request 
of the entrepreneur, exemptions from fees for 
waste disposal (Urząd Miasta Katowice, 2020; 
Romańczyk, 2020);

4) the City of Kraków – a package of activities 
supporting the ‘Resilient Culture; programme 
worth 12 million PLN (3 million USD). The 
intervention and support were provided to both 
individual authors and animators as well as 
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non-governmental organisations, institutions, 
representatives of the most important creative 
sectors, including music and audiovisual 
producers, the visual arts sector, the film sector, 
and the book industry (Miasto Kraków, 2020); 
purchase of works worth 250 thousand PLN 
(64 thousand USD) – creative activities were 
purchased (not yet presented, not published or 
disseminated) in the field of artistic creation and 
activities related to the promotion of culture, 
in particular: visual arts, film, theatre, music, 
dance, literature, animation culture, and cultural 
and artistic education (Krakowskie Forum 
Kultury, 2020);

5) the City of Łódź – the ‘Healthy Culture’ 
programme based on three pillars: ‘Grants for 
culture – Łódź supports artists’ (500 thousand 
PLN (128 thousand USD)), ‘Cultugrants 
2.0’ – a programme of the Łódź Event Centre 
(1 million PLN (256 thousand USD)), ‘Culture 
Pass and rent for 1 PLN’ per month for April 
and May 2020 in municipal commercial 
premises for creative studios (institutions, 
clubs, companies, and creators related to 
culture) (Macias, 2020);

6) the City of Poznań – the ‘Poznań Supports’ 
package consisting of the ‘Take-away Culture’ 
competition, additional recruitment for small 
grants, creative scholarship programme, soli-
darity programmes, cultural environment 
research (Urząd Miasta Poznania, 2020);

7) the City of Sopot – cultural grants awarded by 
the city in 2020 were not withheld (postponing 
deadlines, transferring the implementation 
method to the Internet), scholarships for 
individual authors up to 5 thousand PLN 
(1,28 thousand USD), maintaining orders for 
publications, lowering the costs of the studios 
(amount for monthly rent in May: 1 PLN per 
m2), subsidies for cultural institutions, legal 
emergency for artists (Urząd Miasta Sopotu, 
2020a); the ‘Book on the phone’ action – 
purchase of books by the city for libraries 
in local bookstores (Urząd Miasta Sopotu, 
2020b);

8) the City of Warsaw – the ‘Mobile in Culture’ 
programme (1 million PLN (256 thousand 
USD)) – competition of offers for non-go -
vern mental organisations to support people 
of culture. The ‘Favourite bookstore in War -
saw’ programme – an initiative dedicated to 
individual and stationary bookstores and/
or second-hand bookstores (prize pool of 
40 thousand PLN (10,2 thousand USD));

9) the City of Wrocław – the ‘Wrocław Pub-
lishing Programme’ – supporting literacy 
works of Wrocław-based authors at the stage 
of their creation and in the process of making 
it available to the public – the total budged 
was 132 thousand PLN (33,8 thousand USD); 
one-time aid for one artist – 2,2 thousand PLN 
(564 USD) gross (Culture Zone Wrocław, 
2021); the Wrocław Social Intervention Prog-
ramme – artists who rented their studios 
from the city for activities related to culture 
and art, from March 13th, 2020 until the 
end of the epidemic paid a symbolic rent 
(1% of the fees from before the pandemic). 
The package of scholarships for artists was 
extended in 2020. The total amount of planned 
and new funds allocated for this purpose was 
approximately 1.4 million PLN (359 thousand 
USD) (Redakcja www.wroclaw.pl, 2020);

10) the Pomorskie Voivodeship – scholarships 
for creators of culture from the budget of 
the voivodeship government (for people 
involved in artistic creation, the promotion 
of culture, the care of historic monuments) 
in the maximum amount of 5 thousand PLN 
(1,28 thousand USD) gross (paid once) – 
the total competition budget was 200 thousand 
PLN (51,3 thousand USD) (Samorząd Woje-
wództwa Pomorskiego, 2020).

The above aid mechanisms were supported by 
the EU offer under the Creatives Unite platform, 
with loan guarantees for the creative sector offered 
by the Polish Development Bank [Pol. Bank 
Gospodarstwa Krajowego, BGK] and liquidity 
loans for entrepreneurs from the European Regional 
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Development Fund (ERDF) (Ministry of Culture 
and National Heritage, 2021f).

In addition, on April 27th, 2020, the Council 
of Ministers adopted the Ad hoc Support Programme 
for NGOs in the field of counteracting the effects 
of COVID-19, worth 10 million PLN (2,56 million 
USD), as a mechanism to support the institutional 
existence of civil-society organisations and their 
activities related to counteracting COVID-1933. 
The programme manager was the National Insti-
tute of Freedom – Centre for Civil Society De -
velopment (Ministry of Culture and National 
Heritage, 2021h)34.

Art colleges have also taken action in response 
to the pandemic. They offered help in various forms 
for students, doctoral candidates, and academic 
staff35 (Ministry of Culture and National Heritage 
(2021i).

 33 Resolution No. 48/2020 of the Council of Ministers 
of April 27th, 2020 on the adoption of a programme to 
support the development of civil society called “Ad hoc 
support programme for non-governmental organisations 
in counteracting the effects of COVID-19” (RM-111-47-
20); Act of March 2nd, 2020, on special solutions related to 
the prevention, counteraction and combating of COVID-19, 
other infectious diseases and crisis situations caused by 
them (Journal of Laws of 2020, item 374, as amended); 
Act of September 15th, 2017, on the National Freedom 
Institute – Centre for Civil Society Development (Journal 
of Laws no. 2017, item 1909, as amended).
 34 It envisaged the following priorities: supporting 
activities as a supplement to the tasks of public admi-
nistration, the aim of which was to counteract COVID-19 
in local communities and the safety of NGOs, including 
the implementation of activities that had to be stopped 
by the epidemic, the implementation of activities that 
would enable the organisation to continue to function 
and purchase the equipment and materials necessary for 
the implementation of the above activities, as well as renting 
a seat or premises for the implementation of activities. 
The maximum amount of subsidy in the first priority was 
50 thousand PLN, and in the second – 40 thousand PLN 
(NIW, 2021).
 35 It took the form of student allowances, deferred 
payments for educational services, and payments for 
using the Student Dormitory, as well as psychological 
support, reductions and exemptions from fees, etc. The 
value of one-time support was from 1 thousand PLN to 

Conclusion

 From the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the government of the Republic of Poland included 
the operations of the entities in the auditorium 
culture sector in the spectrum of activities potentially 
threatening public health and creating a risk 
of negative impact on the achievement of the goals 
and results of the anti-pandemic policy. Hence, 
during the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
it leaded the policy of lockdowns, restrictions, 
periods of reopening of this sector, and state aid. 
This policy could be, in general, named the policy 
for the hibernation of the auditorium culture sector. 
Public authorities in Poland wanted the institutions, 
enterprises, and creators in the auditorium culture 
sector to survive the pandemic period, because they 
took action aimed at it (behavioural evidence).

It is significant that the monitoring done by 
the Ministry of Culture and National Heritage 
confirmed that the auditorium culture institutions 
operating under the sanitary regime were not sources 
of COVID-19 outbreaks during the defrosting and 
reopening periods in the first year of the pandemic. 
This is an important piece of evidence for any next 
epidemic situation. When organising the work 
of the entities in the auditorium culture sector in an 
epidemic situation, one should remember about 
the sanitary regime (distances, masks, disinfection, 
clean air) and about the fact that the risk differs 
in different types of institutions – the situation 
in a museum is not equal to that of a theatre, and 
the situation in one specific cinema differs from 
that in another cinema.
1) The most important conclusions of the conduct -

ed ana lysis are as follows:
2) In the Republic of Poland during the first year 

of the COVID-19 pandemic, seven phases 
of the Polish government’s policy towards 
the auditorium culture sector as an element 
of its anti-pandemic policy can be distinguished.

2 thousand PLN (from 256 USD to 512 USD) (Ministry 
of Culture and National Heritage, 2021i).
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3) From March 13th, 2020, the government of 
the Republic of Poland introduced a complete 
ban on the activity of entities in the auditorium 
culture sector and directed state aid to the sector 
as part of aid for the entire economy starting 
from March 31st, 2020 (Anti-Crisis Shield 1.0, 
and then further intervention tools).

4) The Polish government implemented two 
types of state aid for the auditorium culture 
sector: firstly, mostly through the model of 
the universal distribution of public funds, 
and secondly, through the selective model 
of distributing public funds.

5) The aid for the institutions and creators in the 
auditorium culture sector in Poland during 
the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic was 
provided by the central government, local 
governments, non-governmental organisations 
(sectoral NGO’s), public cultural institutions, 
and artistic schools.
The authors formulated the following recom-

mendations as to what needs to be done:
1) conducting a full assessment and evaluation 

of the intervention taken in the auditorium 
culture sector;

2) improving the mechanisms of crisis management 
(especially for pandemic situation) and the 
mechanism of coordination of public decisions 
taken at all levels of implementing policies 
towards the auditorium culture sector;

3) designing scenarios of responses to various 
types of threats, fitted with reactive instruments, 
the roles of institutions, and individual state 
services;

4) developing guidelines addressed to all parti-
cipants of the process of providing services 
in the auditorium culture sector, guaranteeing 
the safety of providing such services also during 
the disclosure of a threat comparable in its socio-
economic effects to the COVID-19 pandemic;

5) establishing a Crises Council by the Minister 
of Culture and National Heritage, which would 
monitor and work out adequate solutions related 
to all types of threats in the area of culture 
and national heritage, and which would be 

in constant contact and communication with 
cultural institutions, organisations, enterprises, 
and creators.
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