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We have little resources, but during the Soviet era we did not have any services, so we
should not complain. (Estonian social worker)

The social assistance is big enough for dying, but too small for living.
(Estonian social worker)

The state leaves the problems to the municipalities. The municipalities have very
limited resources, and cannot provide the range of social services they are expected to.
(Latvian social worker)

We used to think that we had too little resource, but this has in fact changed to the
better. In our office we have enough manpower, but many people quit because of the
low wages.
(Norwegian social worker)

Social work is exciting, interesting and a lot happens.
(Estonian social worker)

I like the contact with people; the jungle of problems is a challenge.
(Estonian social worker)

We will not create a welfare state but a welfare society. The state cannot take the whole
responsibility.
(Marju Lauristin)

We will develop a welfare society, but we do not want to copy the welfare monsters that
our Nordic neighbours have developed.
(Mart Laar)
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Preface
The aim of this report is to sum up the project “Social exclusion and social policy in the Baltic
countries”. This project ran for 3 years and was an interesting and stimulating process.  The
present report is an attempt at describing this process.

The content of the report is based on quotes or
summaries of papers produced during the project
period. Consequently a large section is based on
quotes from other researchers and excerpts from their
writings. Avo Trumm, Dagmar Kutsar, Riina Kiik,
Zane Lo a, Anette Brunovskis and Tone Fløtten have
all been part of the research team and I want to thank
them for their co-operation and support. Aadne
Aasland must be specially mentioned. In addition to
his academic contributions, he has also been the
project manager and supervisor. Thanks also to Stein
Ringen for inspiration and input, particularly during
the first phases of the project.

The paragraph on structural shifts in Estonia is an
excerpt from a paper written by Dagmar Kutsar and
Avo Trumm. Zane Lo a and Aadne Aasland wrote
the case study of a Latvian county.  Avo Trumm and
Dagmar Kutsar also wrote the case study of two
Estonian counties. Anette Brunovskis is responsible
for the paper on women’s employment. Aadne
Aasland and Tone Fløtten wrote the article on ethnic
dimensions. The rest of the paragraphs are based on
papers where I myself have been involved in the
writing, either alone or in collaboration with other
members of the research team. All paragraphs contain
a reference to the paper it is based on, including a
mention of the authors. As a consequence of the fact
that this report is based on the work of a number of
authors, the report mirrors the nuances in the views
of the authors. When editing the summary I have
done nothing to tone down these kinds of
disagreements. I am, however, responsible for the
excerpts and the editing. If some of the other authors
do not recognise their points in the text, I am the
one to blame.

The format of this report is to some extent an
experiment. We have tried to present the results from
a diverse and long lasting project in a short format.
Thanks to the publishing department at Fafo for the
good job in producing the book. Jon Lahlum had
the idea to the format of the presentation. Olav André
Manum has done a great job with adding intros and
improving the language.

A list of the relevant reports and papers produced
during the project period are to be found in Appendix
1. More information on the “Baltsoc” project can be
found on the following web-address: http://
www.fafo.no/baltsoc/index.htm

It has been quite a privilege to work with these issues.
The contacts and co-operation with Baltic researchers
and academics have been an important experience,
both personally and professionally. My thankfulness
should be extended to the respondents, focus group
participants and everybody else who has assisted us
in collecting our data. The project has now reached
its final phase. This report is based on a paper that
was presented at a seminar in Pärnu in March 2002.

The project was funded by the Research Council of
Norway. We have recently got the message that we
have got funding for a new co-operation project
between Tartu University, University of Latvia and
Fafo. We are looking forward to further co-operation
in this field of research.

Oslo February 2003

Arne Grønningsæter
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The Tartu University – Fafo cooperation
The collaboration between researchers from The Fafo Institute for Applied Social Science
and researchers from the different Baltic States is more than a decade old.

The project
Ten years after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the main structures of a new social policy
are more or less established in the Baltic countries. But under which influences and at what
costs were these policies developed, and how do they affect people’s lives on a local as well
as individual level?

The cooperation between Fafo and researchers in the
Baltic countries started in the late 1980s. The core
projects in this Baltic-Norwegian collaboration are
the living condition surveys conducted in Lithuania
in 1990, in the three Baltic States and two regions in
Russia in 1994 and in Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania
in 19991 (see Aasland and Tyldum 2000, Aasland et
al 1997a, Aasland and Cesnuityte 1997b,. Dietz
1996, Grøgaard 1996, Aasland 1996). One of Fafo’s
main partners in the Baltic region since 1993 has
been the Unit of Family Studies at Tartu University.

The project “Social exclusion and social policy in
the Baltic countries” has run for three years and was
concluded with a seminar in Pärnu in March 2002.
The project is carried out in co-operation between
the Tartu University (TU) and the Fafo Institute for
Applied Social Science. The Tartu team has consisted
of researchers from the Unit of Family Studies and
from the Unit for Social Work Education. A Latvian
researcher  has taken part in the research and co-
ordinated the contacts with relevant partners in
Latvia.

The project called “Social policy and social exclusion
in the Baltic countries” started in 1999. The aim of
the project was to provide new insights into social
politics in the Baltic countries by analysing the impact
of the respective countries’ social policies on the living
conditions of households and individuals. We have
been looking at the overall tendencies in social policy
development in Estonia and Latvia, their decision-
making processes, the role of the different actors and
the implementation of the new policies.

We had three aims:
• To look at how decisions on social policy are

reached in a Baltic context
• To describe the actual policy development and

implementation
• To analyse the impact of a given social policy on

living conditions of individuals and households.

The project started with a broad assessment of the
social policy systems of Estonia and Latvia. Ten years
after the collapse of the Soviet Union the main
structures of a new social policy are more or less
established in the Baltic countries. The movement
towards integration into the family of European
welfare states has taken place remarkably fast. In
retrospect it is clear that the negotiations for joining
the European Union sped up this process even more.
This new situation has created a number of challenges
in the sphere of social policies.

A general assessment of the results from the first phase
of the project identified a core problem in social policy
reform in the countries of Estonia and Latvia, namely
how national policies and legislation were im-
plemented on the municipal, local or regional level.
From the beginning this was a central issue for the
team at Tartu University. Against this background

1 The Norbalt projects are presented at the following web-site: http://www.fafo.no/norbalt/index.htm
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we decided to look more thoroughly at the situation
in two counties in Estonia and one in Latvia and
some municipalities in both counties. Additional
issues have emerged through this process. One has

been the gender dimension, another the ethic
dimension and a third the professionalisation of social
work.

Methods
The combination of interviews and survey data provided us with the opportunity to move
beyond rules and regulations and discuss the actual implementation of social policies, income
maintenance systems and social services in the two countries.

The approach in this study has been that of case
studies. The reports contain a series of case studies,
dealing with different levels and issues of social policy
in the two countries. The methodological challenges
have been complex, at least on two levels. First and
foremost we have the problem of case studies. They
give limited scope for generalisation. On the other
hand they provide opportunities for more in-depth
analyses. Secondly there is a basic methodological
problem linked to the comparative aspects of the
project. Language limitations were problems in semi-
structured interviews as well as in focus groups. We
have tried to minimize these problems through a
pragmatic division of labour among the researchers.
The present study is based on four sources of data
and information:

Semi-structured interviews
with politicians, ministry officials, insurance company
employees, representatives of NGOs, municipal
officials, social workers, social scientists and
representatives of the social partners. The people we
interviewed all deal with social policies in their
professional lives, but from different angles and
perspectives. We deliberately chose a wide selection
of informants with experiences from different aspects
of policy formulation and implementation. In this
way we wanted to secure obtaining information from
people with different perspectives and possibly
different views on the more controversial issues. The
method was used during the first phase of the project,

i.e. during the general analysis of the income
maintenance systems of Estonia and Latvia. We used
an identical interview guide in both countries.2 The
semi-structured interview method was also the one
employed when interviewing experts and municipal
officials in the municipal case studies. In these last
interviews we used the issues from the focus group
guide as an interview guide.

Focus group interviews with social workers
The guide for the focus groups was developed at a
joint working seminar for the research group. We
conducted four focus group interviews, two in
Estonia, one in Latvia and one in Norway. The focus
groups stand as the main source of information for
the “municipal phase” of the study. The interviews
concentrated on the relationship between the state
and the local levels of administration concerning the
implementation of social policies. The Norwegian
focus group in Oslo was mainly used for the purpose
of adding a comparative aspect to the discussion on
the development of social work.

Assessment of laws, public documents and
papers presenting Baltic social policy
The language barrier put up some real limitations on
the Norwegian group’s ability to read public
documents, although the Norwegian team also
consisted of people with working skills in Latvian.
On the Estonian side, however, we were completely

2 The interview guide can be found on the following internet address: http://www.fafo.no/pub/rapp/665/app2.htm
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dependent on the Estonian researchers for documents
that were not written in or translated into English or
Scandinavian.

Data from the Norbalt living condition
studies
in Estonia and Latvia in and 1999 have been an
important source throughout all phases of the project.3

(see Aasland et al 1997a, Aasland and Cesnuityte
1997b,. Dietz 1996, Grøgaard 1996). These surveys,
called Norbalt I and II, contain data on a wide range
of dimensions regarding living conditions. More than
3,000 households were interviewed in each country
and the surveys covered information on more than
7,000 individuals in these households. The Norbalt
surveys contain detailed information on household
and individual incomes. In our study we use this
information to assess the impact of government
transfers to the distribution and redistribution of
resources between different segments of the
population.

The combination of interviews and survey data
provided us with the opportunity to move beyond
rules and regulations and discuss the actual
implementation of social policies, income main-
tenance systems and social services in the two
countries.

The “Baltsoc” project itself has turned out to be a
fascinating process. We started out as a group of
academics with a number questions about social
policy as a framework for distribution of resources in
a given society. Through interviews and focus groups
we came close to social workers and administrators
and this eventually enabled us to present our findings
for a group of Estonian, Latvia and Norwegian social
workers. The aim of the present paper is to reflect the
dialogue with the social workers. The process has
hopefully brought us closer to the realities the social
policies in the countries covered have left us with.
We also entertain some hopes that our projects have
contributed to creating an atmosphere of a mutual
exchange of ideas and knowledge among project users
and informants.

3 The Norbalt projects are presented at the following web-site: http://www.fafo.no/norbalt/index.htm
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Structural shifts: Estonia4

Since her liberation from the Soviet Union, Estonia has gone through radical political and
economic changes. These changes have taken their toll on the population. So much so that
nearly half of the population do in fact live below the poverty line or under the immediate
risk of falling below this line. What does this mean in terms of well-being for the people,
and how does it affect social policy development?

The paper “Structural Shifts” was written as the first
background document of the project. It focuses on
the high social cost of social and political reform in
Estonia as well as in all other countries of Eastern
Europe. The deterioration of economic and social
resources has led to losses in objective and subjective
well-being. As a result, almost one fifth of the
population, that is people belonging to the most
vulnerable groups in Estonia, lives below the poverty
line and is consequently highly dependent on the
country’s social welfare schemes. A second fifth lives
under the risk of falling below the determined poverty
line (Poverty reduction… 1999). The country is
experiencing an increase in poverty and inequality.
This, combined with decreasing social and political
participation, has replaced the experience of overall
solidarity and social integration.

Rapid changes
Estonia’s social protection system has seen rapid
changes, not least because of new emerging social
problems, changes in ideology as well as politics and
finally serious economic constraints.

The paper attempts at contributing to an expansion
of social policy research in Estonia. It concentrate
mainly on the analysis of structural shifts in the system
of social assistance and aim at evaluating the efficiency
of changes introduced to increase the economic
coping capacities of the least advanced groups of
society. The authors have set themselves the following
tasks in this chapter:

• To determine the main preconditions for a refor-
mation of the social protection system;

• To provide a systematic description of the format-
ion and re-formation of the institutional set-up
of the social protection system in general, and the
social assistance system in particular;

• To analyse the impact of social assistance provi-
sions on the welfare of vulnerable groups;

• To outline the main hardships and shortages for
the program of targeted social benefits.

The system of social protection in Estonia is still
under development. Compared to family benefits
or pension schemes, which are relatively stable and
well functioning, the organisation of social assistance
has remained rather chaotic.

The aims, tasks and functions
The executors of Estonia’s social policy need a
systematic understanding of the aims, tasks and
functions of social protection in a troublesome socio-
economic situation. Important questions they need
to ask themselves are for instance: What are the means
and ends of the different security schemes? How is a
smooth ‘role division’ between different measures to
be reached? What could be achieved through
implementing universal benefits and services? Should
some benefits be means tested and if yes, which ones?
The actors in the field of social policy in Estonia still
pay insufficient attention to the fiscal analysis of the
measures decided upon. This analysis should include
questions like “What is the effect of a particular
measure in money-terms?” We still know too little
about administrative costs, expenses related to
targeting errors and ‘latent costs’ caused by the
decreased motivation and increased passivity of the
client.

4 This paragraph refers to Fafo-paper 2002:1. Trumm, A., Structural shifts in providing social assistance: Response to changing living
conditions in Estonia
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Four dimensions5

Privatisation creates a new social situation. In a capitalist society everybody must earn his
keep by selling his labour. Which social policy will have the best redistributive effect? Do
people trust the system, or do they have good reasons for not trusting it in Estonia as well as
Latvia? These are some of the central topics we discuss in detail with the four dimensions of
public or private responsibility, the labour market connection, distribution – redistribution
and accountability as the main focus of attention.

Two of the project-reports present a basic overview
over the Estonian as well as the Latvian income
maintenance systems. The two cases are described
and analysed with four dimensions as the main focus
of attention. The four dimensions are

• public or private responsibility
• labour market connection
• distribution – redistribution
• accountability.

Public or private responsibility?
Privatisation has been singled out as one of the main
aims in the economical restructuring of the Baltic
countries. This creates a new social situation. One
aspect of this new development is seen in the
interconnection between the privatisation of the
economy and the market on the one hand and the
development of a social policy and an income
maintenance system on the other. The introduction
of a social policy in such a situation will obviously
have an impact on the division of responsibility
between the state, the municipalities, the non-
governmental organisations, the market, the family
and the individual.

However, by focusing exclusively on the public/private
dichotomy, we run the risk of oversimplifying the
issue. Getting a full picture of the system implies a
necessary look at the division of labour and the
relationships between the local, regional and central
authorities.

The division of responsibility
In the private sector, the division of responsibility
between the market, civil society, the family and the
individual is quite essential for understanding the
different elements of the development of a social
policy. Among other things, the level of public benefits
will have a significant influence on the importance
of private schemes. Furthermore, the division between
public (mostly municipal) and private (mostly
charitable) social assistance is also an important aspect.

In the former socialist and Soviet countries the
transfers to clients were based on allowances and
subsidies.  These transfers were state managed
(Wiktorow 1992). There are great differences between
the former Soviet bloc countries as to the speed with
which their privatisation processes have been
implemented as well as in their views as to which
social services should be covered by the public
authorities on different levels. Here we discuss the
respective roles the public and private sectors play in

The paper did not touch upon the issues of
professionalism, democratic dialogue between
different actors, the beliefs and values of providers
and recipients. These are factors that have more or
less of an impact on the final result of social protection
— increase in welfare. These issues are still

undiscovered areas of social policy analysis, and should
be carefully studied in the future. The main
conclusion in this paper points to the need for more
research and development of knowledge in the field
of social policy in Estonia.

5 This paragraph refers to Fafo-paper 1999:21 A. Grønningsæter, Social Policy in Transition – Income Maintenece in Estonia
compared with Norway. And Fafo-paper 2001:9, A. Grønningsæter,, A. Aasland og Z. Lo a “We all agree, but no-one is
grateful”. Developments of the income maintenance system in Latvia.
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Estonia and Latvia with regards to social insurance as
well as the social assistance system.

Labour market connection
The link between the individual’s labour market
position and his or her access to social transfers is one
of the main characteristics dividing the different
welfare state models. Esping-Andersen (1990)
describes three welfare regimes and uses the concept
of de-commodification as one of his main criteria for
differentiating between them. The word is employed
as a description of the level of the individual’s
dependency on selling his or her workforce on the
market. The distribution of resources in capitalist
societies is based on the principle of everyone earning
his keep by selling his labour. It follows as a logical
consequence that important differences in income
maintenance systems are linked to the individual’s
position on the labour market.

Re-commodification
Social assistance benefits are means tested, and
consequently independent of previous work
experience. The concept of re-commodification has
been used by several authors to describe the increased
use of activation or active measures as a condition for
means tested social assistance. The same term is also
being used to describe the increased use of active
labour market policies (Lødemel 1997) A frequent
criticism levelled against the present welfare states is
their lack of work incentive. This criticism has met
with a varied range of responses, for example tighter
eligibility, cutbacks in benefits, active labour market
measures, and workfare,6 the idea being that these
responses will force the recipient of social benefits
back onto the labour market. This increased use of
active measures can be understood as a new paradigm
in social policy-making. (Gilbert1999). To what
extent has these international developments
influenced the development of a social policy in
transitional countries like Estonia and Latvia? This is
a central question, as the use of so-called active
measures will influence both the generosity of the
system and the labour market connection to the

schemes. Over the last few years the European Union
has actively promoted active labour market measures,
e.g. in the Union’s various programmes for increased
employment.

Distribution – Redistribution
The economic problems and the increased level of
poverty in transitional countries, such as Estonia and
Latvia, make the question of the distributive and
redistributive effects of income maintenance schemes
acute. The welfare state creates a framework for the
distribution and redistribution of society’s resources.
The different income maintenance systems are
cornerstones in these distributional mechanisms.
There are several dimensions to the distributional
mechanisms, e.g. the dimensions of economic
resources, gender, age (distribution between
generations) and region. In Estonia and Latvia, with
large ethnic minorities, it is even possible to talk of
an ethnic dimension.

Redistribution
A pension system with income based input and flat
rate output has a relatively high level of redistributive
effect. In a system where input as well as output is
based on income, or where output is purely based on
input, social and economical differences are kept up.
As the name implies a universalistic system represents
a certain level of redistribution purely because of the
simple fact that it reaches everybody. An individual
insurance system has necessarily less of a redistributive
effect than a tax-based system that covers all citizens.
Clasen (1997) argues that social insurance
programmes in most European countries are
reproducing the inequalities of the labour market.
He also claims that they represent a horizontal rather
than a vertical redistribution of income. Furthermore
he maintains that most of these systems are ridden
by the internal conflict between status maintenance
and solidarity. Families with children and elderly
people are usually at the highest risk of poverty. The
income maintenance systems aim at reducing the risks
that are linked to the different phases of life.

6 By workfare we mean that contribution by work is a condition for receiving social assistance benefits.
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Means-tested social assistance
Means-tested social assistance systems must
necessarily work in a different way. Contributions
are all paid through taxes and are meant to cover
those groups with the lowest income – the poor. The
system is intended to have a certain level of re-
distributive effect. Since social assistance schemes
work as the last safety net, the level of and access to
pension schemes have consequences for the role the
social assistance has to play in a society. The relation
between social insurance and social assistance affects
the distributive results of the income maintenance
system.

Accountability
When talking about the dimension of accountability,
we mean to what extent do the people trust the system,
and whether or not they have reasons for trusting it.
The question of reliability is linked to the sustainability,
the efficiency and the eligibility of the system.

For historical reasons one would expect that the
experiences of the post-communist countries would
lead to a lack of trust in state driven services. Had
this been the case, we might have seen serious
objections to the domineering role of the state in the
welfare sector in the countries in question. However,
for precisely the same historical reason, i.e. the
experience of the communist state, the population
would have learnt to expect that what is needed at
least for basic existence should be secured by the state.
It is difficult to see how the political institutions of
these transitional countries that are described as
“fragile and poor societies”, should be able to meet
these expectations (Kapstein 1997).

The crisis of expectations
One problem for the western welfare state is said to
be that people’s expectations surpass what the welfare
state is able to deliver. This is the so-called crisis of
expectations. In the former communist countries
people tend to compare their living conditions with
those of the western economies, and therefore see a
connection between market economy and high
standards of living. People will also compare their
present situation with the situation before the changes
from communism to western democracies, and
deteriorating living conditions will inevitably lead to
distrust. Equally, a slow improvement in living
conditions as well as growing social inequality will be
expected to have the same kind of impact. The
individual’s and the community’s experiences with
service delivery and the quality of the welfare
bureaucracy are important for a continued support
for a high level of welfare benefits and services in the
populace. Another issue linked to the accountability
of the welfare system is the level of benefits and
services. Do people in fact receive what they need
from the different agencies involved? Such questions
present obvious dilemmas for the politicians and
policy-makers in relatively poor countries like Latvia
and Esatonia where the expectations to service delivery
can be expected to be fairly high.

The reports from Estonia and Latvia emphasise
different aspects of these dimensions of the two
countries’ social policies. We aim at letting the coming
two chapters supplement each other, and
consequently the extract from the Estonian report
focuses on an on-going change processes while the
Latvian chapter points to an understanding of today’s
system in Latvia.

Social policy in transition: Estonia
Demographic changes will affect Estonia’s future economy and her ability to steer the
economic and welfare state developments in the desired direction. This fact will therefore
be decisive when social policies are hammered out. Other factors, such as the relationships
between local and central authorities and the relations between employer and employee,
will also be influential.
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Crime, unemployment and poverty are the most
important social problems in this country. A survey
mapping public opinion on social problems in Estonia
concludes that these problems are perceived as
endemic, dangerous, and in need of urgent resolution.
(Narusk 1998). Poverty is seen as an urgent problem,
and one would expect a high degree of support for
measures fighting poverty.

Demographical challenges
One of the biggest challenges to Estonian society in
general is the demographical trend. The birth rate is
presently so low that the number of inhabitants will
decrease dramatically in the coming years. This will
have an effect on the country’s ability to steer the
economic and welfare state developments in the
desired direction. One can therefore expect a heavy
emphasis on measures that will encourage families to
have more children.  A high priority on developing
the maternity leave system, benefits and support for
families with children is therefore to be expected. The
recently introduced “parental salary” is a good example
of this priority. The same demographical trends will
lead to a growing proportion of elderly people in
Estonia. One would therefore expect the politicians
to fear the expenses of too generous a pension system
and consequently to be somewhat careful in
developing the old age pension system. On the other
hand, in the political debates everybody seems to agree
that young families and the elderly are the worst off,
and should be given priority with the further
development of social policy.

The responsibility lies with the municipalities
The responsibility for social assistance and services
lies with the municipal authorities. The municipal
services are based on needs and are means-tested. As
the authorities are aiming at developing these services,
it is absolutely necessary to strengthen the qual-
ifications of those employed in the local services.

One of the main issues between the employers’ and
the employees’ organisations is the question of
payment of social benefits. Today, only the employers

pay the “social tax”. The employers quite naturally
want the workers to take their share of the payment
to the pension funds.

Estonian unemployment benefits are the lowest in
Europe. The unemployment benefits are one of the
obstacles towards membership in the EU. Changes
are therefore to be expected.7 There is a “gap” between
parts of the Estonian system and the EU “norm”:
Since Estonia is negotiating EU membership,
substantial efforts have been made to fill this gap.
The main problems are the absence of a
supplementary pension system (second pillar), low
unemployment benefits, and a weak system of work
accident and occupational disease benefits (Leppik
1999). Some of the expected changes will therefore
depend on the progress of the EU negotiations.

Changes and the dimensions of comparison
If a sustainable welfare system is to be built up,
Estonian authorities may have no choice but to move
in the direction of a less redistributive system.
Implementation of the 2nd pillar8 of the pension
system, new unemployment insurance, parental
salary, a growing insurance market and a growing
civil society are all issues that will change the public/
private mix in Estonian society. Seen with the glasses
of the present political climate in Estonia it is very
likely that this development will strengthen the private
sector. This will affect the profit oriented as well as
the non-profit oriented parts of the private sector.

Maintains established differences
With the implementation of the second pillar and
the expected strengthening of the third pillar, changes
in the redistributive function of the income
maintenance system are to be expected. The system
will become less redistributive and more similar to
the systems of Western Europe, systems that maintain
established differences in the labour market. The
authorities may not be left with much choice but to
move in this direction if a sustainable system is to be
secured. The connection to the labour market might

7 Please bear in mind that that this was written in 1999

8 The three pillars of the pension system is described in Barr (1994)
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change through an introduction of active labour
market policy. The implementation of the second
pillar, however, means strengthening the links between
pensions and the labour market in the sense that the
amount the individual will receive as pensions is
dependent on what he/she has made of economic
input into the system. If the universalistic pensions
and benefits are kept on a low level, we will see a less
de-commodified system.

Ability to deliver
The future accountability of the income maintenance
system will depend on at least two issues – the ability
to deliver and the stability of the system. A
professionalisation of the people operating the system
is necessary to enable the system to deliver according
to demands. Some of the benefits are at a very low
level. This might weaken the accountability; as the

system will not be efficient enough to sufficiently meet
people’s needs. The most important factor that will
secure accountability, however, is the strengthening
of the national economy. EU membership might
support sustainability in the system in two ways. The
first is the general strengthening of the economy. The
second is the necessity and probability of some kind
of convergence with the EU system – “the social
Europe”.

A new model?
The Estonian type of welfare mix is based on universal
benefits combined with different kinds of insurance.
What we see is a combination of marked economy
thinking and universalism, a mixture of Scandinavian
and American models - or the social democratic and
the liberal model (Esping Andersen 1990).

“We all agree”: Latvia
An analysis of the four dimensions under the Latvian system discloses a vulnerable social
security system. To mention but two of the four dimensions: There is a discrepancy between
what the municipalities are obliged to provide under the law and what they in fact can
afford to provide. Income maintenance is also a case in point. In Latvia this works as protection
against poverty, but the redistributional effects of the system will be weakened by the
implementation of the second pillar.

“We all agree, but no-one is grateful” is the title of
the paper dealing with a general assessment of income
maintenance system in Latvia. The title is a slightly
altered quote from one of the informants, and
describes what we came to experience as a widespread
attitude towards people’s or the clients’ approach to
social policy.

Divisions of roles and responsibility
A classic sociological model builds the basis of welfare
policy on three pillars; the state, the market and civil
society. The state – or public services –dominates the
welfare model of Latvia. We have not analysed the
informal service provision extensively, but it seems to
us that both market-based services and services
organised by civil society play a very limited role. To

get a more detailed picture we might divide the public
sector into two; the state and the municipal/regional
authorities.

 The private sector is divided into market, civil society
and family/community. The division of labour
between the state and the local level is very much
modelled on the Nordic/Scandinavian pattern.

Tiny municipalities
The Latvian municipalities are small and will in the
long run have problems with providing the services
people demand. The municipalities are responsible
for means-tested benefits and services. The formal
and legal premises for what the municipalities do,
are, however, to a high degree, centralised. Man-
agement rules, the level of the social benefits and the



18

guaranteed minimum income (GMI) are defined at
state level. Due to budgetary constraints, however,
the municipalities do not fulfil the obligations
stipulated by the law. In other words, they have some
freedom in setting the priority between the items in
the budget such as schools, administration and social
assistance.

They are also at liberty to prioritise internally within
the budget for social transfers administered by the
municipalities (between groups of the population –
the elderly vs. the unemployed, etc.). Municipalities
are thus responsible for providing services, but are at
the same time subject to centralised decision-making
procedures. The main topic of this analysis is income
maintenance. In an analysis of the relationship
between the state and the market, we see that the
pension system is publicly managed. The role of
NGOs seems to be limited, but is probably important
in caring for the most marginalized groups in Latvian
society. In principle the Latvian model is directed
towards the individual, but we have seen that in reality,
the Latvian family has a central role in income
maintenance. The income transfers are often
insufficient and not all the needy are eligible for
transfers.

Labour market connection
The implementation of the second pillar of the
pension system will increase the connection between
labour market position and pensions. At this stage
we do not see any development towards an important
role for labour market based schemes, supplementary
to the public schemes. At the municipal level the social
assistance system is to a large extent demanding
services in return for benefits. These measures are of
different kinds. In an international, comparative
perspective the way these measures are used in Latvia
represent a problematic part of the social policy. The
aims and ways of using activity-oriented measures
are not clear, and the lessons learned from the western
countries about problems with active measures have
not been taken into account.

Implications for distribution/redistribution
Measured by the Gini coefficient, the economic
differences in Latvia are relatively large. The Norbalt
data give a Gini coefficient in Latvia of 40 in 1999
(whereas e.g. the Norwegian was 25,6 in 1995 (SHD
1999). The Latvian income maintenance system
works as a shield against poverty, defined by relative
measures. It represents protection against relative
poverty, especially among the elderly. In this sense it
functions the same way as the western welfare states.
The redistributional effects will be weakened
somewhat when the second pillar is implemented.
The second pillar will increase the function of
maintaining income and at the same time protect
people from poverty.

Accountability
A volatile economy is the main reason for problems
linked to the accountability of the Latvian system. It
differs from the problems encountered in the
established welfare states, but is similar to those
experienced by other countries in transition. There
are pressures on the welfare states, and these Latvia
seems to have in common with other countries. The
pressures thus seem to be international. Two
demographic issues challenge the system; the growing
number of elderly and the decreasing birth rate. The
decreasing birth rate will in the long run lead to a
decrease in the population, and there is therefore an
urgent need for measures that give families incentives
to have more children9. The political system is
criticised for fostering distrust because of too many
changes. Instability and unpredictability have
prevailed. So even though the economic and
demographic pressures on welfare states are an
international phenomenon, these pressures are felt
to a higher degree in the transitional economies than
in most established welfare states. An implementation
of the second pillar of the pension system similar to
the Swedish model is likely to lead to a more
transparent system.

9 See Fafo-paper 2002:5, Brunovskis, A:, Opportunities and Choices. Women’s Employment and Family Change in Latvia in
the 1990s.
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Municipalities 3

During the second phase of the project
we studied three municipalities in
three regions of the two countries –
two in Estonia and one in Latvia. The
case studies are presented in this
chapter; the comparative aspects of
this part of the project are discussed
in chapter 5.
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Case study of a Latvian county10

Local municipalities receive only a fraction of the tax-payers’ money. But municipalities are
still expected to provide social benefits to the needy. Add to this a lack of social assistance
offices and social workers without relevant education in addition to a lack of communication
between central policymakers and local administrators, and you have a picture of the problems
faced by municipal social assistance in Latvia.

The district in question contains around 20
municipalities, including towns. Area-wise it is among
the smallest in Latvia. It is a typical Latvian district
along a number of parameters. The number of
inhabitants; their distribution across rural and urban
areas; their wages and the incomes of the
municipalities come close to what one would expect
to find in an average Latvian district. The district does
not include any big cities or any other obvious factors
that would influence the regional characteristics in
any significant manner. It does however, have a slightly
lower unemployment-rate and is demographically a
little less burdened than the average Latvian county.

Tax-money is the financial source
Social assistance as it is understood in Latvia is
composed of social benefits, social care and social
rehabilitation. Social assistance is currently provided
both by the state and the municipalities. However,
the municipalities receive only a small fraction of
Latvia’s taxes, and the duties of social assistance left in
the care of the municipalities must be financed from
municipal budgets and the tax money the
municipalities receive. The state benefits, however,
are targeted to certain groups of inhabitants rather
than needy people. In certain cases such as foster
families and guardianships, the finance is provided
by the state while the provision of the service is left to
the municipality.

Many municipalities have not yet established any
social assistance offices. Only a small minority of the
social workers in the country have relevant
professional education, but many of to-day’s social
workers are currently undergoing training in courses.
Our case study shows that there is a lack of

communication between the policy making level, or
governmental level, and the local municipalities. The
exchange of information and feedback between the
Ministry of Welfare and the local municipalities does
not function. The local politicians and social workers
see themselves as facing a situation where centrally
made decisions bear no consideration for the local
environment.

Insufficient funding
We have not been able to identify any clear source of
finance for the different types of social assistance. In
our case, the insufficient financing of the system was
an acute problem faced by the heads of the
municipalities and the social workers in rural areas as
well as the town municipalities. The local politicians
held the opinion that the municipal budget was
insufficient to finance the kinds of social assistance
the law provided for. The question of how much
financial contribution the local municipalities would
need to be able to provide a reasonable level of social
assistance services, however, remains open. No
threshold minimum level or any other benchmark
has yet been determined.

The development of social assistance parallel to the
development of social benefits was observed only in
the town municipalities. In the rural municipalities,
the social workers found it difficult to find sufficient
funding to provide basic social assistance. The social
assistance provided by the local municipalities does
not fully meet the municipal obligations under the
national law. Each of the municipalities in our study
had developed local regulations that were considered
better fit to municipal interests and capabilities. It
was local regulations that set the framework for the

10 This paragraph refers to Fafo paper 2002:2, Zane Lo a and Aadne Aasland, From a Local Perspective: Social Assistance and
Social Work in Latvia.,
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provision of social assistance in the municipalities,
not national ones.  Local regulations differ across the
municipal borders, thus there is no real equality in
the inhabitants possibilities to receive social benefits.
Except for provision of home help that we found to
be universally available, additional forms of social care
were only available at the town municipality. Social
rehabilitation components were not visible on the
level of local regulations, nor were they provided in
reality. It should also be noted, however, that social
care and social rehabilitation are vaguely defined on
the national level as well.

Disagreement between social workers and
local politicians
The ”umbrella style” of the national law, debates over
the funding of assistance and the intention to
decentralize the system are all elements that delegate
considerable power and authority for the development
of social assistance on the local level to local politicians.
Apart from the recipients of social benefits, the people
who most acutely felt the local politics’ and local
politicians’ influence on the provision of social
assistance, were the social workers of the focus group.
Unsurprisingly, the views and opinions of the social
workers and the politicians were often different.

The provision of social assistance in the town
municipality was more uniform and standardized
than in any of the rural municipalities. Local social
assistance (mostly benefits) tends to support the
disabled and the elderly, especially lonely elderly
people as well as children. The benefits less frequently
reach needy families or families from a social risk
group. The various municipalities, however, prioritize
in different ways.

Situation of the social workers
The social workers in our study all had their
educational background from fields other than social
work. In this they were typical representatives of the
situation in the country as a whole. A lot of people in
Latvia are used to receiving unconditional social

benefits and therefore refuse to accept social assistance
as a means to actively participate in and improve on
their own condition. So far, there is still very little
belief in other kinds of assistance, other than benefits,
that is.  People also see the social assistance office as
an institution that should provide support in any
situation of life. As a result, social workers meet a
very strenuous and demanding working day. Not all
workers in our study were happy in their role in the
local community.

The municipalities see it as in their interest to increase
the social assistance recipients' (for the most part the
recipients of benefits) participation in society through
the means of social work. They have therefore
introduced measures to that effect. The town
municipality was more actively engaged in provision
of social work than were the rural municipalities.
There are several reasons for this: Firstly, the town
municipality assumed a more active attitude towards
the changing role of social assistance. Secondly, the
potential use of social work was more valuable in the
town than in the rural municipalities, and thirdly,
the rural municipalities assumed that to work for rural
family farms is an alternative source of income open
to those who are willing to deliver.

Preparing a new law
Social assistance as a concept and its recent focus on
the development of alternative social assistance is a
challenge for all groups involved. The social workers
generally accept the idea of a locally provided,
decentralized, participatory social assistance. The
implementation of such a system, however, is
inhibited by the lack of sufficient finance and a lack
of political will. The present legal and financial systems
do not provide the right incentives for the devel-
opment of assistance on a local level, and is not
sufficiently explanatory with regard to social care and
social rehabilitation. In an attempt to solve these
problems, the Ministry of Welfare is currently
preparing a new law on social assistance. It is hoped
that this will address the shortcomings of the existing
legislation, be more outcome-oriented and backed-
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up with more adequate financing for the social
assistance system11.

The future of social assistance in Latvian regions will
depend on a number of factors, where the decisive
one is likely to be the development of the Latvian
economy in general and in particular the regional
economic development. Continuous high
unemployment rates in many districts will put a
pressure on the local budgets and this will necessarily
affect the level and types of social assistance available
to the population.

Social assistance moves in two directions
The developing welfare state regime will be of great
importance to the local municipalities. The questions
are whether Latvia will focus on universal principles
or perhaps move more in the direction of means
testing when distributing social assistance to the
poorest? Today the trends move in both directions. A
guaranteed minimum income to all is being
introduced on the one hand, while one the other, a
greater degree of discretion on the part of the social
workers, and even in some cases local politicians, when
distributing social assistance is also becoming more
common.

The development of local government and the
distribution of roles between the state, the districts

and the municipalities have not yet been settled. At
present the municipalities feel that the policies
introduced at government level are far from the needs
that they themselves experience in their everyday
dealings with social issues. Neither is the institutional
set-up particularly well suited for the municipalities’
needs. On the other hand, the large number of
municipalities in Latvia and the hesitation among
many local politicians introduce local government
reforms may also contribute to preventing a more
rational and economically founded use of scarce
resources.

Professionalisation
Today there is a need for a professionalisation of social
work, especially in the districts. However, social work
is not very prestigious and is poorly paid. The social
workers that receive a professional education are likely
to seek work not in the rural districts, but rather in
better paid jobs in the larger urban centers. Here they
have a much better opportunity to perform other
tasks than just poverty relief. Still, this report has
shown that substantial assistance is actually being
provided despite economic hardships and an inability
to comply with the norms of national legislation or
the aims of social assistance as perceived by the social
workers themselves.

Case study of two Estonian counties12

In Estonia, social assistance is faced with an imbalance between available resources and
actual needs.  The country also suffers under international trends to reduce the role of the
state in social work. Nevertheless, social workers feel that they are able to make their influence
felt and that they are increasingly capable of defending the rights of the less fortunate.

11 Please note that this paper was published in 2002.

12 This paragraph refers to a paper by Avo Trumm and Dagmar Kutsar, “Provision of Social Assistance: The case of two
municipalities of Estonia”. Fafo Paper 2003:1.

The two Estonian regions under the study are different
in their cultural, economic and social backgrounds.
Both of them have varied resources for development,
but nevertheless lag behind the most developed areas

of Estonia, i. e. the capital city Tallinn and its
surroundings.

Within the framework of the Strategy for Regional
Policy of Estonia three key indicators have been
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worked out for the attainment of the objective of the
regional policy of Estonia:

• That the living standards (measured as the avera-
ge income of a household) should not be lower
than 75% of the average of Estonia

• That the unemployment rate (measured by the
methodology of the ILO) should not exceed more
than 35% of the average of Estonia;

• That municipal tax revenues (measured as perso-
nal income tax in local budgets) should not be
lower than 75% of the average of Estonia, of
which Tallinn has been excluded.

The average household income in the County of
Pärnu is close to the country average. The situation
was at its most favourable in 1999. In 2000 the growth
of incomes slowed down considerably compared to
the rest of the country. The County of Jõgeva,
however, has consistently been among the poorest
regions and therefore belongs to the target regions of
regional policy programs.

The state vs. the municipalities
Members of the focus groups discussed widely
different levels of governance  and the role of the state
in creating preconditions for enabling the population
to cope with their everyday lives. The interviewees
agreed that the state should create conditions under
which every person would be able to cope, either on
his/her own or with the help of the government. The
following quotes are representative for the attitudes
of the social workers:

The laws are the task of the state. But those laws
should work so that they create preconditions for
coping, whether we talk about the equal tax policy,
the employment policy, health care or insurance,
so that there were less need and more room for
the traditional social assistance.

The state should make sure that people could
secure their own lives so that the social welfare
could be for those who for some reason cannot
afford it themselves. Still, state provisions are not
always enough.

The social worker at the municipality should be
able to help when people have temporary
difficulties or health problems. Social work could,
with its services and prevention measures, provide
important help to get people back on their own
feet. But today people fall down and stay down.
People are generally prepared to cope, but people
differ, some are stronger, some weaker, to some
people one setback is enough and they are unable
to cope, whereas others can handle seven setbacks
and still they bounce back again. In many cases,
a social worker is the last resort for a person in
need.

A municipality has to reach every individual that
needs assistance and social welfare. Therefore the
social worker must really know his/her region. I
am talking about myself as I have a small
population in our town – 2500 people – and
having lived there since I was a kid, I really know
everyone. And the social worker should be the
one who helps and sees beyond things, and who
really knows how to push the right buttons with
the local council and government so that certain
things could be provided for in the budget so that
something could be done.

Co-operation between agencies
The group members also pointed out the increasing
importance of the NGOs. They are becoming an
increasingly important actor for them to cooperate
with in the field of social work.

To conclude, social workers from the group held the
opinion that social workers have a lot of opportunities
to make their influence felt. The question remains
how many of these opportunities are used?

The problems of any society end up in the hands
of the social worker. To verbalise them and make
the problems visible for society, that must be a
goal. Maybe then these problems would get more
attention at a higher level as well. The social
counsellor of a municipality is expected to make
proposals, the social counsellor must also prepare
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material for the budget that the municipal council
either approves or disapproves of, and if all he or
she does is to prepare motions for inclusions in
the budget, it may very well happen that they are
rejected. But if these problems have been
illuminated in the press, it is more probable that
the council will approve of the proposals of the
social worker.

By creating co-operation between different agencies
and by co-operation on different levels of governance
social workers are making their area of influence larger.
They also add to their influence by their increasing
professionalism and their growing professional
awareness.

Social assistance: The last resort
There is a general consensus among the experts that
social assistance should be the last resort for the
recipient to turn to, rather than a long-term support
measure.

If we look at the law concerning the social
protection of the unemployed, there are different
services on offer. Those who are officially registered
as unemployed, get stipends and unemployment
benefits. Others get counselling service,
information about vacant jobs, etc. This is the
active information that the National Labour
Market Board gives them. All the other measures
should be applied before social assistance benefits.
This should be the last help resorted to.

Great changes
Since the restoration of independent statehood in
Estonia, the social protection system has undergone
changes. Some of these changes have a global and
universal character, some are caused by the transition
and some are nation-specific in the sense that they
are characteristic for Estonian society.

As an opened society, Estonia is heavily influenced
by global developments whether they are economic,
social or political. In the sphere of social protection a
new global welfare paradigm that we might name
the post-modernist social policy, has emerged. The
new paradigm is about the withdrawal from social
commitments, the rejection of the importance of an
integrated society or even of society and the
individualisation of the social (Ferge 1997). Estonia
has intentionally or unintentionally followed the new
‘social fashion’ stressing individualised responsibility
for social reproduction, explicitly rejecting collective
responsibility, renaming social inequalities as
individual freedom of choice, prioritising economic
growth and entrepreneurial freedom. Consequently,
the market structures and supranational organisations
in their attempt to reduce the role of the state, propose
new instruments of social protection such as private
insurance, means-tested assistance, private charity and
business contracts. These ideas are stressed in EU
accession reports in particular (Ferge 2000).

Imbalance between need and resources
The one common feature for the social protection
systems in all post-communist countries is an
imbalance between available resources and actual
needs. It is a purpose per se to make cut-offs in social
costs, without any special evaluation of or consid-
eration to the possible impacts such cut-offs might
have for the sustainability of society. As a result, the
universal benefits and services that were formerly
called ‘free of charge’ are the most negatively affected.
For EU accession countries the obligation to
demonstrate ‘high credits´ and ‘a total and final end
to the past’ leads to an unconditional acceptance of
any given advice.

The global and international pressures on the national
social security systems prevent Estonian authorities
from taking the opportunity to elaborate the
nationally most rational welfare mix. The influence
of the ‘global and supranational welfare monsters will
increasingly dominate over national interests.



25

Problems of coping are complex
However, the question of a nation-specific social
security could play a relevant role in the future as
well. While re-arranging the social assistance system
in Estonia, the following considerations should be
taken into account:

• The problems of coping in the Estonian popula-
tion still have a massive and complex character. A
re-orientation of social security from universal to
a more targeted and assistance based approach
runs the risk of overloading and decreasing the
functionality of the social assistance provision;

• The low administrative capacity and the insuffi-
cient resources of the Estonian municipalities may
deepen the social inequalities and reduce people’s
access to social care facilities.

• The decline of the role of the state in social assis-
tance provision could be compensated for through
private structures and civil society. Therefore, it

becomes increasingly necessary to develop a cul-
ture of charity and civil participation.

Lacking in financial and institutional support
The provision of social assistance still plays an
important role in securing social inclusion and the
overall sustainability of Estonian society. The recent
developments in this particular area have positive as
well as negative consequences for the social security
of the most fragile part of the population. The re-
construction of the organisation social assistance
increases the flexibility and complexity of provisions
and creates positive pre-conditions for the professional
growth of social workers. However, the fact that the
emerged changes have not been supported by the
necessary financial and institutional arrangements
may result in burnouts, insecurities and other negative
consequences for the individual social worker.
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Gender
and ethnicity 4

In addition to the two main tracks of
our project – income maintenance and
municipal social services and benefits
– gender and ethnicity have
represented two important aspects of
the analyses. The income maintenance
systems might have a redistributional
impact along the gender as well as the
ethnic dimensions. Both Estonia and
Latvia have large ethnic minorities.
The gender division of welfare is
internationally an important aspect of
the welfare analysis (see e.g. Ginsburg
1992). In the papers on income main-
tenance we discuss these dimensions
of the welfare state in the two
countries. In addition, some contr-
ibutors have analysed these
dimensions especially. Two of such
contributions are presented in this
chapter.
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Gender13

Contrary to expectations women have not been pushed out of the labour market. This is in
particular due to the creation of new jobs in the service sector. However, economic
developments in Latvia has forced women to take on full time jobs thus making it more
difficult for them to choose children and caring for the family at home.

Quite early in the 1990s, concerns were expressed
about women’s situation in the post-socialist countries
of Eastern Europe, in particular with regards to their
access to the labour market. As the former regime
had been committed to the full employment of
women as well as men, it seemed obvious that women
would lose out in the competition on the new labour
markets. In addition, the social provisions designed
to alleviate the conflict between work and family
deteriorated.

Male workplaces were lost
In the latter half of the 1990s, case studies emerged
showing the surprising result that in several of the
countries in question, women, as compared to men,
had not been pushed out of the labour market. It was
suggested that women had retained their relatively
strong position in the labour market due to the nature
of the economic restructuring. This restructuring hit
hardest in the male dominated parts of the industry,
and in addition the countries saw a growth in typically
female occupations in the service sector.

The paper on the gender dimension aims at
illuminating further possible explanations for the
position of women on the Latvian labour market that
has turned out to be stronger than expected. In
addition to considering the opportunities for women’s
continued employment, as argued in former studies,
the paper examines the relationship between work
and family, and family change, in particular the falling
fertility rates as a potential contributing factor in
sustaining women’s high level of participation on the
labour market. Dramatically falling fertility rates have
been characteristic for most of the post-socialist
countries.

Combining work and family
The study deals with the structure of opportunity in
Latvia with regards to access to the labour market
and the possibilities for combining work and family.
Restructuring did initially hit hardest in men’s jobs,
reflected in the higher unemployment rates of men
in the early and mid 1990s. Furthermore, the largest
growth in the employment sectors has been in service
occupations, creating many jobs that are seen as
typically feminine. We also examine state provisions
for families with children. There has been a concern
in previous research on Eastern Europe that
particularly the closing of kindergartens could make
work and family harder to combine. While this has
also been the case in Latvia, the decline in provision
of financial resources through family benefits,
combined with low wage levels, has increased the
necessity for women to take on paid work. Most
families quite simply cannot live on a single salary.
Consequently, women do not really have any
opportunities to opt for a home-based existence. On
the individual level, the necessity to work is reflected
in the high labour force participation and employ-
ment rates of women, which are very similar to those
of men. Women predominantly work full time,
whether they have small children or not. This indicates
that adjustments to accommodate the conflicting
demands of work and family concerning time are
not made at the different workplaces.

The importance of falling birth rates
Falling birth rates are also clear indicators of women’s
relatively strong position on the labour market. A lot
of people have chosen to postpone or forego having
children, as birth numbers and birth rates have been
halved during the last decade. This means that there

13 This paragraph refers to Fafo-paper 2002:5 Anette Brunovskis: Opportunities and Choices. Women’s Employment and
Family Change in Latvia in the 1990s. The main data source for this paper is the Norbalt survey, see the chapter on Methods.
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has been a substantial decline in the number of
women with small children, and consequently fewer
women to confront the conflict between work and
family. As a result there are also fewer people who
compete over the use of public childcare facilities.
This is reflected in a large increase in the share of
children attending kindergartens from 1994 to 1999,
entirely accounted for by the drop in birth numbers.
Falling fertility rates may thus be perceived as
strengthening women’s opportunity to enter onto the

labour market at aggregate level.

It has been suggested that the economic and political
processes initially believed to cause women to drop
out of the labour market in favour of the role of the
traditional housewife, have been influential in family
change, in particular in terms of falling fertility rates.
This, in addition to the characteristics of economic
restructuring, may have contributed to women’s
relatively high participations on the labour market.

14 This paragraph refers to Aadne Aasland and Tone Fløtten, “Ethnicity and Social Exclusion in Estonia and Latvia” Europe-Asia
Studies, Vol. 53, No. 7, 2001, pp-1023-1049. The main data source for this article is the Norbalt survey, see chapter on
methods.

Ethnicity14

Ethnicity has little impact on the risk of falling into poverty. The ethnic minorities’ situation
in Latvia as well as in Estonia is complex, but the most common denominator for poor
people or people who experience social exclusion is a lack of education, not whether or not
they belong to an ethnic, i.e. Slavic, minority.

The two countries of Estonia and Latvia are similar
in the sense that they are both ethnically hetero-
geneous. Barely two thirds of the Estonian population
are ethnic Estonians (UNDP 1999) while merely a
little more than half of the Latvian population are
ethnic Latvians (UNDP 1998). The standard of living
of ethnic groups in these two countries are surrounded
by myths, and with the special history of the Baltic
States (see below) one would expect the large Russian
and Slavic populations especially to be at risk of
lagging behind the titular groups economically as well
as socially. Previous research has concluded that ethnic
affiliation has little impact on the risk of falling into
poverty, and there are no great differences in material
living conditions between the majority ethnic groups
and the Slavic populations in the two countries.
(Aasland 2000, Fløtten 1996). However, the risk of
being socially excluded has not yet been analysed.

The basic question
Our focus is on the differences between ethnic
Latvians and Estonians and the Slavic minorities. The
basic question is: Are the Slavic ethnic minorities of

Estonia and Latvia at greater risk of being socially
excluded than ethnic Estonians and Latvians?

On closer examination a relatively complex picture
emerged. Anybody belonging to the Slavic minorities
in Estonia and Latvia will often lack fundamental
rights associated with citizenship such as the right to
vote in national elections and being eligible for leading
public positions. Furthermore, it seems as if the Slavic
population more often than the titular groups struggle
to get integrated into several other arenas of society.
The minority groups are less integrated and feel less
secure on the labour market, they participate less often
in civil and political activities and they tend to report
more frequently that economic hardships restrict them
from participating in social activities. Despite these
facts, there are no significant differences between the
ethnic groups when it comes to social isolation.
Moreover, the differences between the two countries
when it comes to exclusion among the ethnic
minorities are smaller than the differences within each
country.
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Education
Even though there is a significant relationship between
ethnicity and various forms of social exclusion, and
the presence of cumulative exclusion, the most
important variable to explain the social exclusion that
affects all groups, nevertheless seems to be education.
People with little education are more often excluded.
Given the importance attached to poverty in the
discussions of social exclusion, we would have
expected poverty to have a significant impact on all
forms of exclusion as well. The strength of the
relationship between income poverty and exclusion
from different arenas does seem to vary, and poverty
does not seem to be a dominant variable in explaining
neither exclusion from civil/political participation nor
social isolation.

The most important finding is that ethnic affiliation
seems to be of some importance in explaining certain
forms of social exclusion, but the findings are not
unanimous, and other factors are too important for
us to draw too decisive conclusions. Ethnicity is not
a decisive factor in explaining income inequalities in

present-day Estonia and Latvia, and the Slavic
minorities do not seem to suffer from any considerably
higher risk of multidimensional exclusion than the
titular groups. Ethnic Estonians and Latvians tend
to view their situation in more positive terms than
other inhabitants when expressing subjective feelings
of economic and social security (Aasland 2000). We
have reason to believe that ethnicity does play a role
in the integration into the two societies.

Not poverty, but social exclusion
There seems so far no need to pay special attention
to the Slavic minorities as far as poverty is concerned.
The degree of exclusion along several of the
dimensions selected in our analyses, however, suggests
a need for consideration. Of special importance is
inclusion into the labour market. To enhance the
educational level of both titular and non-titular groups
seems to be crucial. There is reason to fear that a
prolonged exclusion from the labour market may
affect inclusion into other arenas of society in the
long run.
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Comparative
perspectives 5

This is the chapter where we bring in
the Norwegian focus group for a
comparative view of the situation for
social work in Latvia and Estonia. We
also discuss models of welfare and
whether or not the Baltic States are in
the process of developing a model
specific to this region of Europe.
Another central discussion is whether
or not the globalisation of social
policies have forced the Baltic
countries into disregarding their na-
tion-specific needs and adjust to social
policies that essentially will not solve
their problems.



32

Models of welfare
Post communist countries do not seem to fit into the most used categorisation of welfare
states into a liberal, a conservative and a social democratic model. Closer scrutiny reveals
that their solutions are far more diverse than western eyes normally perceive them to be.

Is there an emerging Baltic model?
There are a great number of similarities between the Latvian and the Estonian social policy
solutions. Consequently the question of whether a welfare state model specific to these
countries is emerging, deserves closer scrutiny.

The categorisation of welfare states that is most
referred to is Esping-Andersen’s  division into three
welfare regimes (1990). He divides the various welfare
state models into the liberal, the conservative and the
social-democratic regimes.

The models
The “liberal” welfare regimes include countries like
the USA and are characterised by means tested
assistance, modest universal transfers or modest social
insurance plans. The “conservative” regimes include
Germany and France. They are strongly corporatist
and the principle of subsidiarity accords an important
role to civil society and the family. The most important
social insurances are based on the individual’s position
on the labour market. Finally, the social democratic
regimes include Norway and Sweden and their most
important characteristic is universalism. The most
important social insurance is run by the state and
covers all inhabitants. The Scandinavian welfare state
regime is considered the most de-commodified.

Many have tried to challenge Esping-Andersens’s
theories by adding new models. Some criticise the
model approach and seem to be more interested in
what the different welfare systems have in common
and look at the historical and political backgrounds
to explain the developments in the different countries.

A variety of post-communist solutions
The typologies mentioned above, however, do not
include the post-communist countries. There have
been many attempts of grouping the European former
Soviet and/or communist countries. One that is often
used is a division into four geographical groups, The
Baltic States, Central Europe, South Eastern Europe
and The Slavic countries (UNDP 1998b). This
grouping of the CEECs illustrates the diversity of
these countries. In spite of common western
prejudices about uniform communist states, these
countries show great diversity in their preconditions
for change as well as in the political choices they have
made. The Baltic countries, along with e.g. The Czech
Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovenia, seem to
move towards one variety of the western welfare state.
This is a different path from e.g. Bulgaria, Romania
and several CIS countries. They appear to have chosen
a “softer” market approach and slower privatisation.
The result at this stage of the transition process is a
new mix of welfare systems that is closer to the former
Soviet systems (Deacon 1998). A new central and
eastern European model does, however, not seem to
be developing.

Our studies of the Estonian and Latvian cases reveal
that both countries face many of the same challenges
and have seen a number of similar developments.

The project has focused on Latvia and Estonia. Our
findings consequently do not include Lithuania and
our conclusions do not apply to this country. The



33

numerous common characteristics of the Latvian and
the Estonian models, however, raise the question of
whether or not there is a Baltic social policy under
development. The basic universalistic pension is a
common trend. The same goes for the role of the
municipalities in providing social services and social
assistance benefits. On the other hand, the two
countries have chosen different paths concerning
other aspects of the income maintenance system. The
guaranteed minimum income, or GMI, is particular
to Latvia. The Estonian solution to the same
challenges has been to establish a norm for a
minimum level of subsistence. One difference

between the two is that the GMI focuses on individual
income, and the subsistence minimum level is more
focused on the needs of the household as a unit. The
second pillars of the pension systems in the two
countries will be different when they are implemented.
The Latvians have chosen to develop a state managed
second pillar, while the Estonians have opted for a
mandatory system based on the workplace. Some of
the trends common to the two Baltic countries such
as universalism, public responsibility and the role of
the municipal social assistance and services - are in
accordance with the Nordic model for income
maintenance systems.

A comparison between the Baltic and Nordic
income maintenance systems
There are striking similarities in the Scandinavian and Baltic welfare state models, among
them the universalism of parts of the models. But, as is to be expected, there are also important
differences, not least in the lack of resources in the Baltic States and the consequences this
carries for the clients. Do the similarities include the Baltics in the Nordic family of nations?

Social exclusion and social policy in Estonia and Latvia
has been a Norwegian-Baltic cooperation project. A
closer scrutiny of the common features of the Baltic
and Nordic models of the welfare state therefore
turned out to be too tempting to be avoided. Estonia
and Latvia have chosen to build up a relatively equality
oriented system of benefits. The idea of equality is a
common feature of the Baltic and Nordic countries.
Different economic levels and different levels of
poverty are basic problems in comparative social
studies. In this case it is almost impossible to find
relevant measures for comparing the levels of benefits
or the generosity of the system in these two European
regions. A striking difference between the
Scandinavian and Baltic countries is the fact that in
2000 the GDP (Purchase Power adjusted) was more
than 4 times higher in the Nordic/Scandinavian
countries than in the Baltics. (UNDP 2001 15)

The level of benefits
When we compare Norway to Estonia and Latvia
we also find a basic difference concerning the level of
the benefits. That these differences are seen in the
actual amount paid out to the recipient is obvious
due to the different economic level of the countries,
but there are also differences in relative terms. For
instance, the difference between pensions and wages
are greater in the two Baltic countries than they are
in Norway. The question is whether the difference is
so important that it changes the model and leaves us
with a more liberal approach to the welfare regimes
in Estonia and Latvia? At the present stage of
development in the two countries, however, this
question cannot be answered with any accuracy.

Liberal or social democratic?
Both the Estonian and the Latvian welfare approach
have been characterised as liberal as well as social
democratic. It could be argued that the two countries

15 See appendix 2
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represent liberal welfare states. The most important
of these arguments is that the benefits are set on such
a low level that almost every person is dependent upon
individual measures in the market. The lack of
resources in the welfare system combined with the
individualisation of society leads to a situation where
some groups of people are marginalized. On the other
hand, the data in our survey clearly indicate that
pensions and benefits do reduce the relative poverty
substantially. The Estonian pension system has some
basic structures in common with the Finnish, while
the Latvian has more or less adopted the new Swedish
pension system.

The Nordic family of nations
An alternative approach to the comparative discussion
is to use the concept of “families of nations”. This
concept is used by Castles (1993). The Nordic
countries are described as a typical example of families
of nations. The idea is that shared historical and
cultural experiences contribute substantially to
explaining similarities in national policies. A more or
less common history and culture in the Nordic
countries seems to have created a drive towards
universalism – and perhaps even local public
responsibility. The idea that the Baltic countries are
Eastern European is a new phenomenon linked to
their recent political history and in no way connected
to the countries’ culture and long-term history. The
common universalism in the Baltic and Nordic social
policies might be a result of common cultural trends
in this north-western corner of Europe

The Baltic and Nordic countries are close neighbours.
Parliamentarians and government representatives
meet on a regular basis and cooperate through the

medium of the Council of the Baltic Sea States,
extended proceedings of the Nordic Council and the
Nordic Council of Ministers. Multilateral cooperation
has also been re-established after the fall of the Soviet
Union. In the search of an explanation for a Baltic/
Nordic convergence, it is necessary to come back to
the close regional connection and exchange, and to
common culture, history and values. The idea of a
common northern family of nations points towards
shared cultural dispositions, such as the high value
put on equality.  This promotes a drive towards
universalism and state social policy in all countries.
There seems to exist a high level of public support
for a policy oriented towards economic equality.
However, it is important to underline the fact that
there are still many questions to be answered. The
challenges that the Baltic transitional countries are
facing are quite different from those of the established
Scandinavian welfare states.

A Soviet heritage
The Nordic connection, however, is just one factor
in this development. Soviet social policy was also
universalistic and run by the state. In the Soviet model
the social support systems were to a large extent linked
to the work place. That historical heritage is very
different from the Nordic model and seen through
this project the Soviet model seems to be very far
from what is emerging as the Baltic trend. The
outcome of the economic transition the Baltic States
are presently going through is the single feature that
will have the most significant effect on the social
development in these societies in the coming years.
One should not forget, however, that much also
depends on the political will to give priority to social
policy and income maintenance.
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Globalisation of social policy?
International actors are increasingly influential when it comes to forming a national state’s
social policy. The question is to what extent do foreign actors influence the development of
the social policies in Estonia or Latvia in a constructive manner?

16 The discussion is taken from the paper about income maintenance in Latvia.

Deacon (1997) describes the emergence of a global
social policy. The main message of his analysis is that
international actors are increasingly influential when
it comes to formatting social policies in different
countries. Deacon points to three main premises that
have lead to a global social policy discourse: The
collapse of the cold war and communism, the threat
of global migration and finally the trans-nationalism
of the environment. In his analysis he includes
organisations consisting of states as well as
international NGOs and agencies.

The post-communist states are dependent on foreign
investments and international loans in their efforts
to reconstruct their economy.  The countries have
been invaded by international consultants and
agencies, all of which have wanted to earn money or
influence the situation in different ways.

A conglomerate of influential actors
The Baltic States’ Scandinavian neighbours for
example, promote their models through different aid
and exchange programmes. The EU on the other
hand seems to be promoting a more German-like
model through its programmes. Critical voices in the
CEEC seem to think that the most successful external
pressure comes from the World Bank and the IMF
promoting a more liberal-like model. Russia could
be a fourth important external factor. The Baltic States
were a part of the Soviet Union and there are still
large Russian minorities in all of the three countries.
The role of the Council of Europe, the ILO, the
OSCE and UNDP might also be important.

The Latvian informants16 saw the World Bank as the
most influential in the sphere of social policy-making.
In line with the WB terminology, the new Latvian

pension scheme was described as a three-pillar system.
Several aspects of the system differ from World Bank
policy. Most importantly, the first pillar is univers-
alistic, while the World Bank generally suggests a
means-tested first pillar. The second pillar – while
still not implemented – will be state managed. The
World Bank has generally promoted a privately
managed second pillar (Barr 1994). Some of the
interviewees described a tripartite co-operation
consisting of Swedish experts, World Bank consultants
and ministry officials as the basic agents behind this
three-pillar system. This seems to be a strong alliance.

Influence through the high quality of their
work
During the first stages of reform the IMF played an
active role as an advocate for a system of protection
against poverty that was basically means-tested and
workfare oriented. In the last few years the
involvement from the IMF has been limited. The
ILO has been involved as an advisor on some aspects
of labour legislation, but has had no hand in designing
the income maintenance system. The UNDP acts as
consultants, but according to interviewees in the
ministries they make no attempts at directly
influencing the policy-making process. In the main
they exert their influence through the high quality of
their work, if our informants are to be believed. The
EU was thought to have a greater impact through
the norms and requirements Latvia needs to comply
with to qualify for membership rather than as an active
agent with direct influence on the design of a social
policy. The EU is an important agent on issues related
to safety at work and labour protection. The EU’s
influence on social issues through Latvia’s negotiations
for membership in the Union,  however, was seen as
marginal.
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Greater democratic experience, more
independence
Our informants felt that Latvia initially had received
substantial advice and recommendations from
international experts. As local politicians and officials
gradually acquired greater experience, combined with
the international bodies’ lack of first hand knowledge
of the local context, Latvians grew more critical to
advice from abroad. Advice often derives from the
fact that people are working together and is therefore
in its form more indirect than direct.

The conclusion of a similar discussion about
international change agents in the paper about Estonia
concludes as follows:  “The striking result of this

analysis is that the national agents are seen as
important on a broad range of issues, while the
international agents are connected with specifically
defined issues.”

Consequently in our analysis we found the national
social policy discourse to be quite as important as the
international influence. Our findings are therefore
partly in contrast to Deacon's theories. Even though
we find active international actors promoting different
social policy measures, we found a less monolithic
global social policy and a higher degree of national
independency from the global trends than Deacon
might lead us to expect.

The municipalities
The Baltic countries have adopted the Nordic pattern in according great responsibility to the
municipalities in implementing the social policy programmes.  So far the state sets relatively
strict premises for the municipal management of social measures. This might change the
relation between the state and the municipalities as well as that between the public and the
private sectors. The division of labour between state and the municipalities in the social
policy will depend on the municipal and regional reforms.

While the case studies primarily focused on each
country separately, the paragraphs on municipalities
and social work will focus on the comparative
perspectives of the situation of the municipalities.17

In addition to the focus group interviews in Latvia
and Estonia, a focus group in Norway added
background information to the analyses.

Four problem areas
We have discussed four problematic areas – the aims,
the gap between needs and resources, the use of
workfare and finally active measures and
professionalisation. The municipalities have a long
way to go before they are able to deliver what is
presupposed in the legislation as well as meeting the
expectations of the users. It is, however, interesting to
see that these four problem areas also are high on the

agenda in far more developed welfare states – like
e.g. the Norwegian. When e.g. Langeland and his
Fafo colleagues present a broad overview of the
Norwegian welfare state development (Langeland
1999) these issues are important. The issues are more
or less identical, although the level of service is very
different.

The process of implementing the policy might change
the relation between the state and the municipalities
as well as that between the public and the private
sectors. The division of labour between state and the
municipalities in the management of benefits and
services will depend on the municipal and regional
reforms. So far the state appears to set relatively strong
premises for the municipal management of social
policy measures. To what extent the municipalities
will develop their own services, or use NGOs and

17 This paragraph refers mainly to the conference paper by Arne Grønningsæter, Welfare policy in the Baltic countries – the
relation between the state and the municipalities in implementing social policy in Estonia and Latvia. The paper was presented
at the X. Nordic social policy research seminar in Oslo August 2000
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other private service providers to do the job also
remains to be seen.

A Nordic pattern
Municipalities play an important role in the Nordic
welfare state, particularly with regard to social services.
A process of decentralisation has strengthened this
role over the last years. Studies of the organisation of
social assistance in the Nordic countries show different
forms of organisation, but the role of the municipality
is a common characteristic. (Bradshaw and Terum

1997, Lødemel and Schulte 1992) There are
differences in the level of use of central norms, but
the local basis for service provision is common. The
Baltic countries have adopted the Nordic pattern in
according, at least in their legislation, great
responsibility to the municipalities. On the other hand
there is a huge gap between the levels of the locally
based services between the two regions. Estonia, as
well as Latvia, has established a legal framework that
might lead to a role for the municipalities similar to
that of the Nordic countries. They have, however, a
long way to go before this becomes reality.

Social work and the social worker18

Compared to the Nordic countries, the most striking difference between Nordic and Baltic
social workers is the latter group’s lack of relevant education. The Baltic social workers are
also less specialised, and claim that lack of resources is their main challenge. Their Norwegian
colleagues maintain that solving the complexity of their client’s problems is their biggest
challenge. If the differences in their situations are many, the similarities are more numerous.

The most striking difference between the Nordic and
the Baltic countries in this connection is linked to
the level of professionalisation. There are very few
social workers with a diploma in social work from a
college or a university in the Baltic States. In the
Nordic municipal social services these groups have a
dominant position. The paradox is that the social
workers complain about low status in the Nordic as
well as the Baltic environment. But they also claim
that the situation is improving. The re-establishment
of social work as a profession in the Baltic States has
only been on the agenda for approximately 10 years,
whereas the Nordic countries have traditions
originating from before the 2nd World War.

Specialisation or all-round
The Norwegian social workers seem to be more
specialised than their Baltic colleagues. This is partly
due to the fact that the municipalities are small in the
Baltic countries and partly due to the low number of
social workers. When the municipalities are very

small, as indeed they are in Estonia and Latvia, the
social workers will have to work with the whole spectre
of social problems

Social assistance is meant to be a short-term support
for people in need. In many cases this becomes long
term help for the poverty-stricken. This is a common
problem for the social worker. The Baltic social
workers present lack of resources as their main
problem, while their Norwegian colleagues in fact
admit to having much resources. As a consequence
Norwegian social workers place a higher priority on
concepts such as quality of life and preventive work
than the Estonians and the Latvians do. The Baltic
social workers, however, say that prevention is
becoming more important and they seem to have
more of an entrepreneurial role than the
Scandinavians.

Marginalisation, but different focus
Drug addicts, families with small children and
individuals that in one way or the other are excluded

18 A conference paper by Riina Kiik and Arne Grønningsæter called ”I like contact with people, the jungle of problems is a
challenge” discusses comparative aspects of the professionalisation of social work in Baltic and Nordic environments.
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from working life risk marginalisation in the Baltic
as well as in the Scandinavian countries. Despite these
facts, the focuses of the social workers are quite
different. The explanation for these differences seems
to be the levels of specialisation as well as a different
focus in the field of social policy. The role of the social
workers seems to have some common elements in all
countries, for example, all social workers see
themselves as important in coordinating different
helping institutions and organisations, whether this
coordination is linked to health, school or social
services.

Social workers experience conflicting expectations.
State agencies, municipal politicians as well as users
represent different angles. There are also tensions
within the value base of social policy and social work.
Examples of such conflicts are universalism on one
hand versus the view of the individual on the other.
Securing rule of law is important for the legitimacy

of the profession. In small communities, like the
Estonian and the Latvian, it is also important to
develop a good, viable balance between closeness to
the users and a professional approach to social work.

Inability to meet the client’s needs
There is one striking communality between
Norwegian and Baltic social workers. They all feel
frustrated in their inability to meet the needs of the
clients in any fulfilling way. Their explanations as to
the whys and wherefores of this problem, however,
differ greatly. The main explanation among the Baltic
social workers is a lack of elementary resources within
the field of social policy, while the Norwegians
complain more of the complexity of the problems.
This experience of being unable to fulfil the client’s
expectations is, whatever the reason, experienced as
both frustrating and challenging on all sides of the
national borders.

Conclusions on different levels
The process of transition is still not finished, despite the fact that Latvia’s and Estonia’s
welfare systems are settled on the legislative level. The challenges are many; political
turbulence, coordination of the services, professionalisation of social work and a falling
birthrate, among them. Despite hardships, there is enthusiasm and drive to develop better
and new services.

After 12 years of transition, the general structures of
the welfare systems of the Baltic countries are settled
on the legislative level. The basic principles of the
new pension systems are established and the countries
are in the process of developing social services. Public
management and responsibility dominate the social
benefits and services in Estonia and Latvia. The
process of transition is still not finished. Even though
the general framework is getting clearer, there are
many areas where the implementation is still to be
seen.

The project Social exclusion and social policy in the
Baltic countries has focused on the process of social
policy changes in Estonia and Latvia. The approach
has been exploratory and based on questions rather

than hypotheses. The basic question has been: What
are the underlying patterns of social policy changes
and how do these changes influence people‘s lives in
the two countrie?

Living conditions high on the political
agenda
We have seen that the Estonian income maintenance
system moves towards a three-pillar pensions system,
basically moving along the same patters as the Finnish
model. A mandatory labour market based on a second
pillar supplements the universalistic basic pension by
and an individual, market-based third pillar. The
social services are in a process of professionalisation.
The system is challenged by demographic and
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political turbulence. The living conditions of families
are relatively high on the political agenda. It looks as
if the system might develop towards a higher level of
market orientation and a stronger labour market basis
and thus become less redistributive. The system can
be characterised as a mix of liberal and social
democratic regime.

The new Latvian pension system is based on the
Swedish model, with its basic universal pay-as-you-
go pension and a publicly managed income related
and fund based second pillar. The Latvians intend to
develop a system of Guaranteed Minimum Income.
The process of developing such a system has, however,
been much more difficult than expected. The
demographic development has created tension around
the living conditions of families. The development
of locally based social services is the serious challenge
when it comes to the implementation of a social policy
in the districts. Coordination of the services is
mentioned as a problem. The losers appear to be those
who are marginalized in the labour market and have
had little opportunity to earn rights in the pension
system. The Latvian regime has also been characterised
as a mixture of liberal and social democratic.

Pensions
Public pension systems and public services dominate
the social policies in both countries. The labour
market based elements are strengthened through the
implementation of the second pillar. The pensions
seem to represent a relatively efficient protection
against poverty, especially among the elderly. Relative
poverty is substantially reduced through public
transfers. At the same time the benefits are on a
relatively low level. In the long run this might
undermine the accountability of the income
maintenance systems.

The municipal responsibility for social service and
social assistance is principally close to the Scandinavian

systems. The two countries will have to deal with
huge challenges before the system is developed into a
well functioning provision of services. We have
pointed to four areas in need of consideration. The
first is a development of a common understanding
of aims. We have found a gap between local and
central political levels. We also saw differences between
the local political and administrative levels on the one
hand and the social workers on the other. The social
workers feel that the central level should provide better
directions to the local level. Simultaneously both social
workers and municipal authorities maintain that the
transfers of resources that the state provides are a
question of too little too late. There is a significant
gap between needs and resources.

Active measures are problematic
The use of so-called active measures is a problematic
area. In Latvia, the use of public work as a kind of
workfare (work for social assistance) is widespread. It
seems, however, that there is no strategy and no real
consideration on how active measures could be use
as a means of integration of people marginalized on
the labour market. There is a need for
professionalisation of social work. The use of active
measures is a good example of how good intensions
are impracticable without skilled service providers.
Estonia and Latvia have a long way to go before the
system will function according to the legal intensions,
and according to the users’ expectations. The most
problematic obstacles are a lack of resources and low
benefits.

On the more optimistic side it is important to point
to the fact that new services are developed. Social
workers and municipal administrators participate
with enthusiasm and this is a driving force towards
better services. The role of entrepreneurship is
important in the coming phase of social policy
development.
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Research and practice – from the ivory tower
to the social assistance office
Social workers have been very important as informants, through focus groups as well as
through individual interviews. This gave us the chance to a take part in a process that involved
people from the first line of implementers of the policy of all three countries. In the summary
of the discussions 5 points stand out and we examine them in detail in this summing up.

This project has been an interesting process. A number
of researchers had been studying living conditions in
the Baltic regions, and wanted to investigate to what
extent the institutional framework and social policy
development influenced living conditions. We saw
the need to learn more about the institutions and
policies that influence the living conditions of the
Baltic countries. In addition, we came to realise that
there was a lack of scientific studies on social policy
developments in these countries. The starting point
was several research questions formulated in the ivory
tower of research. This resulted in an overall
assessment of the income maintenance systems of the
two countries on the part of the Norwegian research
team. This in turn, demanded a closer look at how
the municipalities implemented their part of the
system. We came to recognise that one of the crucial
points of the system was the implementation of the
decentralised part of the social policy in question.
Social workers have been very important as
informants, through focus groups as well as through
individual interviews. In the concluding phase of the
project we therefore got the idea to gather these
informants with the aim of discussing our findings.
We therefore invited informants, from Estonia and
Latvia, as well as from Norway to the concluding
seminar. This gave us the chance to a take part in a
process that involved people from the first line of
implementers of the policy of all three countries. In
this summary of the discussions 5 points stand out.

Desired changes
The process of social policy changes has been a central
part of the project. Consequently the socials workers
discussed what they see as desired changes. The
Estonians pointed to the need to organise social

workers. They wanted to develop teamwork and co-
operation across traditional bureaucratic borders, e.g.
between professions, between the public institutions
and NGOs as well as between administrators, social
workers and politicians. They also stressed the
importance of having time and resources for doing
real client work. The individual social worker needs
supervision and feedback. The politicians should
encourage innovative approaches. The last point they
stressed was that social policy should be more than
reactive response to urgent problems.

The Latvian social workers pointed to the same kind
of issues.  “We need more time to follow up the client.”
This was seen as necessary if one of the aims of the
social worker is to contribute to the empowerment
of the client.

Even the Norwegian social workers pointed to similar
issues. They maintained that they needed teams and
networks around the client if they should be able to
help them help themselves. It is necessary to join forces
across bureaucratic borders if one shall get the
maximum out of the available resources.

Priorities
Priorities in the daily work were pointed out as another
important issue. The questions that arose were not
only who to prioritise, but also how to prioritise.
Should authorities do the priorities through
regulations or should the social workers do the
priorities based on the meeting with the individual
clients? Both alternatives are problematic. The first
alternative because the authorities lack the necessary
feeling for the situation and are basically oriented
towards the development of infrastructure and



41

community related issues. This alternative also raises
another issue altogether: Should the rules be national
or local/municipal? The second alternative is
problematic because it is very easy for the social worker
to give priority to the clients that he/she sees the most.

The Latvian social workers described their typical
clients as families with many children or single parents.
They meet between 5 and 20 clients per day, including
home counselling. Unemployment is a main issue.
Many families lack material resources for sending their
children to school. Social workers are often struggling
with the local politicians about giving priority to
benefits.

The Estonian social workers singled out three kinds
of clients; unemployed, single parents and children
who need protection. They complained of the
politicians lack of understanding of the nature and
importance of social work.

The Norwegian social workers claimed to see a
development towards more complicated problems
linked to each client. The so-called multi-problem
clients are increasing in number. Many are in a viscous
circle when it comes to economy and it is difficult to
help them out of such a situation. Education seems
to be an important determinant for how long people
will need social assistance benefits.

Network
The social workers in all the three countries pointed
to the use of network as essential to their ability to
solve problems. That was linked to the network of
the social service agency as well as to the network of
the clients.

The Estonian and Latvian participants repeated their
need for establishing networks that function. It is
important to do away with various forms of prestige
that can put up obstacles for this way of working.
The networks should include policy developers,
researchers and decision-makers in addition to social
workers. It is important to develop new ways of
working together with NGOs.

Empowerment
The aim of social work is to educate and give
responsibility to the client, in one word,
empowerment. Many of the above mentioned desired
changes can be seen as steps in towards more emphasis
on an empowerment-oriented approach in client
work. It is a challenge to be able to treat every person
with equality and at the same time see every person
as different individuals. The presence of ethnic
minorities reminds us of the importance of this
principle. It is an important ethical issue to question
what social workers should do and what should be
left to the clients themselves.

The social workers also pointed to the need for
empowering the social workers themselves. Many
social workers are women and they meet the
traditional hindrances that women meet in our
societies. Social workers need more power to influence
society around them.

The relation between the social workers
and the researcher
The last part of the discussions centred on the relation
between the social workers and the researchers. Several
of the participating social workers held that the ideas
and thoughts from the project had contributed to
widening their focus and made it possible for them
to look at their work from the outside. Researchers
can function as critical as well as encouraging instances
towards social work practice on the one hand, and
the practitioners can act as controlling bodies of the
researchers on the other. Research can also contribute
to encouraging the social workers in their professional
lives.

Through the project we have clearly seen the lack of
resources in the municipal social services. The social
workers therefore asked how the researchers could
use their professional influence to improve this
situation.

The social workers claimed that the researchers could
contribute by presenting future perspectives and
establish new international networks. They saw the
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need for networks that involved practitioners as well
as students. They also pointed to the need of linking
research networks to practical social work. Several
people maintained that a combination of the
researchers’ and the social workers’ respective networks
would produce beneficial spin-off effects that could
be used to advantage. The question on how that was
to be done, was left without an answer. The last
question to the social workers was whether the
researchers in the project have captured the main
questions and problems? The social workers pointed
to the constant changes of the social policy situation.

For example did some Latvian social workers point
to a change from material problems to individual
loneliness. By focusing the change process the
researchers can help with coping with future social
challenges.

It is important to learn from each other, both
researcher and social workers need to look at the
changing dimensions of social work and social policy.
One of the present challenges in the Baltic countries
is to move from transition to mainstreaming.
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