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Investment in children as a public
good: the example of the Family 500+
Programme

Marek Rymsza

Introduction:
what is the Family 500+ Programme?

The Family 500+ Programme (Program Rodzina 500+, hereinafter PR500+) is
a governmental scheme that lies at the intersection of social and family policies,
implemented in Poland since April 2016 under provisions of the Act on State Sup-
port in Raising Children (2016). The benefit has a fixed value of PLN 500 per month
per child (about 120 Euro)'. At the same time, the first (oldest) child in the family is
entitled to this benefit only after meeting the income criterion?, while the second and
the subsequent children are eligible regardless of the size of the family’s income. So-
cial services have the right to control how the funds obtained from the programme
are spent by parents and - in cases where evident wastage of funds is found - to ex-
change cash benefits for material assistance®. The benefits are paid to 2.62 million
Polish families raising almost 4 million children. Expenditure from the state budget
for the implementation of the programme is on average about PLN 2 billion per
month. In the period of April 2016 - July 2017, the cost of payment of the benefit
amounted to PLN 30.8 billion (MRPiPS 2017).

The announcement of launching the programme was presented in 2014 in
a manifesto of the conservative political party Law and Justice (Zdrowie, Praca,
Rodzina 2014: 108), which won the parliamentary elections in Poland in au-
tumn 2015, and created an independent majority government. No green paper

1  The amountis raised to PLN 1200 if the child has legal disability status issued by
a Disability Assessment Board.

2  Thebenefitis dueif the netincome per person in the family does not exceed PLN 800.

3 Inpractice, the services make use of this right sporadically.
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was presented prior the adoption of the said Act at the beginning of 2016. The
objectives of the programme were indicated in the justification attached to the
draft law submitted to the Seym as a government legislative initiative (Seym
Paper No. 216/2016, justification). The objectives include: (1) reducing poverty
of families, families with many children in particular; (2) long-term investment
in children as a form of investment in human capital; (3) raising the fertility level
of families to reverse, or at least stop the unfavourable demographic process of the
ageing population.

The three basic objectives of the programme are interrelated, but the time per-
spective of each of them is different. Thus, the reduction of poverty, absolute pov-
erty in particular, can be achieved in the short-term perspective. Just 1-2 years
after implementation of the programme it is possible to conduct a preliminary
estimate of its effectiveness in terms of achieving this aim (Szarfenberg 2017). The
assessment of the implementation of the second objective, which is an investment
in human capital, can be carried out in the medium term. In order to estimate the
social rate of return of investments made by the programme, one must wait until
the first children raised and educated using the 500+ benefit will reach adult-
hood. Reliable estimates in this respect can be carried out within 5-10 years after
the implementation of the programme. Achieving the third goal, i.e. stopping the
ageing process by increasing the fertility rate of women in the procreative age is an
effect planned in the long-term perspective, which covers a dozen or more years.
Changes in the number of children born measured in a shorter time perspective
(e.g. year to year) do not allow to judge the durability of the demographic trend
(Kotowska 2017b).

After eighteen months that passed since the implementation of the programme,
itis impossible to perform a comprehensive assessment of its effectiveness and effi-
ciency. On the other hand, an in-depth analysis of the structure and premises of the
programme reveal the innovation in public planning in the social area in compari-
son to the approach dominant in Polish social policy during the time of transfor-
mation (1989-2004) and in the following decade (2005-2015). This study indicates
that the innovation of PR500+ lies in treating public support for families bringing
up children as an investment in human capital and children as a public good. This
investment profile of the programme must be somehow revealed since the PR500+
is hybrid in nature, and investment orientation is an element of a broader change in
the state’s development paradigm, and at the same time, a manifestation of a shift
in the organisation of public social support: from a preference for a selective ap-
proach towards a more universal approach. The four aspects of the programme are:
1) investment, (2) hybridity, (3) universality, and (4) a new development paradigm
that are functionally interrelated and mutually dependent. That is why it is worth
presenting them together. This approach is adopted in this study?*.

4 Inthis paper | use comments about PR500+, which | presented in a non-scientific essay
Rymsza 2017.
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The family 500+ Programme as a hybrid

The PR500+ is hybrid in nature due to the following three aspects of its structure:
(1) combining different rules governing the availability of benefits; (2) combining
social and investment functions; (3) linking social intervention (reduction of pov-
erty) with impact on demographic processes (increase in fertility). The section below
contains brief descriptions of these aspects.

The combination of: (i) the logic of the universal access to the benefit, according
to which every second and subsequent child is eligible, and (ii) the logic of selective
and income related, benefit, when applied to the first child, did not result from the
premises of the programme. The introduction of the income criterion in the case
of the first child in the family was related to the necessity of adjusting expenses
to the funds available in the state budget. In the case of total abandonment of the
income test, the annual expenditure resulting from the programme would increase
by as much as PLN 14 billion per year>.

The combination of two functions of the 500+ benefit: (i) the social func-
tion and (ii) the investment function result from the premises of the programme.
500+ is a social benefit, i.e. a benefit provided to increase the disposable income
of households, thereby increasing consumer capacity and the level of social secu-
rity of families. But according to the intention set out in the explanatory memo-
randum to the bill (Seym paper No. 216/2016, justification), the 500+ benefit is
also a form of state participation in financing the cost of raising children. In this
context children are treated not only as a private good, but also as a public good.
In other words, the 500+ benefit is in this sense the state investment expenditure
for the creation of the public good, and not a social transfer supporting private
household consumption. The indicated second aspect of hybridity is perceived
- so far — only in expert circles. In general public perception, 500+ is a social
benefit (CBOS 2017a).

The third aspect of the programme’s hybridity concerns including two opera-
tional objectives in its structure, i.e.: (i) limiting the poverty of families, absolute
poverty in large families with many children (short-term target) in particular,
and (ii) increasing family fertility (long-term target). This aspect, like the second
aspect, reflects the project proponent’s intentions. Hence also in this approach,
hybridity is used intentionally. The hybrid nature of PR500+ is illustrated in
Table 1.

5  Under the existing rules the PR 500+ benefit benefits 57.2% of all children under 18
- see MRPIPS Report 2017.
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Table 1. The hybrid nature of the Family 500+ Programme

Aspect of hybridity Function A Function B

The principle of universal

support: a benefit dedica- The principle of selective

support: benefit addressed

Combining the principles ted to all families bringing e
. . . . to poorer families (income
of accessibility of benefits: up children (in the case of - . )
test applied to the first child
the second and subsequent . -
- in the family)
children)

Investment function:

i ial function: S
Classic social functio State participation in the

Combining the benefits increasing the disposable . .
. . i . cost of raising children
function income of families upbrin- - .
. . - aform of investmentin
ging children

children as a public good

Long-term goal: increasing

fertility of families as a way

of slowing down the ageing
of society

Short-term goal: reduction
of poverty, especially abso-
lute poverty in large families

Combining a short-term
and long-term goal

Source: author’s own analysis.

Shift in the development paradigm: from the
neo-liberal approach to social investment based
policy

The approach adopted in the PR500+ is in line with the premises of investment-
based social policy. The inclination of social policy towards social investment means
that at least part of the state’s social expenditure ceases to be treated as satisfying the
society’s important consumer needs, bypassing market mechanisms (decomodifi-
cation), by the use of public funds, and instead it is treated as expenditures that will
provide specific, financially measurable benefits to the society in the future (see
Morel, Palier, Palme eds. 2012). In the first place, investment in human capital, edu-
cation of citizens in particular, is considered to be such as investment expenditure
(see Becker 1993). PR500+ is an example of investment-based policy which addresses
children and fertility.

Before social investment policy was created in developed countries, the decline
in fertility was considered an inevitable side effect of modernisation processes and
was associated with the individualisation of lifestyles (a growing scepticism to-
ward social roles requiring long term commitment) (Kotowska 2017a), consumer-
ism (perception of having children in terms of costs to bear) (Golinowska 1994:
118-119), mass entry of women into the labour market (redefinition of gender roles
in the family and society) (Fratczak 2017), but also with the availability of public
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social protection in old age, which in traditional societies was provided by their
own children. In other words, the fall in fertility below the simple replacement
of generations was associated with increasing prosperity and welfare state institu-
tions, including the state guaranteeing social security for the general population.

In the context of investment social policy, the method of reversing the unfavour-
able trend of fertility decline does not lie in the state withdrawing from the social
protection it guarantees, but vice versa - its extension - so that the social security
system supports and does not weaken the procreative decisions. It is not a poli-
cy based on withdrawing the state intervention, nor compensatory policy, based
on the state providing a compensation for benefits lost by parents on the labour
market (employment breaks or restricted economic activity as a result of giving
birth to and bringing up children). It is a policy of incentives to invest — invest in
children as human capital.

The orientation of social policy on investment in children through income sup-
port for the family, as assumed by PR500+, is in line with Gary Becker’s approach,
perceiving the family as a production unit, not a consumer unit (see Becker 1991).
But at the same time it goes beyond the framework of Becker’s economic theory
of the family. Parents raising a family are treated as going beyond the area of pro-
ducing private goods; children within the paradigm of investment based social pol-
icy are a common good, the production of which determines the future of society
as a community. Thus, it is assumed that the state should cover from public funds
part of the costs of the family investment, which is the upbringing of children.
When adopting such an optic, you can even treat the 500+ benefit as a quasi-remu-
neration for parents for their work at home (raising children), regardless of their
professional employment.

The PR500+ reverses the direction of the evolution of the national social se-
curity system, which, in Poland after 1989, was determined by the trend to move
away from universal redistributive programmes to promote selective support pro-
grammes®. This trend was a manifestation of the neo-liberal transformation strat-
egy, according to which the modernisation of the country was to be ensured by
rooting of market mechanisms in the economy and limitation of state intervention
in the free play of market forces (Rymsza 2013: 224-232).

In the neo-liberal concept, social support from public funds can in principle be
transferred only to the weakest and the poorest, and the remaining citizens should
buy social protection on the market, and thus use individual or group foresight
programmes organised in a commercial formula’. This is because in liberal macro-
economy, social benefits financed from public funds are considered as consumer
spending, burdening the state budget and hampering economic development.
The income test as a selection tool for those entitled to social support ensures not
only the proper selection of beneficiaries (and therefore the aptness of addressing

6  Cf.the comparison of the universal and selective programmes in: Garfinkel ed. 1992.
7  Cf.thedescription of the liberal social policy model in: Esping-Andersen 1990.
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benefits), but above all limits the scale of social transfers. Hence the orientation
of social policy in the neo-liberal transformation project towards social assistance
and selective programmes.

PR500+ changes the perception of pro-family social transfers in Poland.
Treating the 500+ benefit as a social investment does not give grounds for, cor-
responding to the liberal strategy, differentiation of children to those requiring
public support and those not requiring; all children in this perspective are a pub-
lic good (NRR Opinion 2016). It is the recognition of children as a public good
that seems to be the most important change at the normative level, where the
concept of social investment, of which in Poland PR500+ is a part, contributes
to social policy.

Subjectifying treatment of families
as a manifestation of the empowerment approach

PR500+ is an example of the empowerment approach in social policy, consist-
ing of simultaneous strengthening and empowering of recipients of support (un-
derstanding of empowerment after Berger, Neuhaus 1997). Thanks to the pro-
gramme, the level of securing the needs of the family and its members increases
(the strengthening function), but it is the parents who decide how they spend the
funds received from the state (the empowering function). Therefore, the family is
not only the addressee of the state’s activities, which is the essence of the objectify-
ing approach in social policy, but is also treated as a co-producer of the public good
(raising children), entitled to make decisions as to how to conduct the investment.
This in turn is a manifestation of the subjectifying approach. This is an important
innovation in planning public action: the empowerment approach is associated
with the orientation on social investments, including the co-production of public
goods by citizens and the state.

This creates a new area for empirical research: monitoring the spending of funds
from the PR500+ and related changes in consumption patterns and managing
household budgets. Public statistics tries to face this challenge®. This is not an easy
task; you have to specify which expenses should be included in the category of in-
vestments in children with a deferred social rate of return, and which should be
treated as manifestations of the growing current consumption of households.

Some critics of PR500+ emphasise that a better form of family support would
be benefits in kind and postulates the use of funds for the construction of nurs-
eries, kindergartens and other instruments from the work-family balance palette

8  Thistaskis undertaken as part of a panel survey on household budgets kept by the
Central Statistical Office.
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(Wiegz 2017, statements by Iga Magda). Supporters of the state’s extension of so-
cial services infrastructure usually formulate expresis verbis or adopt a hidden
assumption that parents are not the best holders of public funds. The conviction
that it is experts or public decision-makers who know better how to use these
funds effectively is a manifestation of the objectifying approach in the planning
of social policy related to family. However this reveals the debate present in
the literature on the subject over the years, over how to best solve the problem
of poverty: whether a more effective and efficient form of supporting persons
and families affected by this problem is financial aid or support in-kind (see
Golinowska 1994, chapters 9-10).

Findings on the nature of the phenomenon referred to in the social scienc-
es as “inheritance of poverty” represent the key problem in the dispute over
effective combating poverty. Two different descriptions of mechanisms of per-
petuating poverty function in the literature on the subject’. According to the
first, the essence of the socio-cultural inheritance of poverty is the long-term
shortage on the side of household income, forcing families to save excessively,
which translates into children learning to live in a state of permanent depriva-
tion of needs. The second approach assumes that the cause of poverty lies in
dysfunctions in the sphere of spending household resources and is associated
with established habits of irrational consumption or life without planning the
future. In this approach, persistence of poverty results from faulty socialisation
and dysfunction of parents’ behaviour, which are passed on to future generations
living in the enclaves of poverty.

One can say that we have two different interpretations of the phenomenon
of cultural inheritance of poverty. According to the first, the inheritance of pov-
erty is an unwanted result of rational adaptation of individuals and families
to a structurally flawed situation related to the social division of labour, i.e. the
inability of the parents to earn enough, despite their economic activity (low wage
market in certain occupations) or readiness to take up employment (structural
unemployment). According to the second interpretation, the inheritance of pov-
erty results from faulty socialisation, which is manifested in fixed tendencies
to irrational behaviour in normal life situations.

It is impossible to decide which interpretation is right, as in the enclaves of pov-
erty, the two cultures of poverty meet and mutually penetrate each other (see
Bunio-Mroczek 2016). However, it can be assumed that if we are dealing with the
dominance of the first type of poverty culture, effective solution of the problem
of poverty inheritance should consist of providing families with stable income,
as predicted by PR500+. If the second type of poverty dominates, then in order
to break the process of inheriting poverty, social work is necessary with the parents’
generation to change their attitudes as well as investment in children’s education

9  Description of two interpretations of the culture of poverty - see Karwacki, Kazmier-
czak, Rymsza 2014, chapter 2 (by Rymsza).
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to enable them to acquire social competences not available in the process of faulty
socialisation at home, which in turn favours their use of state-controlled social
services infrastructure.

In summary, the PR500+ is an example of a pro-income approach in combating
poverty. This is a consequence of the subjective treatment of families, but also re-
sults from the assumption that the key cause of the cultural phenomenon of poverty
inheritance in the Polish provinces and enclaves of Polish poverty is the low income
of families, and not faulty socialisation patterns.

Defects, limitations and possible side effect of the
500+ Family Programme

The hybridity of the PR500+, consisting of combining different goals, functions
and organizational solutions, results in making the programme solutions illeg-
ible in its design, which are inconsistently used and remain incompatible with
the wider social support system. The following three such drawbacks of PR500+
can be identified: (1) adoption of the rolling definition of the first child in the
family; (2) not including the 500+ benefit in family income taken into account
when determining the right to other benefits; (3) introducing, through the pro-
gramme, an additional income criterion, which complicates the social support
system.

The adoption of a “rolling” definition of the first child in the family is a way
to reduce the scale of social transfers made through the PR500+. According to this
definition, the first child in the family is the oldest child, if not older than 18 years
of age. The child under PR500+ programme is entitled to support from birth to the
age of majority, but when it becomes the oldest in the family within the mean-
ing of the Act (older siblings having exceeded 18 years of age) the right to benefit
depends on the family’s fulfilment of the income criterion. This solution, struc-
turally somewhat complicated, could be accepted were it not for the failure to in-
clude the 500+ benefit, when determining the right to other social benefits, such
as family benefits. The rolling definition of the oldest child brings savings to the
state budget, which, however, are offset by spending on other social benefits, which
would not apply if the 500+ benefit were included in the family income in the con-
text of an income test.

At the same time, it should be noted that in the context of PR500+ in relation
to the first child in the family, the legislator did not use one of the already exist-
ing income criteria, but established further one. After the implementation of the
PR500+, the Polish social support system contains as many as 6 different income
criteria, which makes it structurally complex and highly non-transparent in so-
cial perception (NRR Opinion 2016). This system requires ordering.
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As regards negative side effects of the PR500+, the demotivating effect
on women in terms of continuing their professional activity during the peri-
od of raising children, is of the utmost importance (Magda 2016). According
to Iga Magda it was possible to establish a link in the second half of the 2016 be-
tween 40-55 thousand women leaving the labour market and the PR 500 + (IBS
Analysis 2016)'°. From this perspective, the PR500+ appears as a threat to the
preferred, especially in the years after Poland’s accession to the EU, concept
of work-family balance (see Czepulis-Rutkowska, Mirostaw 2017). However, the
scale of this side effect is difficult to verify empirically. First of all, the years
2016-2017 were a period of economic prosperity and the lowest level of unem-
ployment in twenty years; the unemployment rate after the introduction of the
programme was lower than before its introduction!!. Secondly, the 500+ benefit
primarily increases the unattractiveness of the lowest-paid jobs and does not
necessarily have to limit the employment level of women. It is rather more likely
to force a rise in wages. It seems that the relatively small resistance of the em-
ployers’ organisations to raising the minimum hourly wage, which took place in
2016, can be attributed to the PR500+. It is therefore possible that the PR500+
will serve people in escaping the low wage trap, rather than demotivate them
from working. Verification of the impact of PR500+ on the labour market re-
quires further in-depth studies and systematic monitoring.

PR500+ should be “encapsulated” by social services. It is not about limiting
the parents’ agency in administering the 500+ benefit, but about expanding
the field of their choices in the field of investments in education and develop-
ment of children. Expecting that the availability of an additional benefit will
trigger an increased supply of pro-family services, in the context of significant
deficiencies in public services infrastructure and highly uneven distribution
across the country, translating into territorial differences in quality of life (see
GUS 2017b), would be wishful thinking. Similar to the assumption adopted at
the threshold of transformation, according to which the free market itself will
absorb unemployment resulting from the liquidation of unproductive employ-
ment in restructured state-owned enterprises. There is a need to develop a child
and family support service system at the local level, taking into account the
different needs of families and available to all, without using the income test
as a selection tool for those entitled. It means shifting — at least partially - social
services from social assistance system, on a similar basis as it was done in the
case of a 500+ benefit. At the moment there is no such integrated social services
system!?.

10 Thisis several times less than the IBS team expected when preparing the analysis.

11 The unemployment rate in the second quarter of 2016, when the payment of 500+
benefit was started, was according to the BAEL methodology - 3.5%, and in the third
quarter of 2017 - 2.7% (GUS 2017a: 74, table 17).

12 The study work was undertaken in the 2017 at the National Development Council un-
der the President of the Republic of Poland.
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Final conclusions

Social capacity of the programme. In Poland, PR500+ crosses the Rubicon in terms
of programing social policy toward family. The adoption of the Act on State Aid in
raising children in 2016 turned out to be so socially successful'® that it redefined
the area of choice of the public decision maker and thus defined the framework for
(further) public activities. After the introduction of the 500+ benefit, the return
of the preference for family policy based on indirect solutions appears unlikely, and
political parties are likely to compete in the future to fill the gaps in the area of direct
state support for families'.

Paradoxically, however, it is hybridity that was largely responsible for the re-
silience of the PR500+. On the one hand, it turned out to be so widespread that it
changed the philosophy of organisation of social support: from the scheme based
on addressing support only to the poorest people and families, which dominated
during the transformation period, towards universal programmes addressed to all
citizens. On the other hand, maintaining the element of selectivity limited the criti-
cism of the PR500+ on the part of opinion-forming liberal circles. In this context,
the possibility of presenting PR500+ as an element of the logic of modernisation,
rather than counter-modernisation: as a form of social investment, and not “hand-
outs for the poor”, became an important element in public discourse.

It is worth noting that for similar reasons, the Third Way programme imple-
mented in the United Kingdom by the Labour Party during the leadership of Tony
Blair (Blair 1998), was successful. The Third Way was constructed according to the
logic of hybridity, based on a conscious combination of opposites, in accordance
with the philosophy proposed by Anthony Giddens (Giddens 1998). It seems that
in European social policy time has come for the implementation of hybrid solutions
and the introduction of multi-sector solutions, in line with the concept of a welfare
mix (see Johnson 1999).

Public debate as a clash of interests. The Polish public debate focused on the func-
tioning of the PR500+ is characterised by a tendency to stereotype and stigmatise
poorer families. Criticism of the PR500+ beneficiaries concerns to a large extent
behaviour that cannot be considered socially dysfunctional. This is not a critique
of pathological behaviours such as “they are spending their benefits on alcohol”,
“they do not want to work”, etc. There is a lot of disbelief and indignation that

» <«

“they went with the children to the seaside”, “they bought a second-hand car”, “they
paid off short-term loans”, “they no longer want to work in the supermarket for
minimum wages”. Yet these and similar decisions are manifestations of rational

behaviour, which demonstrate the aspirations of beneficiaries to the lifestyle of the

13 Avyear after the introduction of PR500+, 77% of Poles supported it - see CBOS 2017a.
14 The distinction between the implicit and explicit family policy following Kamerman
1995.
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middle classes. They confirm the accuracy of the organisation of the PR500+ as an
income support programme'®. The consumer choices made by the beneficiaries
of the programme and the behaviour on the labour market are generally conducive
to raising the children’s aspirations for social promotion and their fuller participa-
tion in social life (Kosny 2017).

What is the meaning of the social popularity of 500+ and the simultaneous
numerous voices critical of the programme and its beneficiaries, which have been
expressed by representatives of the elite opinion-makers? The quarter of a cen-
tury following 1989, including the transformation of the political system crowned
with Poland’s accession to the EU (1989-2004) and the years of post-accession
modernisation of the country (2005-2015) is a period of spectacular economic
development of Poland. It is just that the fruits of this development were con-
sumed in a way beneficial for the emerging post-transformation elite, with the
marginalisation of interests and aspirations of poorer groups and social strata.
In the autumn of 2015, at the polling urns, Poles from smaller towns, or working
in the less-paid professions, claimed their rights to participate in the benefits
of the country’s development. This share of benefits was guaranteed by the social
programme of Law and Justice Party and that is why it was met with the support
of numerous voters. The pro-modernisation Civic Platform (Platforma Obywatel-
ska) ruling in 2007-2015, however, celebrated the successes of a quarter-century
transformation from the position of winners, without seeing the need for a more
balanced assessment of the Polish transformation. And that is why it lost in the
parliamentary elections.

In conclusion, the PR500+ is a manifestation of the policy of empowering fami-
lies that have lived so far in the culture of poverty. The vast majority of beneficiaries
make rational use of the opportunities created. And this meets with the criticism
of the “winners of the transformation”. This can be interpreted as a manifestation
of the aspiration of these circles to maintain their privileged social position. Thus,
the expert and media debate around the PR500+ to a lesser extend serves to diag-
nose the situation of the beneficiaries of the programme. It rather is a field where
the interests of the “winners” of the Polish transformation are articulated.

Towards a social investment policy. PR500+ is an example of investing public
funds in human capital. The family ceases to be treated as a consumer unit and
begins to be perceived as a production unit. The children are treated as the main
public good that families produce. This is in line with the latest trends in the Euro-
pean social policy, where social policy is increasingly referred to as the policy of so-
cial investment, and family policy even becomes child-centred (see Warzywoda-
Kruszynska 2017).

15 This aspect of the PR500+ is highlighted by experts of the Large Family Association
3 Plus (Stowarzyszenie Duzych Rodzin 3 Plus) - cf. Wiez 2017, statements by Joanna
Krupska.
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Pro-family transfers are not only socially accepted, but in fact there is a func-
tional demand for them. The pro-social orientation of the PR500+ correspond-
ing to the neo-Keynesian logic of stimulating development through public
spending has met this demand. Thus, the PR500+ is a harbinger of a fundamen-
tal departure from neo-liberal programming of the functioning of the social
sphere. This departure is necessary, and even indispensable, if Poland is to de-
velop in a more balanced manner and for the general public to benefit from the
benefits of this development. The combination of the social benefits function
of PR500+ with the investment function has opened the way to other pro-invest-
ment solutions in Poland’s social policy. An example of this is the government
programme of public investment in cheap housing for rent for young families
(with the option of deferred purchase - for those interested), referred to as the
Apartment +.

This does not mean, however, that the concept of system transformation
based on neo-liberal assumptions was incorrect. Rather, following the change
of the political system, the neo-liberal strategy exhausted its potential, and its
continued application in the post-accession period in fact strengthened the so-
called dependent development. Therefore, a fundamental change in the coun-
try’s development strategy is needed. This shift was defined in Poland in the
formula of responsible development (SOR 2016), one of the dimensions of which
is the combination of economic development with social development: one that
promotes an inclusive and cohesive society. This is facilitated by PR500+ which
is a programme that invests in children as a public good.

Taking into account its hybrid nature, it is possible to build a social and
political consensus around PR500+, defining a new framework of pro-family
and pro-investment state social policy. The introduction of the 500+ benefit
was preceded by numerous family-oriented changes in social policy, although
with a smaller scale and impact. Examples of such solutions included: (i) one-
off benefit following the birth of a child, (ii) the Large Family Card, (iii) ex-
tension of parental leave. The strength of PR500+ lies not in the fact that it is
a harbinger of a new approach in social policy of the state, but that through its
momentum and social validity it is a breakthrough point, deciding for the (pos-
sible) sustainability of the earlier turn of policy towards pro-family solutions
(Rymsza 2016: 67-72). It is an incontrovertible fact that the PR500+ introduced
in Poland an atmosphere of growing polarisation on the political scene, pro-
ducing a permanent social division (CBOS 2017b). Nevertheless, the author
of these words expresses the hope that the above-mentioned objective premises
will prove stronger than the conditions of the mentioned division, and it will
be possible in the future to build a consensus around the assumptions of the
social investment policy.
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