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ABSTRACT

The aim of the article is to describe the empowerment process and its implementa-
tion in social work in the context of counteracting social exclusion in youth and adults
based on the example of the project carried out in the years 2014-2016, titled: “Develop-
ment of the empowerment of educators and beneficiaries in the field of youth at risk
and social exclusion”, co-financed from European Union funds within the Erasmus +
programme, Action 2: Strategic partnership of professional teaching and training, Grant
No. 2014-1-FR01-KA2026-008728. The English language concept category of empower-
ment, which does not have a satisfactory equivalent term in the Polish language, was
operationalised in this article. The essence of empowerment in the context of social
work was described in the article, pointing to its significance mainly in the scope of
counteracting the process of youth and adult social exclusion. Furthermore, the main
assumptions of the implemented international project were set out in the ambit of the
development of the empowerment of educators as well as of beneficiaries working with
persons at risk of social exclusion, and the relationship and reflections of one of the
project participants were also shown. An attempt was made in the article on the basis
of the experiences gathered within the performance of the international research project
to assess the course of the empowerment process and its usefulness in searching for
solutions for educational practices in the domain of the social exclusion phenomenon.

Key words: empowerment, strengthening, social inclusion, social exclusion, benefi-
ciary, at-risk group, social work
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INTRODUCTION

The extensive applications and usefulness of empowerment can be found in
the field of social sciences, mainly in the context of research pertaining to social
work (Szmagalski, 1994b; Trawkowska, 2014) and to management (Bugdol,
2006). Empowerment in social sciences mainly refers to individuals and mem-
bers of discriminated, minority and marginalised groups that are often vulner-
able to the social exclusion phenomenon or are already experiencing exclu-
sion from the decision-making process, from the opportunity to exact change,
and from broadly understood knowledge (on personal, family, local, state and
other levels). The aim of empowerment actions is the achievement of a condi-
tion, in which people can regain individual and group control over their own
lives, locations, postulates, interests, spaces, rights, and languages, etc. Thanks
to this, they are capable of specifying their own needs, life goals and actions,
and they have a sense of causation/impact on a series of matters in their own
life and their surroundings. This process facilitates increasing an individual’s
control over their own life, finding faith in oneself and one’s own capacity, and
social inclusion (Stowniczek OSL, 2016).

The article aims to describe the course of the empowerment process in the
context of counteracting youth and adult social exclusion, which took place
under the international project titled: The development of the empowerment
of educators and beneficiaries in the field of youth at risk and social exclusion
financed within the Erasmus+ programme conducted in 2014-2016. The first
part of the article deals with the operationalisation of the English term empow-
erment. Its significance in the context of social work, with particular focus on
its main meaning in terms of combating the youth and adult social exclusion
process also described in the article. The main assumptions of the implemented
international project concerning the development of the empowerment of
educators and beneficiaries working with persons at risk of social exclusion
in which the empowerment process was activated were subsequently set out.
The last part of the article presents an account of one of the project participants
along with their reflections. The article closes with some thoughts on the impli-
cations of the empowerment process in the field of social work, particularly the
problem the of social exclusion of youth and adults on the basis of the experi-
ences collected by means of taking part in the aforementioned international
research project.

EMPOWERMENT
- DEFINITION PROBLEMS, THE ESSENCE OF THE TERM

The term empowerment appeared in scientific literature and in global dis-
course as early as in the 1970s, in connection with the theory of liberation and
universal education in South America advocated by Paulo Freire and Saul
Alinsky, who were dealing with the organisation and strengthening of local
communities in black ghettoes in the United States of America (Duranowski,
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2013). There are many ways in which the term empowerment can be under-
stood and many contexts in which it can be used. This word either functions in
its original wording or is translated into different Polish equivalents in Polish
literature. Empowerment is a noun in the English language and is mainly
used in the English language in academic literature across various social sci-
ence disciplines (Szarfenberg, 2015). The following words are used for this
notional category for the proposed translation into the Polish language: upod-
miotowienie (e.g.,, Moczydlowska, 2013), and uwlasnowolnienie (e.g., UN,
1995), upelnomocnienie (e.g., Gulczyriska, 2014), umacnianie (e.g., Kanafa-
Chmielewska, 2012), wzmocnienie (e.g., Krzyszkowski, 2011), uprawomoc-
nienie (e.g., Olejniczak, 2013), and uwtaszczenie (Osborne, & Gaebler, 2005).

The semantic analysis of the term empowerment performed by Ryszard
Szarfenberg (2015) indicates that its meaning refers to the main core of this
concept, namely, the word: power, which is translated into Polish as: wladza,
sita, moc, uprawnienie, zdolnos¢, and energia. The “em-" prefix placed before
the word power signalises an active relationship to the meaning of the term,
emphasising the focus on change in power, strength and force. In Polish transla-
tions, an equivalent of the “em-" prefix is the “u-" prefix, for instance, upodmi-
otowienie, uprawomocnienie, umacnianie (Szarfenberg, 2015). Hence, the most
frequently proposed Polish translation of the term empowerment includes the
terms stated above: upodmiotowienie, upelnomocnienie, uwlasnowolnienie,
and uprawomocnienie. The same terms for the word empowerment can also
be found on the Réwnosé.pl website (Stownik réwnoséc.info, 2016). In the OSL
dictionary: Organizowanie Spotecznosci Lokalnej (Organisation of the Local
Community) (Stowniczek OSL, 2016), the word empowerment rather means
strengthening. It is demonstrated that this is a “process of empowerment,
during which individuals, groups, organisations and communities increase/
obtain command and control of their own life and become active participants
of social life, taking actions to improve their own situations as well as the situ-
ation of the entire community” (Stowniczek OSL, 2016).

Broader considerations of the definition of this term indicate that the word
empowerment is the opposite of helplessness. It is both the process and the
outcome, namely, the obtained end state, meaning the obtainment of power
(strength), thanks to which individuals, groups, communities or institutions
can fight for strengthening. It is a strengthening to defend, to independently
pursue one’s own needs, as well as to strengthen individuals finding themselves
in difficult situations, especially the weak, socially or economically inefficient,
disabled people, and also those abused by others or by the system (Ornacka,
2013). Empowerment as a process means facilitating, enabling and/or promot-
ing the capacity to function optimally and competently. It is an end in itself with
the point being for individuals and groups that are divest of causative capac-
ity to manage to get out of this state and become capable of establishing and
rebuilding their own status as persons with equal rights and competent citizens
in society. Empowerment in this context covers the individual and the collec-
tive dimensions, as well as the subjective and objective aspects. The individual
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dimension is connected with actions and processes the aim of which are to
increase an individual’s control over their own life, their faith in themselves and
their capabilities, equipping/enriching them with knowledge, competencies
and skills and abilities. This dimension is also referred to as psychological and is
understood as an individual’s intrinsic motivation that covers four dimensions:
assigning a personal meaning to the work performed by them, familiarity with
one’s own competences, the conviction of being capable of making proactive
choices (self-determination) and the conviction that one’s work is worthwhile
(Gkorezis, 2011; quoted after: Krawczyk-Brytka, 2012). The collective dimension,
on the other hand, refers to social structures and to barriers and relationships of
influence that sustain differentiation and injustice, while at the same time reduc-
ing an individual’s chances of taking control of their own life. The subjective
dimension of empowerment means that it includes an individual’s feeling of
causation, whereas the objective means the realistic expansion of the scope of
causation understood as a sense of inner control or an awareness of the fact that
ensuing events are directly related with the specific action of the individual that
is participating in them (Stowniczek OSL, 2016).

According to the analysis performed by R. Szarfenberg (2015) assuming
that power, strength, and authority can be given and taken away, increased
or decreased, the use of the term empowerment is connected with the first
element, namely, with giving and increasing strength/power. Nevertheless,
the point is not to give, confer and increase it where it is already held, but to
do this where it is absent and where there is not enough of it. For example,
strength and power should be given and conferred to those that are deprived
of it, imparted to those that are helpless; rights should be given to those that
have been refused them; and those that are in a worse situation than others or
hold lower positions should be strengthened.

Based on the above analysis, it is apparent that the word empowerment
possesses positive connotations and relates to human relations since giving,
adding or increasing strength, causation, and power to persons that did not
possess them earlier or who had them significantly restricted will be associ-
ated with changes in the relationships and arrangements functioning to date.
If the relation of power or strength consisted of domination, then empower-
ment may mean: 1) A certain kind of knowledge and attitude: a view and/or
conviction that the relation should change for the benefit of the weaker party;
2) the behaviour resulting from this attitude - action intended to strengthen the
dominated, namely, the weaker party in the relation; 3) the intended effect of
such actions, that is, the effect that consists of the weakening of domination,
and making power, strength or rights equal and balanced (Szarfenberg, 2015).

EMPOWERMENT IN THE CONTEXT OF SOCIAL WORK

The term empowerment is one of the key terms that has been incorporated
in the international definition of social work. Its final version developed in 2014
states that social work is a profession that resulted from the practice and scien-
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tific discipline promoting social change, social development, social inclusion,
and empowerment, understood as the strengthening of the position of indi-
viduals and the liberation of people (Global Definition of Social Work, 2014)
Thus, the term empowerment (uwlasnowolnienie/ upetnomocnienie /upod-
miotowienie) constitutes an integral part of the international definition of social
work which states that it is a profession that promotes social change, problem
solving in human relationships, and the empowerment of people to enhance
well-being. This term in social or community work is presented as a key con-
cept in defining the very nature of the undertaken actions. The main objective
of the concept of community-based development is also the enhancement and
strengthening of communities, emphasising the significance of empowerment
(Szarfenberg, 2015). In Poland, such an approach is popularised in theory and
practice by the Local Activity Support Centre, which publishes the Empower-
ment - o polityce aktywnej integracji (Empowerment - on the active inclusion
policy) journal, as well as by the Social Assistance Council, which established
the Empowerment Cooperation Forum, which is a platform for discussion and
cooperation that promotes the idea and value of the empowerment concept.
A concept of social work that is close to this way of thinking is the one func-
tioning in Poland, a precursor of which was Helena Radliniska. She referred
to human strengths in the definition of social work, stating that: “[it] consists
of bringing out and multiplying human strengths, facilitating and organising
common actions for the good of the people” (Radliriska, 1961, p. 335; quoted
after: Szarfenberg, 2015). The strength category was promoted along with the
critique of approaches relying on a needs, deficits and problem-centred diag-
nosis. In the 1990s, it was more clearly linked with the idea of empowerment
(Cowger, 1994; Krasiejko, 2010, pp. 49-85; quoted after: Szarfenberg, 2015).
The empowerment approach stems from the basic principle under the dem-
ocratic social order of respect for the autonomy and dignity of every human
person, this means the subjective treatment of citizens and the creation of com-
munities by public administration, social services, non-governmental organi-
sations and representatives of all helping professions. The policy and social
services that have been built around the idea of empowerment constitutes an
approach that reinforces the causative potential of people, families and groups
and, in the event of them being too weak, ensuring that they are capable of
actively taking part in public life or reintroducing them to such activity. In
social work practice, the empowerment approach signifies striving for the
restoration of aid schemes for clients that help them to regain a sense of cau-
sality and genuine control over their own lives which is associated with this.
This is because social practice proves that it is exactly the sense of helpless-
ness and lack of control that underpins the preservation of life attitudes and
the development of social processes that push people out to the margins of
society. It is worth highlighting that whether or not these processes result from
self-marginalisation (which is the consequence of harmful dependencies, dys-
functions, or being culturally ill-equipped) or from weak people being subject
to exclusion processes initiated by others, is of little importance. In both cases,
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rebuilding faith in oneself and a sense of influence on the course of events is an
important, if not crucial aspect of the process of coming out of isolation and the
process of social inclusion constituting its extrapolation (Empowerment Coop-
eration Manifest Forum).

The pervasive practice in social work is based on working on the basis of the
resources held by the client, their family and the environment. It was built on
the conviction of empowerment, the resources of individuals and of the envi-
ronment, on potential, cooperation, and membership, understood as inclusion
in social life. Thus, it was formed in opposition to the concept of working with
the client on the grounds of her/his shortcomings and deficiencies. Accord-
ing to Charles A. Rapp, a research-based approach provides clients with new
opportunities. It helps the client discover their individual skills and abilities,
which play a significant role in solving problems. The main assumption of this
idea is the conviction that people are more susceptible to change if they are
individuals involved in this process rather than the subjects of change initiated
by others (Ciczkowska-Giedzun, 2011b). In connection with this assumption,
the trend that currently dominates in social work postulates thinking about
the empowerment of not only those people that are supported by social work-
ers, namely, the beneficiaries of such actions, but also of themselves, that is, of
the professionals. This way of thinking also accompanied the main assump-
tions of the international project described in this article, whose objective was
the empowerment (upodmiotowienie, uwtasnowolnienie or wzmocnienie) of
persons that are at risk of social exclusion, as well as of those working with
such people. The characteristics of this project have been presented in the
next subchapter of this article. The mentioned trend integrates two important
strands, the first of which emphasises the empowerment of supported per-
sons/beneficiaries (the poor, helpless, discriminated, and excluded, etc.), the
second of which focuses on the empowerment of professionals/workers, often
employed persons (an example of which can be the position of a family assis-
tant in Poland). The integration of both trends, namely, the empowerment of
social workers in establishments/institutions or organisations rendering ser-
vices and the empowerment of clients of such organisations (beneficiaries) is
a necessity that is to lead to the greater effectiveness of undertaken measures.
The recommendations concerning the need for both trends to be integrated
have already been postulated in literature several and even a dozen or so years
ago (e.g., Hardina, 2005; Hardina, et al., 2007). A criticism of social work and
social services that was only based on one of the two approaches advocated the
integration of both trends. Actions that were overly focused on the empower-
ment of the beneficiaries of social services and those that concerned the empow-
erment of social workers/professionals alone turned out to be harmful and
rather ineffective. In the first case, excessive focus on the self-determination of
an individual resulted in neglecting the essence and significance of the mutual
dependencies, and the resulting attitude of appreciation, acceptance of others,
and empathy. In the second case, the criticism concerned failing to take the
individual limitations of persons and groups into account in empowerment, as
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well as the fact of it being conflict- and coercion-orientated and not education-
oriented (Wolfensberger, 2011). The integration of both threads is crucial and
is aimed at increasing the actual capacity of the participants (the beneficiaries
of social services and the professionals working with them) to influence the
actions that concern them and, at the same time, increase the effectiveness of
such actions.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE EMPOWERMENT OF EDUCATORS
AND BENEFICIARIES IN THE FIELD OF YOUTH AT RISK
AND SOCIAL EXCLUSION: THE CHARACTERISTICS
OF THE INNOVATIVE PROJECT PERFORMED UNDER
THE ERASMUS+ PROGRAMME

Empowerment was used in the process of combating the phenomenon of
youth and adult social exclusion that was taking place within the innovative
international project discussed in this article. The project objectives consti-
tute the answer to the challenges formulated by the European Union associ-
ated with working to combat poverty and social exclusion. The project was
initiated by a network of social educators referred to as “Educ-Europe” (The
European Training for Social Educators) established in 2006, which currently
brings together 12 European organisations and institutions operating in the
field of child and youth protection belonging to the higher education and edu-
cator training sector. The “Educ-Europe” network is gradually expanding by
inviting more institutions and organisations to collaborate with it. The project
facilitates experts associated within the “Educ-Europe” network to develop
and enhance their skills and abilities, increase their employability, exchange
knowledge and good practices concerning social inclusion, support families
experiencing difficulties in the performance of their educational and care func-
tions and support young people at risk of social exclusion. Eight Educ-Europe
associated partners joined the project, namely, the d”Auteuil Foundation from
France - the institution that submitted the project to the national Erasmus+
agency and performed the function of the project manager. The foundation
has been operating in France for almost 150 years, combating social exclusion
of the young and their families. The following institutions and organisations
tulfilled partner roles in the project. They were: Haute Ecole de Bruxelles (Bel-
gium); Karel de Grote University (Antwerp, Belgium; CRIPS - Asociatia Cebt-
rul de Resursesi Informarepentru Profesiuni Sociale (Romania); INFA - Institut
National de Formation et de I’ Application (France); Fondation Amigo (Spain);
CNOS - Centro Nationale Opere Salesiane (SCS) (Italy); and the Kazimierz
Wielki University in Bydgoszcz (Poland). The members of these institutions
jointly developed the project assuming the transfer of innovation and collabo-
ration, convinced of the need to implement permanent changes in the way that
the social actions of beneficiaries are supported and innovations in the scope of
training and research methodology. They all participated in each phase of the
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project and activated the mobility of social intervention practitioners, trainers
and their beneficiaries. The main message of the project was the promotion of
innovative ways of conducting social interventions in the realm of the social
exclusion phenomenon, which were meant to be based on the idea of strength-
ening the beneficiary’s position in the social change design and implementa-
tion process by bringing out their potential and resources. The possibility of
developing the competences of practitioners and professionals working with
the beneficiaries of social services was also foreseen in the project. Emphasis
was also placed on the development of intervention methods. Such an assump-
tion is in line with the dominant striving in contemporary social work to the
empowerment of not just those that are supported by social workers, namely,
the beneficiaries, but also of themselves, that is, the professionals.

The issue of social exclusion analysed under the project concerned two
groups of persons needing help: youth and adults. The main aim of the research
work in both cases was the empowerment of persons at risk of social exclu-
sion or already excluded persons. Therefore, two significant areas of social
practice interests were planned within the research work, also referred to as
action-research sessions, namely: the support of adolescents facing being in
conflict with the law, and working with adults that have found themselves in
a very difficult life situation. Due to the interdisciplinary nature of the project,
its interculturality and the participation of persons of different professions, as
well as beneficiaries with different life experiences, the intermediate objective
of the project was the exchange of good practices drawn from its participants.
An important project objective was increasing the mobility of researchers. Four
international action research groups were established to fulfil the above pro-
ject goals, who worked on the basis of action research methodology during
four sessions (which took place in Paris, Bydgoszcz, Antwerp, and Rome). One
action research group which was comprised of practitioners, theoreticians and
beneficiaries was appointed to work on each of the identified areas. Each of
the teams was led by a pair of facilitators, who were experts in the social work
area as well as in action research. The first two groups concurrently took part
in five-day workshop sessions that were held in Paris (24-29 November 2014)
and which were later continued in Bydgoszcz (18-22 May 2015). Each of the
groups was required to conduct a diary recording the results of the groups’
daily work, the thoughts and reflections of the group participants as well as the
postulates and formulated research questions. These two groups created 4 dia-
ries in total within the first year of work (one diary from the session in France
and one diary from the session in Bydgoszcz conducted by each of the groups).
The following year, two newly appointed groups which were comprised of
beneficiaries, professionals, as well as of educators of social workers and facili-
tators worked on the same research areas. The first meeting of these working
groups was held in Antwerp (9-13 November 2015), and the next in Rome (1-5
May 2016). These two teams carried out exactly the same objectives as the pre-
vious teams and also conducted diaries at each meeting. A crucial period in
their work was the interval between the first and second working meeting of
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each of the groups. This time was to facilitate the personal reflection of each
of the group participants, undertaking research and interventions in practice,
testing and implementing new methods, techniques and ways of working with
socially excluded persons. It was meant to facilitate searching for new methods
of working with socially excluded persons as well as testing their efficiency.

Apart from the eight work diaries created by each of the groups, the final
outcome of the project also included: INFA two e-learning educational mod-
ules constituting the final outcome of the work of the international team of
experts that prepared thematic training courses connected with the issue of
social exclusion. Both educational modules, namely: 1) empowerment in
the context of social support for minors with issues involving Justice, and 2)
empowerment and social work with adults living in a highly precarious situ-
ation, will be prepared in English and French. They will contain interactive
work pathways and audiovisual material (short films, interviews, and pres-
entations) facilitating the perception of the presented training content. A test
was developed for each module, enabling the measurement of knowledge
and acquired competences and facilitating an initial evaluation of the train-
ing course. The training is addressed to students of pedagogy, psychology,
sociology, and especially to students of social work and related fields as well
as for the beneficiaries of aid activities and professionals wanting to raise their
competences. Open access to e-learning courses is planned at the turn of 2016
and 2017. The training website will be administrated by the French partner of
the “Educ-Europe” network: INFA, which will also be able to be accessed from
the “Educ-Europe” website: www.educ-europe.ue.

The International symposium titled: “How to Use the Force Within Us,”
which was held in Valencia, in Spain , constituted a summary of the work of
the research teams under the implemented project. The main organiser of this
symposium was the Spanish “Educ-Europe” network partner and one of the
partner organisations in the project: The Amigo Foundation. The central idea
of the seminar was to disseminate information on the implemented project
among the invited guests, and the presentation of preliminary outcomes of the
work, including the social intervention tools.

A REPORT AND REFLECTIONS ON PARTICIPATION
IN THE PROJECT OF ONE OF THE PROJECT PARTICIPANTS

This part of the article presents the report and reflections of one of the Polish
participants in the earlier described project, who admits that they found it to be
an incredibly valuable experience. This is his account:

Participation in the ,Development of the empowerment of educators and
beneficiaries in the field of youth at risk and social exclusion” project gave me
many interesting experiences and also enabled me to make new acquaintances,
exchange good practices and deepen my knowledge and skills required in the
social worker and educator professions. I was recommended to be on the project
by Professor Maria Deptula, the Head of the Chair in which the project coor-
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dinator, dr Jolanta Jarczynska, and other team members work. The reason for
this was my knowledge of the English language and my personal experiences
which I'had shared with the Professor when I was her student in my second year
of pedagogy. I once told her about my family, which had numerous problems,
about the process of building my resistance to the adversities of fate, about bene-
fitting from the help of a psychologist, and about the experiences that spurred to
me change my life. The help that I had received in the difficult periods of my life
helped me to understand how important it is to support the people that care for
us but it also became my driving force, my empowerment. Knowing how impor-
tant it is to share difficult experiences with people that can later use them to help
other victims, I decided to take part in the international project to which I was
invited. Although I was formally submitted to take part in the project as a benefi-
ciary, it quickly turned out that I fulfilled two important roles in the project. The
tirst of them was the role of a beneficiary of psychological assistance, who shares
his experiences within the group and talks about the developed coping strategies
connected with searching for and receiving help. The second was the role of a
professional that has been working with children, adolescents and their parents
for three years. In this role, I shared how my experiences can be harnessed to
help others needing support.

Thus, after several months of preparations for the trip, familiarisation with
the project documentation and discussions with the coordinator, the time came
to go to the first five-day meeting of the members of the action-research group
that took place in Massabielle in Saint Prix near Paris. We started on the project
work from day one. The group leaders referred to as the facilitators of the group
were introduced to us. Our task was to present our role in the project and to
talk about ourselves and our work. The workshop group working on the issue
of the development of the empowerment of educators and beneficiaries in the
field of social exclusion, which I took part in, was comprised of 15 members.
These persons were delegated by each of the partners taking part in the project.
The mentioned workshop group was mainly comprised of social workers who
dealt with the phenomenon of social exclusion, homelessness and immigrants
on a daily basis. Experts in the field of social economy and university teachers
also shared their experiences. The group was supported by three beneficiar-
ies who experienced help in difficult life situations and who could share their
experiences with others today. I was one of these beneficiaries. The remaining
persons represented the d”Auteuil Foundation from France and Haute Ecole
de Bruxelles from Belgium. Each of the participants was prepared and com-
pleted the first task of presenting their profession, delegating institution and
the scope of their aid actions and competences. Once we became acquainted,
we could start the proper project work.

The facilitators representing the d”Auteuil Foundation and Haute Ecole de
Bruxelles planned a five-day session and initiated deliberations on the empow-
erment concept. This term has many meanings and, depending on their refer-
ence to various areas of social and business life, can be interpreted differently.
Our group was meant to develop its own definition.
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Due to the many meanings of this concept, intensive discussions concerning
its meaning were held almost until the third day of the workshop work. Today,
after two workshop meetings, the concept of empowerment is comprehensi-
ble for me. For me, it means “the possibility of regaining control over one’s
own life in order to achieve a goal” (Krasiejko, 2010, p. 50). The reinforcement
of own strength and the formation of a resistance to risk factors is the main
assumption of the empowerment approach. Working on resources assumes
the conviction that people are more susceptible to change when they are enti-
ties involved in this process rather than when they are the subject of changes
initiated by others. This facilitates the search for resources in every person and
their environment. Also the difficult, traumatic and painful experiences for an
individual can constitute a source of challenges and opportunities. Thus, it is
worth striving to ensure that social workers get to know their clients as far as is
possible. In this way of approaching working with individuals, social workers
can encourage their clients to define their own world, problems, aspirations,
and resources thanks to which they can face the future of their dreams. In this
way, the beneficiary keeps control of her/his life by activating her/his per-
sonal resources (Ciczkowska-Giedziun 2011a). However, returning to the Paris
workshops, [ would like to point to the group process that took place there. Each
of the participants eagerly proceeded to take on work. All day long, we would
write up cases according to the project concept and discuss country system
solutions that have been implemented to help those that are socially excluded.
During our group discussions, we also shared our thoughts and ready ideas
for solving various difficulties, which were often comprised of complicated
social and social welfare situations. We managed to go on interesting trips to
Paris where we could visit centres specialising in helping socially excluded
individuals. In one of the day care centres, which I would call a shelter for the
homeless, we met several of our countrymen whose fates took such an unfor-
tunate turn of events that they ended up homeless in a foreign country. We
were, of course, very moved by their stories and they reinforced the necessity
of helping and supporting those affected by social exclusion. After our return
from the study visits in these centres, our next task involved analysing what
we saw and heard there. We assessed the positive aspects of the operations of
these centres and also critically assessed certain operational procedures that
were in place there. The discussions were heated but substantive. Each of the
participants presented their own viewpoint and their own visions of providing
help and assistance. Both the professionals and the beneficiaries alike agreed
on the scope of the required help and assistance in order to improve the situa-
tions of the persons that have found themselves in difficult life circumstances,
issues connected with practice and implementation, however, were subject to
many discussions. The beneficiaries all agreed that the theory of developing
support plans does not entirely follow the specific and practical actions in this
scope. The presence and involvement of each of the parties taking part in the
support actions is always absolutely necessary. Despite the slight differences,
the empowerment process was very dynamic in our group. The involvement
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and common goals and objectives became our process of awakening our inner
strengths to help others.

During this work, I felt incredibly useful and an important element of our
team. At times [ felt emotionally torn apart; when I saw people in difficult life
situations, I felt the need to help them. These images representing the phe-
nomenon of social exclusion reinforced my role in this project. I was aware of
the fact that I can be among people that perhaps have a certain impact on the
living conditions of those excluded persons only thanks to the understanding
that I have of my own experiences, their analysis, and a comprehensive view
of my own life. The work that was carried out during the project also rein-
forced my way of thinking about myself, about how important it was for me
to receive help from those closest to me, from the most significant persons in
my life. This excitement and euphoria led me to a better understanding of the
aid procedures. I also experienced many positive observations when some of
the professionals were giving their attention to the fate of the persons that we
met in the aid institutions in Paris. This strengthened my thinking that they are
truly concerned for the well-being of the beneficiaries and it is not just a facade.
I felt satisfied; I knew that the process of reinforcing my strength is shifting to a
higher level. As one of the three beneficiaries, | must admit that the experiences
of working in a combined group made up of professionals and beneficiaries,
were very necessary. Thanks to these meetings, each party could see the way
of perceiving the social exclusion problem from the perspective of the other
party. Also observing the work of the remaining beneficiaries in our project,
I must admit that defensive, justifying, and sometimes criticising behaviour
did occasionally appear, particularly directed at the decision-makers and at
the proposals of aid actions discussed in our group. This surprised me, particu-
larly because I thought that it was precisely us, the beneficiaries, that should be
the most intent on getting the most out of this project. The words themselves,
however, did not directly attack the group process, which was taking a proper
course. I can see their behaviour and ways of expressing their views about
difficult life circumstances more in the category of a manifesto of emotionality
that they summoned when discussing something that concerned them.

The last two days were spent on posing questions that can be of help to
us as the subject and objective of our research in the interim between the next
meeting in Bydgoszcz. Once again, each of the participants got involved as
much as they could in developing the end result of our Paris research-action.
In view of the many nationality-, political-, economic-, social- and ideological-
related differences, we managed to pose two research questions to which we
were to search for answers. The first of them was: How the social worker can
create conditions to enable him/her and the beneficiaries who are in a situation
of social exclusion to facilitate their resilience? The second was: How the social
worker can ask/require better social, economic, political and personal condi-
tions for the beneficiaries and for himself/herself?

Our main aim was to find the most precise answers as possible these ques-
tions. The results of our search and research were to open the next phase of the
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research-action group in Poland. However, before I move on a short descrip-
tion of my research, it would be worthwhile mentioning an added end result
of our work in Paris. This output consisted of the development of a research-
action journal, also referred to as Diary No. 1), which was meant to contain any
comments and work entries performed during our workshops. We managed
to develop it and thanks to the information that it entailed, each of the partici-
pants could calmly follow the course of our common work even after it came
to an end.

Coming back to my work on the posited questions in the first phase of the
project, I would like to mention that it was meant to consist of creating a new
methodology and its specific assumptions. It was meant to be work searching
for certain indications that, once discussed, could help in finding the answer
to our burning questions. This is exactly the work I carried out. Analysing
the resources available on the internet and in the social work, pedagogy and
sociology references available at my University, I managed to obtain potential
answers to the questions posed earlier. Additionally, I confronted them with
three scholars, and four pedagogy, sociology and social work students, which
reinforced my conviction that their selection was right.

Thus, the results of my work were only waiting for our next meeting to
begin, which this time was to be held in Bydgoszcz.

The second phase of the research-action group meetings began in May 2015.
We met and worked in the Main Library of my alma mater. I had huge expecta-
tions towards the continuation of the project. I was looking forward to the next
meeting. In Bydgoszcz, we started by welcoming our new facilitator leading
our group, who replaced the representative of Haute Ecole de Bruxelles from
Belgium in this role. The leader surprised us with his excellent preparation,
knowledge about us and familiarity with our names. He would address each
of us by name right from the very start - which he most certainly prepared for
by analysing our statements and entries in the work journal from Paris. Thanks
to this, he was immediately accepted by the group and received our trust. Simi-
larly to Saint-Prix, during the first meeting in Bydgoszcz we were presented
with the five-day works schedule and together arranged the entire fine details
connected therewith.

The next stage of our meeting was to present the outcomes of our work.
Each of the participants presented the results of their work, after which the
whole group analysed them substantively. Many questions were asked, there
were numerous comments, and comparisons were being made in the scope
of aid solutions used by establishments and institutions in various countries.
This aspect of the project work initiated a group crisis. We continued to fulfil
our week’s schedule. Just like in Paris, we visited aid and support centres
for socially excluded persons. These included a shelter for homeless men in
Torunt and a shelter for homeless single mothers in Bydgoszcz. An analysis
of the operational procedures implemented in certain centres helped the pro-
ject participants understand the idea of these kinds of institutions operating in
our country. At our next meetings, we would refer to the presentations of our
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research and compared them with the practices taking place in different Euro-
pean countries. Unfortunately, the exchange of opinions was not as cohesive
as it was earlier. The group of Italian participants felt a huge deficiency in the
work that we performed. They thought that we should strive to develop some-
thing that will help them in fighting Italian policymakers for those finding
themselves in difficult life situations. After lengthy discussions and attempts
at understanding the many viewpoints represented by the project participants
there was a drop in the level of energy within the group. We then asked for a
longer break in order to abreact in order to release the ensuing emotional ten-
sion. After a break, a discussion was started on what exactly the project organ-
isers expect from us. I was surprised; I felt that our foreign colleagues were not
fully oriented in terms of their participation in the project. I was afraid that the
misunderstanding of the project main objective, which was to develop coop-
eration and exchange good practices, would lead to the group falling apart.
The facilitators of our group were meticulously taking note of our statements,
observing the behaviour of the group participants, and carefully listening to
their comments, while at the same time assessing them. Fortunately, the work
became clear after many hours of work. That was when the group process was
restored. The emotional tension that accumulated in the participants dropped
to the level of a substantive discussion.

For me, a sufficient factor for further work on my resistance was the con-
frontation of my way of thinking and experiences with those of the other ben-
eficiaries and professionals. It became a new challenge for me, which helped
me to understand others and interpret the social situation and phenomenon
of social exclusion properly. After the Bydgoszcz meeting, the next workshop
group research-action journal (Diary No. 2) was created, constituting a source
of information on the work performed in Poland.

However, our work in both France and Poland was not just burdened with
the project work. We spent many wonderful moments sightseeing together in
Paris, Bydgoszcz and Torun. Thanks to such sightseeing trips we could abreact
the entire intellectual effort that was put into the work on the project. I still
wonder to this day what my reflections on the topic of participation in this
project are. With time, I am seeing which resources I managed to harness in
my further professional and scientific work at university. Earlier, after return-
ing from France, I had many objections concerning the organisation of the
language barrier that arose. Although the official project language was Eng-
lish, many persons did not have a communicative command of it, which gave
rise to multilingual communication. Despite my good command of English, I
sometimes felt that I could not fully understand the message being conveyed.
I found it difficult to listen to utterances in French, which were translated into
English, and vice versa. The process of interpreting and explaining what we
mean consumed a lot of the group’s time. It was surprising for me, however,
that despite these difficulties, the group process was showing progress. The
participants were harnessing all their energy in the project objectives. I can
fully ascertain that the empowerment process occurred in our group during
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the first workshops, which included my fascination and new energy to act.

In Poland, in terms of language, things were much better, although inter-
pretation of additional languages like Spanish and Italian did occur. This
was, however, much freer and more practical. Although here, in my view,
the empowerment process showed signs of stagnation and even regression
until the moment when the framework of the project was defined and its true
assumptions and objectives were presented. That was when everything was
back on the right tracks. From the very beginning, I treated my participation in
the Educ-Europe project as a challenge and opportunity for personal and scien-
tific development. And that is exactly what happened. Thanks to my participa-
tion in the project, I acquired many new international acquaintances, I got to
know an organisation working for people in difficult situations, I shared good
practices and became familiar with the ideology of helping in other European
countries. The project showed me just how difficult it is to develop a common
tool to work with persons living in very difficult conditions in various Euro-
pean countries. Today, I know that our two meetings were an introduction and
reconnaissance for the next research-action group. Based on our experiences,
new meetings can bear fruit in more substantive work on the phenomenon of
social exclusion. Personally, I am very grateful for being given the opportunity
to take part in the project. Thanks to such experiences, I can develop further in
academic and social terms.

SUMMARY

The phenomenon of social exclusion is one of the priority social problems in
Europe which has intensified in recent years, which is connected with the need
to monitor and evaluate current social actions and design and implement new
solutions facilitating help and assistance extended to at-risk persons and social
groups. Such actions are undertaken by governmental and non-governmental
centres in many countries, and it is also a top priority in the European Union.
The international project presented under the article is an example of innova-
tive action combating this social problem. Its innovativeness consists of imple-
menting action research methodology in the design process of social actions
and taking into account the current trend in social work postulating thinking
about the empowerment of not just those that are assisted by social work-
ers but of the social workers themselves. An added value of the conducted
research within the discussed international project was the emancipation of
the beneficiaries that the phenomenon of social exclusion pertains to and the
evaluation of own practices undertaken by team-member professionals.

An analysis of the work undertaken under the implemented project can
reinforce the conviction that the empowerment of socially excluded persons is
a continuous and difficult process. Actions connected with social inclusion of
excluded persons consist of encouraging the members of a given community
(group) to enter into interactions and dialogue with other people. The creation
of situations enabling getting to know each other and establishing relation-
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ships, which is what happened in the project work presented in this article,
is conducive to this. Inclusion is connected with the creation of a platform for
dialogue with the aim of reducing human fears, enhancing a sense of security
and leading to the participants of the group understanding that the improve-
ment of their quality of life depends on them all, on their mutual responsibility
for each other and for the common good.

Many factors influence the empowerment process. It is above all impor-
tant to remember that the personality traits and social competences of persons
working with the project participants belong to the one of the most important
of them. These persons fulfilled the roles of facilitators in the discussed project.
They enjoyed the trust and confidence of the group participants, constituted a
positive authority and could identify and understand their needs. These per-
sons were communicative, supportive, friendly and focused on the members
of the group, both the beneficiaries and the professionals alike. They proac-
tively interacted with the participants and supplied them with feedback con-
cerning the proposals raised and the input in planning and managing project
work. This attitude manifested by the facilitators definitely reinforced the pro-
cess of raising the self-esteem of the beneficiaries, of socially excluded persons
and also helped them to become more involved in project work. Thanks to
the implementation of the empowerment principle, it seems possible to: build
good relations between project participants (beneficiaries and professionals);
to build a sense of ownership and joint responsibility for the project; to increase
the efficiency of the project by better implementing the undertaken activities;
to share acquired knowledge; to drive social forces dwelling in the group par-
ticipants and to gain access to a variety of resources (human, institutions, etc.).

In view of the experiences resulting from the performance of the two-year
project, it is possible to state that in the case of complex, multiannual projects,
it is worth making an empowerment plan that will regulate the scope and
manner of direct involvement of the project participants in the implemented
forms of support in a time horizon. In the empowerment plan, it would be
worth including, for instance, the principles applicable to participation in the
process of creation and modification of a work schedule, the implementation
of actions, the evaluation of the project and the popularisation of its results.
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