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Abstract

:

This article undertakes the research problem of the assessment of the significance of poverty as a social challenge for local self-government units, and the differences in the assessment of the incidence of this phenomenon depending on the type of municipality. The authors also analyse the relationships between the ageing of the population and the assessment of the extent of poverty by municipalities. It must be pointed out that the undertaken problem has not been a subject of in-depth analysis thus far. Hence, this article fills the identified research gap in this field. The empirical part is based on the results of our own research, conducted using the Computer-Assisted Web Interview (CAWI) method on a sample of 144 municipalities of the Małopolskie Voivodship (Poland). In order to verify whether there is a relationship between the researched qualitative variables, the chi-square test of independence was used. In order to determine the relationships occurring between the categories of variables characterising the scale of the incidence of poverty and the remaining variables, a correspondence analysis was conducted. The research enabled us to find the issue of poverty to be one of the most important social problems from the point of view of municipalities. It is also worth noting that the degree of ageing in the population has an impact on the assessment of poverty among the elderly.
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1. Introduction


The subject literature analyses the broadly-understood problems of poverty in various aspects. The causes and the effects of the occurrence of this socioeconomic problem, as well as the challenges that it entails, are researched. The general policy directions in the area of reducing poverty are defined at the central level; however, in accordance with the principle of subsidiarity, some tasks are delegated for execution by local self-government units. In view of the demographical changes occurring in the society, the issue of poverty is taking on a particular meaning. This study fills a research gap in the perception of the problem of poverty by local self-government units (SGUs). The topic taken up is part of the discussion on combating poverty as one of the goals included in the Europe 2020 strategy. Due to the fact that the European Commission adopts not only averaged targets for the entire European Union (EU) but also relates them to the socioeconomic situation of individual EU members, the authors found it interesting to examine poverty in a specific country in the context of an aging population.



Bearing in mind the above premises, a research problem was undertaken in the form of questions: Is poverty a significant social issue for local self-government units, and are there differences in the assessment of the incidence of this phenomenon depending on the type of municipality? Do the ongoing demographic changes related to population ageing influence the assessment of the extent of poverty by municipalities? Derivatives of the undertaken research problem are the main aims of the study, which include: a review of the definition of poverty, a description of the tasks of municipalities in the field of counteracting the problem of poverty, and an analysis and assessment of the impact of ageing on the perception of poverty.



The structure of the study is a consequence of the above-mentioned objectives. The first part encompasses an analysis of the subject literature in the scope of poverty and the evolution of the ways in which it is understood. The second part involves considerations regarding the task’s implementation in the field of the prevention of poverty by municipalities in the context of an ageing population. The third part goes on to discuss the methodology of the conducted research, while the fourth section presents the results, which have permitted us to answer the research questions. The paper is concluded with a summary which contains the most important conclusions of the analyses and identifies potential directions for further research.




2. Literature Review


2.1. The Issue of Poverty in the Subject Literature


The findings on the phenomenon of poverty can be diverse, which results from the adoption of varying definitions of poverty and measurement methods [1]. Today, poverty is defined as the inability to meet one’s needs—materially, spiritually, or socially—which is associated with the inability to make one’s own choices [2]. In other words, the prevention of an individual from realising their life aspirations may be associated with the phenomenon of poverty, although it is necessary to determine the boundaries of poverty (the issue of determining basic needs) because of the limitlessness of human needs.



The concept of poverty and social exclusion presented by the European Commission raises the question of the relationship between these notions. On the one hand, the broad definition of poverty assumed above leads to the conclusion that it also encompasses social exclusion [3]. On the other hand, poverty may become a factor leading to social alienation, although other grounds may also have an impact on exclusion. A distinct border between poverty and social exclusion appears when it is assumed that poverty is a lack of material and monetary resources, while—from a sociological point of view—social exclusion is associated with non-participation in economic, social, political or cultural life [4,5].



Sen defines poverty in terms of the deprivation of the ability to, or the lack of real capabilities in the implementation of one’s life plans; he does not specify basic abilities, citing examples such as the ability to meet one’s own nutritional needs, the ability to achieve physical fitness, the possession of appropriate clothing and housing, or access to social participation only in some works. He argues that there should not be a permanent universal list of capabilities that varies across societies according to the functions and corresponding abilities that are considered valuable, although it is permissible to define some specific lists for empirical research on poverty in a given society [6].



The United Nations (UN) uses a different explanation of poverty, defining it as a “condition characterised by severe deprivation of basic human needs, including food, safe drinking water, sanitation facilities, health, shelter, education and information. It depends not only on income but also on access to services” [7].



Similarly, Salejko-Szyszczak and Szczepaniak associate poverty with a lack of sufficient material resources for life, and the resulting inability to obtain basic goods [8]. Furthermore, they believe that poverty is a sign of dissatisfaction, or of human needs met to an insufficient degree, which refers to people whose resources are too limited to ensure a standard of living that is not lower than the minimum that is acceptable in their country of residence. The authors also grade poverty, and state that absolute poverty is the inability to meet one’s minimum needs. This concerns a relatively small part of the population which, due to a lack of income, is permanently marginalised. In turn, relative poverty results from significant differences in the standard of living of the members of a given society, and is defined as a form of inequality between different social groups. This applies to a larger group of people whose marginalisation begins when their income reaches a level well below the average that is available in society [9].



Townsend and Sen present a broad perspective on poverty [10,11]. The authors also point to the difference between poverty in the absolute and relative dimensions. Sen, who prefers an absolute approach to poverty, recognised some advantages of relative definitions [11,12]. He believes that the absolute concepts of poverty might indeed simplify reality too greatly, but the relative conception of poverty does not recognise certain aspects of poverty. An important issue in the determination of poverty is to consider capabilities as an absolute element, but—at the same time—it is a debatable issue which goods we should consider as indispensable. Sen manifests his fears about a rigid relativistic view, which may assume that poverty cannot be eliminated, because in every society there will be people with lower material status, although they possess the minimum conditions necessary for a modest life. As a result, it is difficult to distinguish the problem of poverty from the general discussion of inequality in any society, because poverty can remain unchanged even with decreasing social inequalities.



From Sen’s perspective, the determination of the options that are fundamental, when it comes to meeting material and non-material needs, is something that varies from one society to another, and therefore—in this context—it can be considered a relative aspect. On the other hand, attempts at a relative measurement of poverty, especially following Townsend’s proposal, are criticised in terms of arbitrariness, taking only into consideration the living standards in the particular community which is being analysed [12]. It should be emphasised, however, that both in relative and absolute terms, the adopted lines or rates change over time, which results from social and economic development.



We may observe that the distinction between absolute and relative concepts of poverty is often inconclusive. Researchers who assume the absolute definition of poverty try to measure it indirectly, generally considering disposable income as a key variable by the determination of the degree that is necessary to achieve a minimum level of consumption. Meanwhile, according to the second approach, attempts are being made to determine the basket of goods in accordance with local food and consumption standards, which may in turn indicate the income necessary to maintain living standards in a given society [1,12].



The relative definition of poverty is measured in a direct way, recognising the standards for the consumption of goods and the social conditions as belonging to a given society, and therefore the notion of deprivation becomes the key concept here. Townsend proposes an indicator of material and social deprivation which would include various phenomena related to poverty [3]:




	-

	
as aspects of material deprivation: diet, clothing, housing, environmental and working conditions.




	-

	
as aspects of social deprivation: the lack of employment rights, family activity, integration with the community, participation in social institutions, and access to education and recreation.









Regardless of the definition of poverty, most researchers try to measure poverty using an intermediate measure, or the poverty line [13,14,15]. However, the poverty line approach comes with many limitations, which is why poverty line surveys are best considered as an assessment of the risk of poverty. In turn, the analysis of deprivation is more directly related to the standard of life, and aims to establish whether people can afford items which are commonly recognised as necessary in today’s society. These elements are identified on the basis of the views prevailing in society, surveys and interviews, and are determined by assessing the ability of individuals to acquire the necessary goods, and not by comparing their income with the poverty line [16]. It should be noted that one can also find Townsend’s measures to be quite arbitrary, similarly to the limits of poverty, if it is the researcher who determines the social priorities of a given community [12].



A survey on the nature of poverty in developing countries was carried out by Banerjee and Duflo [17]. The authors focus on examining the motivation of people identified as poor when making decisions about the consumption of food, health, education, family size, finances, and access to services, etc. The research shows that the perception of poverty in developed and developing countries may vary, which is influenced by, among other things, way of life, mentality and culture. Meanwhile, Stiglitz draws attention to the perception of the problem of poverty in the context of globalization phenomena and the emerging mismatch of the policies of international organizations and the solutions imposed by them on the social situation of individual countries [18].



Another means to measure poverty is the combination of both direct and indirect methods through a multidimensional approach to poverty, which would be linked with Sen’s conviction about the merging of absolute and relative measures [19,20,21]. The presentation of poverty in a multidimensional approach is visible in the measurements made by Eurostat (measuring poverty using three sub-indicators: monetary poverty, material deprivation and low work intensity) and partly also by the Statistics Poland (using equivalent measures in the form of the determination of relative poverty in relation to the level of expenditure, extreme poverty, and statutory poverty).



The UN also draws attention to measuring poverty in the multidimensional aspect. In the second half of the 1990s, the United Nations introduced the Human Poverty Index (HPI), which then split into two indicators: one for developing countries and the other for developed countries [22]. In 2010, HPI was replaced by the global Multidimensional Poverty Index, for which data is collected under the auspices of the United Nations Development Programme and the Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI) [23,24,25,26,27,28]. It concerns more than 100 developing countries, and identifies poverty across 10 indicators in health, education, and standard of living.



The poverty measurement was also reflected in the 2030 Agenda, which established 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) agreed upon by all 193 UN member states [29,30]. The member states are gradually trying to implement sustainable development goals into their development strategies, and their progress is then reported in annual reports. Most of the data come from international organizations (OECD, UNICEF, WHO, the World Bank,), but the data is also obtained from household surveys (Gallup World Poll) and civil society [31,32].



However, the three indices included in SDG 1 ‘No poverty’ cannot be considered sufficient to measure poverty, or to unequivocally state whether the phenomenon occurs or not (they measure the poverty headcount ratio at USD 1.90 per day, the poverty headcount ratio at USD 3.20 per day, and the poverty rate after taxes and transfers). More information on poverty can be found in other SDGs, e.g., the prevalence of undernourishment, the population using at most basic sanitation services, access to electricity, the employment-to-population ratio, and the elderly poverty rate. It should be emphasized that the SDGs presented in special editions for the European Union are measured on the basis of the aforementioned very detailed data on poverty provided by Eurostat (European Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions — EUSILC) [33].



A noteworthy aspect of the measurement of SDGs is the introduction of the term “leave no one behind”, i.e., reducing inequalities between people (inequalities in income and wealth; inequalities in access to public services and infrastructure; gender inequalities; and inequalities in access, for example to food, health, and education). Reducing the degree of inequality should be treated more broadly than the reduction of the level of poverty, and it should also be remembered that decreasing disparities do not necessarily mean reducing poverty as such [34]. As a consequence, the new Leave-No-One-Behind Index (LNOB) was created, for the determination of the degree of inequality in EU countries with a broad range of measures which are also part of the SDG Index. The disaggregated LNOB dashboard is divided into four groups: extreme poverty and material deprivation, income inequality, access to and quality of services (healthcare, education), and gender inequality [33]. In the case of the first group of indices, we distinguished the elderly poverty rate, which is defined as the percentage of people over the age of 65 whose income falls below the poverty line, taken as half the median household income of the total population. Out of all of the EU member states, the level of the index was positively assessed in eight countries. At the same time, it should be stressed that, in all these countries, there is a trend that consists in the growing number of the elderly who are at risk of poverty. Concurrently, in 13 countries where the level of the index ranges from 7.7 to 14.2, the indicator did not reach the designated SDG level and, moreover, three of these countries (Belgium, Austria, Slovenia) experienced an increase in this index. This group also includes Poland. In the third group, there are only three countries (Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia) for which the indicator ranges from 25.1 to 35.7, but its value has declined over the last three years.



Studies on poverty have increasingly focused on population ageing and its impli-cations for the financial position of individuals, in particular the elderly. The quality of life of older people and the experience of income poverty in the United Kingdom was ana-lysed by Price [35]. Kaida and Boyd [36], who investigated the support of the government and family co-resistance in reducing poverty among seniors in Canada. The issues and processes that lead people into poverty on the individual, community, and political levels were described by Rissanen and Ylinen [37]. The question of poverty in the light of demographic change, taking into account both elderly and nonelderly people, was addressed in an article written by Mohd, Senadjki and Mansor [38]. The substantial risk of poverty among seniors was also indicated by Rašticová et al. [39], who analyzed the problem in the Czech Republic. International statistics presented by the International Labor Organization also confirm the high risk of poverty among the elderly in most countries around the world [40]. In turn, Mavrikiou, Pivoriene, and Xhumari, who examined the impact of pension systems on the extension of working life in Albania, Cyprus and Lithuania, emphasize that even changes in the pension system consisting in raising the retirement age do not ensure the well-being of seniors. The authors highlight the need for a broad-based discussion on the possibility of extending working life by the active involvement of the elderly [41]. Maj-Waśniowska and Wałęga point to the differentiation of symptoms of material deprivation between single-person households of people over and under 65 years of age [42].




2.2. The Implementation by Municipalities of Tasks Related to Counteracting Poverty in the Context of Population Ageing


The results of the last official social cohesion survey conducted by Statistics Poland in 2018 [43] on a sample of 13,000 people over the age of 15 showed that 59% of people thought that material support for people living in poverty is primarily a task for the state, and over a third (about 36%) claimed that it is a task for both the state and the family, which proves high social support for state interventionism in providing material support for the poor and reducing income disparities. In the public’s opinion, the most important form of aid for people living in poverty is help in finding a job (43% of respondents consider it one of the three most needed forms of support). Social services, in the form of assistance in the care of the chronically ill and disabled persons (approx. 32%), increasing the availability of free medical services (approx. 28%), and assistance in running the household for the elderly (approx. 25%) are also of great importance.



The cited research results have become the starting point for considerations on the implementation of social policy in the context of demographic changes. It follows that society quite clearly indicates the need for the state’s engagement and significant activity in actions aimed at reducing poverty. Considering the occurring demographic processes and their implications for the pension system, in the long term, this may mean not only a change of the scope of the tasks implemented in this area but also the necessity to increase the intensity of state activities.



Tasks in the field of the prevention of poverty and social exclusion are implemented both at the central and local government units level. Local self-government units in Poland play a major role in the implementation of public tasks. Local self-government in Poland was reactivated after the political transformation in 1990 at the lowest municipal level. Two further levels of self-government, i.e., poviat and voivodeships, were established in 1999. As of 1 January 2021, the administrative division of Poland included: 16 voivodeships, 314 poviats, 66 cities with poviat rights (municipalities that perform poviat tasks on the terms specified in the Act on Poviat Self-Government), and 2477 municipalities. A distinction is drawn between three types of municipalities: urban municipalities (302), the borders of which coincide with the border of the city forming the municipality (urban municipalities may also be cities with poviat rights); urban–rural municipalities (652), which include both cities within administrative borders and areas beyond the towns’ limits; and rural municipalities (1523), which do not have towns in their territory.



For the most part, the prevention of poverty and social exclusion is connected with the realisation of a specific social policy. As far as the strategies, goals, and means of the realisation of those tasks are determined in governmental documents, the main burden of realising these tasks in that scope falls on local self-government units. The activities undertaken under the social assistance system aimed at reducing the phenomenon of poverty consist primarily in the payment of cash benefits, but also in various forms of support in the form of non-cash benefits. According to article 36 of the Act of 12 March 2004 on social assistance in the first case, these include, among others: permanent benefits; periodic benefits; purpose-specific or special-purpose benefits; benefits and loans for economic self-empowerment, help for self-empowerment, and for continuing education; and the remuneration due to the guardian for providing care granted by the court [44]. The condition for granting cash benefits is meeting the income criteria of the so-called ‘statutory poverty line’ set out in the Regulation of the Council of Ministers of 11 July 2018 on verified income criteria and the amounts of cash benefits from social assistance [45]. In the light of the aforementioned Act, non-cash benefits include: social work; credit tickets; health insurance contributions; social security contributions; material assistance, including for economic self-empowerment, giving a funeral, specialist counselling, crisis intervention, shelter, meals, and necessary clothes; care services in the place of residence, support centres, and family care homes; specialist care services in the place of residence and in support centres; protected housing, stay and services in a social welfare home; help in obtaining adequate housing conditions, including in a sheltered flat; help in finding employment; and assistance in development for independent persons [44].



In addition to the benefits mentioned under social policy, supportive measures are also carried out. Examples of such activities are schemes such as the multiannual programme ‘State aid in nutrition’ [46], or the Food Assistance Operational Programme 2014–2020 (FAOP) [47]. The first of those programmes provides the municipality’s financial support in the scope of nutrition, and it was implemented in order to limit the phenomenon of the malnutrition of children and adolescents from low-income or disadvantaged families, and adults, in particular lonely and elderly people. On the other hand, the FAOP consists in the distribution of food by non-governmental organisations (NGOs) at three levels: national, regional, and local. The programme aims to provide nutrition to the most deprived persons—those experiencing the deepest forms of poverty—in the form of packages and/or meals, and the implementation of accompanying activities supporting the social inclusion of the recipients of food aid [48]. Furthermore, the Ministry of Family, Labour and Social Policy supports local self-government units in implementing their own tasks through departmental programmes directed at groups at particular risk of social exclusion, e.g., people experiencing violence, homeless people, socially-excluded people, and people with mental disorders [48].



Similarly, as with every catalogue of benefits granted as part of social aid, the tasks of SGUs realised in order to counteract poverty were determined in the act on social assistance. Among local self-government units, the largest range of tasks was entrusted to municipalities, as the units located closest to the citizens, and which were thus able to best recognise the needs of the local community and fulfil them. Among the tasks of a municipality in social assistance, we distinguish [44]:




	(1)

	
The municipality’s own tasks, including those of a mandatory nature (for example, developing and implementing a municipal strategy for solving social problems, preparing an assessment of social assistance resources based on an analysis of the local social and demographic situation, granting and paying permanent and periodic benefits and various types of targeted benefits in cash, maintaining a social assistance centre).




	(2)

	
Commissioned tasks in the field of government administration, like organising and providing specialist care services in the place of residence for people; implementing tasks arising from government social assistance programmes, aimed at protecting the standard of living of individuals, families and social groups; and social assistance programmes.









An analysis of the nature of the municipality’s tasks in the scope of social policy indicates that the occurring demographic changes and the progressive ageing of the population will, from the long-term perspective, require the increased activity of municipalities in this area. This will apply in particular to tasks involving both direct financial support (the payment of periodic and special-purpose benefits) and the organisation and provision of care services, including those of a specialist nature, both in the place of residence and by running and providing places in social assistance homes. The progressive ageing of the population may also mean an increase in municipalities’ expenses on paying pension contributions for persons who resign from work due to the need to provide personal care for a long-term or seriously ill family member. The projected changes in the population of Poland clearly indicate a growing percentage of older people, which in 2060 will amount to 33.87% of the total population, meaning an increase of 12.8 percentage points compared to 2025. Moreover, the phenomenon accompanying the ageing process is double aging, the consequence of which is the doubling of the number of people aged 80 and more—the projected share of this group in society in 2060 is over 12% (Table 1, based on [49]). Similar changes, although slightly less severe, can observed in the whole European Union. The projected percentage of people aged 65+ in 2060 will be higher than that in 2025 by 8.03 pp, and in the case of people aged 80+, this change will be equal to 6.16 pp.



The need for the greater engagement of the state, including that of SGUs, in the area of social policy, especially in tasks related to the elderly will result, however, not only from changes in the demographic structure of society, but also due to changes in the material situation of seniors. According to the report of the European Commission [50], in 2060, the average replacement rate in the European Union will be lower by 12.3 pp. Only two countries project an increase of the replacement ratios over the projection period (Bulgaria and the Czech Republic). On the other hand, alongside Spain, Greece, and Estonia, Poland belongs to the countries for which the biggest decrease in the replacement rate is forecast. In 2060, the replacement rate in Poland will be 28.7%, which means that, compared to 2013, it will decline by 24.4 pp. By comparison, in Spain, the replacement rate will be lower by 30.4 pp, in Greece by 16.4 pp, and in Estonia by 14.9 pp. The Social Security Office forecasts for Poland are even more pessimistic. According to the data of the Office, in 2050, the average pension will be 28.7% of the average salary, and in 2060 only 24.6% [51]. In 2080, it will be only 23.1% [52]. This means that the level of pensions will be much lower than at present, and thus the number of elderly people requiring additional state support—not only of financial nature—will increase. It is true that, currently, the percentage of households of retirees experiencing extreme poverty, taking into account the criterion of socioeconomic groups, is one of the lowest against the background of other groups, but we should note the increase of extreme poverty from 3.9% to 4.6% over the years 2010–2018 [53,54]. According to research conducted at McMaster University in a group of 26 selected Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries, the poverty rate after taxes and transfers in the general population in 58% of the surveyed countries is higher than that in the group of older adults (66+) [55]. Nevertheless, we should take into account that this situation will reverse in the perspective of the coming decades due to the declining replacement rate forecast for most countries, and the growing number of people of retirement age.



Despite the fact that—in line with the public opinion research—at present, 36% of people think that help to people living in poverty is both the task of the state and family, it should be expected that the ongoing socio-civilization changes, including a change in the model of family functioning, will cause social expectations regarding the role of the state in supporting people affected by poverty, disability, or social exclusion to increase.





3. Materials and Methods


According to Sustainable Development Solutions Network and the Institute for European Environmental Policy, the elderly poverty rate included in the above-mentioned Leave-No-One-Behind Index for Poland is below the EU’s average [33]. The selection of the Małopolskie Voivodeship for the research results from the fact that, in the period 2017–2019, the poverty rates provided by the Statistics Poland (extreme poverty rate, relative poverty rate, statutory poverty rate) always significantly exceeded the national average, placing the region in the top three voivodeships with the highest poverty rates. A key objective of this research will be to assess the significance of poverty as a social issue for local self-government units, and to indicate the differences in the assessment of the incidence of this phenomenon in the context of an aging society. In this study, we used a relative approach based on the opinions of representatives of local government units on the intensification of the ageing processes and poverty in the areas of the municipalities they represent. In the proposed approach, the assessment of poverty by municipalities is based on the opinions of municipalities’ staff who are directly involved in the implementation of tasks for the local community, rather than the analysis of statistical data on the extent or severity of poverty in the municipality, as before [56,57,58,59,60,61]. Such an approach is based on the conviction that people who are responsible for the execution of tasks with respect to social policy in municipalities, while remaining in direct contact with residents, have the greatest opportunity to identify specific social issues.



Based on the aim of the article and previous studies on poverty, we have put forward the following research hypotheses:



Hypothesis (H1).

The assessment of the level of poverty in a municipality depends on: (a) the type of municipality, (b) the number of inhabitants, (c) the demographic structure of the local community, (d) the subjective assessment of the ageing processes taking place in a given municipality;





Hypothesis (H2).

There exists a relationship between the assessment of the level of poverty among the elderly in the municipality and a subjective study of the society’s ageing process.





The basis for the formulation of such hypotheses were studies on combating poverty and social exclusion as part of the policy implemented by local government units, which demonstrated that activities in this respect are of little effect, and that the perception of social problems may be influenced by the size of the studied municipality [62]. The size of a rural settlement and the degree of urbanization as determinants of poverty have been discussed many times [4,63,64,65,66,67,68].



The data for the research of the assessment of poverty at the municipality level were obtained from the survey conducted as part of the project “The problems and challenges of local self-government units in the era of an ageing population”. The survey was sent to 181 local self-government units. Reponses were provided by 144 municipalities, which gave data on 80% of the municipalities in the Małopolskie Voivodeship. The survey was conducted using the Computer Assisted Web Interviews (CAWI) method, in cooperation with the Regional Chamber of Audit in Kraków. On behalf of individual municipalities, the answers were mainly provided by the treasurers (49.62% of the total responders), secretaries of the office (16.79%), heads of relevant departments or projects (13.74%), local government executives (6.87%), persons employed as an inspector (3.05%), deputies of local government executives (1.53%), and deputy treasurers (1.53%). It should be noted that the assessment of poverty and the aging of the population in municipalities is based only on the subjective feelings of municipal employees, and not on objective facts.



In order to verify whether there is a relationship between the researched qualitative variables, we used the Chi-Square test of independence. The null hypothesis in the Chi-Square test is that the variables are independent. This test is based on the comparison of empirical values (obtained in the study) and theoretical values (calculated on the assumption that there is no relationship between the variables). Large differences point to the existence of a relationship between the variables. The test statistics for variable X having r variants and variable Y having c variants is calculated according to the formula [69]:


   χ 2  =   ∑   i = 1  r    ∑   j = 1  c       (   O  i j   −  E  i j    )   2     E  i j     ,  



(1)




where O is the observed value, and E is the expected value.



In order to determine the relationships occurring between the categories of variables characterising the scale of incidence of poverty in the researched municipalities and the remaining variables, we conducted a correspondence analysis. The advantage of this analysis is that it enables the accurate recognition of the co-existence of categories of variables or objects measured on the ordinal or nominal scale. Of significance here is the lack of exorbitant requirements on the distribution to which the analysed variables should be subject. The main purpose of correspondence analysis is to reconstruct the distance between points representing the rows and columns of a multivariate table in a space with fewer dimensions, while maintaining as much of the initial information as possible [70,71]. All of the statistical analyses were performed using the IBM SPSS Statistics 25 and Statistica 13.3 packages.




4. Results and Discussion


The study included 144 municipalities, of which 68% constituted rural municipalities, 24% were urban–rural municipalities, and 6% were urban municipalities. Cities with poviat rights constituted only 2% of the municipalities surveyed. Among the surveyed entities, municipalities with a population of 15–50 thousand (34 municipalities) and 7.5–10 thousand (33 municipalities) dominated. The distribution of the number of municipalities by the number of inhabitants is presented in Figure 1.



In the light of the progressing population ageing, we also analysed the municipalities by the age structures of their inhabitants. The surveyed entities were dominated by municipalities with a percentage of people of post-working age (i.e., older than 65 years) of 12–14% (45 municipalities) and 14–16% (42 municipalities) (Figure 2). The average percentage of older people in the analysed municipalities was 14.71, with a standard deviation of 2.49%.



In the study, we assessed the level of poverty in a given entity. In the case of 14% of the surveyed municipalities, they provided answers indicating that poverty does not occur in their unit, and 74% of municipalities believed that poverty does occur there. Only one municipality assessed poverty as very intense within its borders. However, it is worrying that as many as 12% of the entities did not have an opinion on the level of poverty occurring in their area. This may indicate an insufficient recognition of the range of poverty in these entities. There is therefore a risk that insufficient awareness of the prevalence of a particular problem in the municipality will result in a lack of appropriate measures on the part of the local authorities. This problem already exists now, as recognised by the results of research pointing to the poor performance of territorial self-government entities in the scope of counteracting poverty [62]. The lack of a proper response on the part of the local authorities over the long term may add to the failure to adjust the scope and quality of goods and services to the expectations of the local community. Bonfiglioli enumerates three possibilities for the testing of the local government’s attempt to achieve better performance in favour of the poor: local empowerment in decision-making, local social governance, and promoting the local economy [72].



As shown in Table 2, the type of municipality does not impact the assessment of the level of poverty risk. According to the employees of municipality offices, the problem of poverty occurs in about three-quarters of municipalities (73% of rural municipalities, 74% of urban-rural municipalities, and 75% of urban municipalities). The issue of poverty also concerns two of the three cities with poviat rights. These results corroborate the research conducted so far, which indicates that the level of poverty only slightly depends on the type of municipality, and to a much greater extent on its geographic location. The geographic analysis of poverty is related to the spatial poverty trap as a result of unfavorable geographical factors [73]. In this context, attention is paid to factors that may affect the level of poverty, such as: the geographical distance from cities; the lack of appropriate infrastructure, i.e., roads, public transport; public utility institutions; access to services; and difficult living conditions due to climate or natural terrain [74,75,76]. All of these elements can make up geographic isolation [77]. It should be noted that getting out of poverty (poverty exit) in such areas is more difficult, which results from the so-called ‘bad neighborhood effect’, i.e., despite the knowledge, skills and education, external factors may hinder or even prevent the development of investments in such areas (lack of opportunity) [73]. The lack of differences in the assessment of the level of poverty in individual types of municipalities may also stem from the method of assessing this phenomenon being based on a relative approach, rather than objective criteria. This is demonstrated by the fact that, in 2019, the population of beneficiaries of social assistance in Poland was mostly rural. Its number was 904,800 people, which accounted for 51.4% of the total beneficiaries group. The share of beneficiaries in the number of inhabitants was 5.9% in rural areas, and smaller by 2.1 pp in urban areas [78]. This results from the fact that, from the point of view of communal social policy and the priorities set out in strategy papers, local government units should primarily build on absolute measures. A relative approach to poverty, based on a consideration of municipal representatives, could result in the underestimation of the risk of belonging to the poverty area and, consequently, could contribute to the marginalization of this important social issue.



Regarding the number of municipality residents, it should be concluded that it does not impact the level of assessment of the incidence of poverty in the municipality (Chi2 = 4.8561, df = 9, p = 0.8467). According to the employees of municipalities, the issue of poverty concerns 71% of municipalities with a population below 5000, 74% of municipalities with a population of 5–15 thousand and 15–50 thousand, and 75% of municipalities with a population of over 50 thousand. In every fifth municipality with less than 5000 residents, employees have no opinion on such an important issue as the incidence of poverty among their residents. Such results may be explained, as in the case of the absence of dependence between the type of municipality and the assessment of poverty, by evaluation through the prism of the geographical criterion. It should also be clarified that, on the one hand, the absence of an opinion on the prevalence of poverty may stem from the fact that municipalities recognize the needs of inhabitants at risk of poverty independently only to a small extent. According to the report of the Supreme Audit Office, only in six out of 21 audited units were there isolated cases in which the support for people living in poverty was granted ex officio and not at the request of the interested parties. On the other hand, the need to respect the privacy of inhabitants makes it difficult for municipalities to reach people in need with help. It is thus necessary to broadly disseminate information on the possibilities and principles of obtaining aid [79].



The third of the adopted criteria for the division of municipalities of the Małopolskie Voivodeship is the percentage of elderly people. The division of municipalities according to the participation of older people was made on the basis of the variable quartiles. As such, the first quartile group of the municipality was labelled as ‘young’, the second as ‘rather young’, the third as ‘rather old’, and the fourth as ‘old’ (Table 3). The values of the individual quartiles are 0.1272, 0.1437 and 0.1625, respectively. Although the Chi2 statistics for the variables ‘assessment of the level of poverty’ and ‘participation of the elderly in the municipality’ are not statistically significant, it can be seen that the problem of poverty most often concerns the municipalities with the highest share of people in post-working age (over 80%).



The ageing of society means not only the deterioration of the material situation of seniors resulting from the decrease in the replacement rate, but also an increase in the demand for services, including in the field of long-term health care. Gragnolati, Jorgensen, Rocha, and Fruttero showed the relationship between the aging of the society and the level of poverty, and the impact of this process on public finances and the provision of goods and services [80]. A description of the relationship between aging and poverty with particular attention to the most vulnerable individuals at each end of the age distribution can also be found in work of Marchand and Smeeding [81].



Municipality employees were also asked to assess the ageing processes taking place in their municipality. The distribution of answers to this question was as follows: 2.78%, I have no opinion; 3.47%, low; 9.72%, rather low; 59.72, average; 17.36%, rather high; 6.25%, high. One of the municipalities (0.69%) did not answer this question. There was no relationship between the subjective assessment of the intensity of the ageing process and the assessment of the level of poverty in the municipality (Chi2 = 6.87, df = 9, p = 0.6509).



The lack of awareness of this correlation may have negative implications in the long-term planning of municipal policy. This may lead to an underestimation of the risk of poverty and, as a consequence, a maladjustment of the scope of local goods and services to the needs of the inhabitants. A confirmation of the poor recognition of these processes by municipalities are the binding strategy papers. In strategies for solving social problems, poverty issues were most often presented in the general sociodemographic analysis, and were usually described in the context of other social issues (unemployment, disability, and long-term or severe illness). Oftentimes, these documents are not updated or adapted to changing socioeconomic conditions. In the case of 10% of the municipalities surveyed by the Supreme Audit Office, these documents entered into force more than 10 years ago [79].



Another part of the study concerns the incidence of poverty among older people (65+). According to respondents, for 14% of the municipalities, poverty among older people is not a problem. In 68% of the municipalities, older people are considered to be moderately affected by poverty. However, in 13% of the municipalities, this phenomenon is considered a serious problem. In 5% of the municipalities, the employees did not have an opinion on poverty among the elderly. It should be noted that old-age poverty entails many types of exclusions from social, physical, and mental well-being [37]. In this context, special consideration could be given to taking account of the experiences of various age groups in order to effectively counteract this problem and develop appropriate social work practices.



When analysing the assessment of the level of poverty among older people in individual types of municipalities, some differences are noticeable, but they are not statistically significant (Chi2 = 15.71, df = 9, p = 0.0732). On the other hand, after the merging of urban municipalities and cities with poviat rights into one category, we observe that the test probability is at the border (assuming a significance level of α = 0.1, the existence of a relationship between the assessment of the level of poverty among the elderly in the municipality and the type of municipality could be considered) (see Table 4).



The largest percentage of the municipalities which believe that poverty among the elderly does not cause a problem can be found among rural municipalities (as much as 17%). For comparison, only 6% of urban–rural municipalities think similarly. The problem of poverty among the elderly, to a moderate degree, concerns 55% of urban municipalities or cities with poviat rights, 69% of urban–rural municipalities, and the same number of rural municipalities. However, the highest percentage of the municipalities which consider the poverty of the elderly to be a serious problem was recorded in urban municipalities and cities with poviat rights (36%). For the sake of comparison, merely 9% of rural the municipalities consider poverty among the elderly to be a serious problem. According to the survey, the highest percentage of the municipalities that do not see the poverty of older people as a problem in their area was recorded among municipalities with between 5000 and 15,000 residents (18%). As a rule, these municipalities are of a rural nature, which confirms the above conclusions. Poverty among the elderly is considered a serious problem by 7% of the municipalities numbering up to 5000 inhabitants, 12% of the municipalities with a population of 5–15 thousand, 11% of the municipalities with 15–50 thousand inhabitants, and as many as half of the largest municipalities (with more than 50,000 inhabitants). These differences are not statistically significant (Chi2 = 11.52, df = 9, p = 0.2419).



The above findings diverge from the majority of research results presented in the literature [37,38,77,82]. Assessment of poverty among seniors in rural municipalities may stem from the fact that the average income of rural residents is lower than that of inhabitants in towns, and thus—in urban municipalities—the reference point is different than in urban or urban–rural ones [83,84]. This situation should give an impetus to implementing appropriate reforms at the local level, which will reduce the risk of the negative effects of poverty among older people in the future. In the literature on the subject, research on eradicating poverty among the elderly by existing local arrangements that provide support for older persons, and how the elderly are affected by poverty vis-à-vis the rest of the population are conducted on selected examples [85,86,87]. It was observed that, in a situation where “the ageing process does not imply a serious obstacle to the aim of reducing poverty, general and local governments in particular face a great opportunity to make the reforms needed to reduce old age poverty, and to create the environment for old age poverty not to be a serious concern in the future” [87].



Considering the criteria of the age structure among the studied entities, the poverty of older people is not a problem in 17% of the municipalities in the first quartile group, 11% of the second quartile group, 19% of the third quartile group, and 8% of the municipalities with the highest percentage of people in post-working age. The poverty of the elderly is considered to be a moderate problem by 72% of the municipalities with a percentage of people of post-productive age below the median, and 67% of the municipalities from the third quartile group, and 61% from the fourth quartile group. Poverty among the elderly is considered to be a serious problem by 6%, 11%, and 8% from the first, second and third quartile groups, respectively, and 25% of the municipalities from the fourth quartile group. The indicated differences are not statistically significant (Chi2 = 8.89, df = 9, p = 0.4472).



The assessment of the level of poverty among the elderly depends on the subjective assessment of the intensity of the ageing process in the municipality (see Table 5). Among municipalities that assess the intensity of the ageing process as high or rather high, only one believes that the poverty of the elderly is not a problem within its borders. However, as many as 56% of the municipalities assessing the intensity of the ageing process as high see the poverty of the elderly as a serious problem.



An undoubtedly positive assessment should be attributed to the awareness of the lack of dependence between the intensification of the aging process in the municipality and an increased risk of old-age poverty. This confirms the results of Kubejko-Polańska, who indicated the awareness of local authorities regarding the existence of the key problem, which is population ageing [88]. In the strategy papers of the municipalities, it is treated as one of the challenges of local policy. That said, it is not portrayed in the categories of opportunities and chances, but rather as a source of difficulties. The answer to this challenge is the development of the silver economy at the local level [89,90,91]. In line with the concept of the silver economy, the growing proportion of elderly people in the population translates into an increase in the aggregate purchasing power of older consumers, which can be used as a stimulus for local development. Nevertheless, the burgeoning silver market has not yet been recognized as an opportunity for socioeconomic development. None of the analysed documents contained a provision that the advancement of the silver economy could have an impact on the improvement of the economic situation in individual municipalities [92].



The dependencies between the assessment of the level of poverty among the elderly and the assessment of the intensity of the ageing process in the municipality are presented graphically in Figure 3.



The municipalities which assessed the intensity of ageing as high are more likely to see the poverty of the elderly as a serious problem compared to other entities. On the other hand, the municipalities that considered the intensity of the ageing process to be rather low more often than other entities were of the opinion that the poverty of the elderly is not a problem. In turn, the municipalities which assessed the intensity of the ageing process as average more often than other municipalities had no opinion on the assessment of the level of poverty among the elderly.



Although the issues raised in the study are based on Polish experiences, the conclusions drawn from the conducted analyses also have a broader international context. Considering the obtained results, we should note that the employees of municipality offices assess the issue of poverty as one of the most serious; however, they do not see the correlation between the ageing population and the level of poverty in general. Such as assessment seems to testify to the low degree of awareness of the future effects of the occurring demographic changes. As a consequence, it may turn out that a larger engagement of the municipalities in actions aimed at ensuring a series of services to an increasing number of older people, for a much longer period, is necessary. The ageing of society means not only the deterioration of the material situation of seniors resulting from the decrease in the replacement rate, but also an increase in the demand for services, including in the field of long-term health care. This is due to the increase in life expectancy and the phenomenon of double ageing, which means a longer life in retirement. Mei, Hsu, and Ou wrote about the need to provide economic support to the elderly in the conditions of the aging of the Chinese society [93]. The impact of changes in local authority spending on social care for older people, taking account of the important relationship between the National Health Service and social care services in meeting the needs of older people was examined by Humphries, Thorlby, Holder, Hall and Charles [94]. Zeng, Wang, Zhang and Xu conducted a comparative analyses of long-term care costs between China and other countries in an aging society. They indicated that the examination of the costs of different chronic diseases may be an effective way to develop private long-term care insurance and realize the effective complementarity between private long-term care insurance and public long-term care insurance [95]. Studies on the differences in the level of long-term care costs were also conducted by Lagergren, Kurube, and Saito [96].




5. Conclusions


The results of the survey conducted in the municipalities of the Małopolskie Voivodeship indicate that as many as 74% of the municipalities are struggling with the issue of poverty. Furthermore, this problem occurs regardless of the type of municipality. It is observed by 73% of rural municipalities, 74% of urban–rural municipalities, 75% of urban municipalities, and 66% of cities with poviat rights. Similarly to the type of the municipality, the number of residents does not impact the assessment of the incidence of poverty. We did not observe a dependency between the subjective assessment of the intensity of the ageing process and the assessment of the poverty level in the municipality. On the other hand, the classification of the municipalities by age structure allows the conclusion that, in the examined municipalities, the problem of poverty most often concerns municipalities with the highest share of people of post-working age (over 80%); however, this relationship is not statistically significant. Therefore, we should reject the H1 hypothesis according to which the assessment of the poverty level in a municipality depends on: (a) the type of municipality, (b) the number of inhabitants, (c) the demographic structure of the local community, and (d) a subjective assessment of the ageing processes taking place in a given municipality.



Although there is no relationship between the subjective assessment of the demographic changes related to population ageing and the assessment of the level of poverty in the municipality, this relationship occurs when assessing the intensity of the ageing process and assessing the level of poverty among the elderly. There is, therefore, no reason to reject the H2 hypothesis that there exists a relationship between the assessment of the level of poverty among older people in the municipality and the subjective assessment of population ageing. The municipalities assessing the intensification of population ageing as high believe that poverty among the elderly is a serious problem more often than other entities. On the other hand, a rather low assessment of the intensity of this process is accompanied by the belief that the poverty of the elderly is not a problem. In total, more than 80% of the municipalities indicate the problem of elderly poverty as serious or moderate.



Summing up, the following has to be re-emphasized: the risk of poverty and social exclusion concerns people of different age groups. That said, this problem is especially related to the elderly and, taking account of the progressive aging process and the declining replacement rate, it can be expected to grow. In this context, special consideration might be given to the account of the experiences of various age groups in order to effectively counteract this problem and develop appropriate social work practices. An undoubtedly positive assessment should be attributed to the awareness of the lack of dependence between the intensification of the aging process in the municipality and increased risk of old-age poverty. Nevertheless, the measures aimed at counteracting poverty are not treated as a priority in the strategy papers of the municipalities. Hence, on a practical level, municipalities should use the potential of the development of the silver economy. It can not only limit the negative effects of the social processes in act but also, above all, stimulate local development. However, in order to make this possible, municipalities must make correctly recognise the problems occurring in their territory. For this purpose, local government units must rely on absolute measures, rather than their own subjective assessment of the situation, which could result in the underestimation of the risk of belonging to the poverty area, and consequently contribute to the marginalization of this important social issue. The experiences of the employees of local government units in the field of cooperation with residents can help to explore the specific problems of the local community, but should not constitute the basis for the assessment of their extent.



It seems worthwhile to note that the conducted research can constitute the basis for further in-depth analyses. In the theoretical aspect, it seems interesting to consider the scope of tasks carried out by local self-government units to reduce the problem of poverty in the conditions of progressing demographic change. It is also worth verifying the conclusions formulated herein based on research extended to other countries.
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Figure 1. Distribution of the studied municipalities by population. 
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Figure 2. Distribution of the surveyed municipalities by the percentage of post-working age residents. 
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Figure 3. Interdependency of the categories of the assessment of the level of poverty among the elderly and the assessment of the intensity of ageing in the municipality. 
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Table 1. Forecasted population in Poland and the European Union in the years 2025–2060.






Table 1. Forecasted population in Poland and the European Union in the years 2025–2060.





	
Specification

	
2025

	
2030

	
2035

	
2040

	
2045

	
2050

	
2055

	
2060






	
Poland




	
Total number of people (thousand)

	
37,567

	
37,018

	
36,369

	
35,662

	
34,897

	
34,102

	
33,306

	
32,520




	
Number of people aged 65+ (thousand)

	
7915

	
8397

	
8637

	
9013

	
9598

	
10,268

	
10,759

	
11,014




	
Share of people aged 65+ (%)

	
21.07

	
22.68

	
23.75

	
25.27

	
27.50

	
30.11

	
32.30

	
33.87




	
Number of people aged 80+ (thousand)

	
1695

	
2092

	
2729

	
3265

	
3359

	
3316

	
3515

	
3998




	
Share of people aged 80+ (%)

	
4.51

	
5.65

	
7.50

	
9.16

	
9.63

	
9.72

	
10.55

	
12.29




	
European Union




	
Total number of people (thousand)

	
449,297

	
449,122

	
448,234

	
446,755

	
444,472

	
441,221

	
437,086

	
432,474




	
Number of people aged 65+ (thousand)

	
100,029

	
108,520

	
116,819

	
123,145

	
127,581

	
130,164

	
131,338

	
131,013




	
Share of people aged 65+ (%)

	
22.26

	
24.16

	
26.06

	
27.56

	
28.70

	
29.50

	
30.05

	
30.29




	
Number of people aged 80+ (thousand)

	
28,629

	
32,214

	
36,516

	
41,077

	
45,736

	
49,930

	
52,596

	
54,176




	
Share of people aged 80+ (%)

	
6.37

	
7.17

	
8.15

	
9.19

	
10.29

	
11.32

	
12.03

	
12.53
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Table 2. Assessment of the level of poverty in the municipality, and the type of local self-government unit.
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Assessment of the Level of Poverty in the Municipality

	
Type of Local Self-Government Unit

	
Chi2




	
City with Poviat Rights

	
Urban

	
Urban-Rural

	
Rural

	
Total






	
I have no opinion

	
N

	
1

	
0

	
6

	
10

	
17

	
Chi2 = 5.6552

df = 9

p = 0.77




	
%

	
33.33

	
0.00

	
17.14

	
10.20

	
11.81




	
Does not occur

	
N

	
0

	
2

	
3

	
15

	
20




	
%

	
0.00

	
25.00

	
8.57

	
15.31

	
13.89




	
Occurs

	
N

	
2

	
6

	
26

	
72

	
106




	
%

	
66.67

	
75.00

	
74.29

	
73.47

	
73.61




	
Very intense

	
N

	
0

	
0

	
0

	
1

	
1




	
%

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
1.02

	
0.69




	
Total

	
N

	
3

	
8

	
35

	
98

	
144
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Table 3. Assessment of the level of poverty and the percentage of the elderly in the municipalities.
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Assessment of the Level of Poverty in the Municipality

	
Young

	
Rather Young

	
Rather Old

	
Old

	
Total

	
Chi2






	
I have no opinion

	
N

	
2

	
3

	
8

	
4

	
17

	
Chi2 = 10.6

df = 9

p = 0.3042




	
%

	
5.56

	
8.33

	
22.22

	
11.11

	
11.81




	
Does not occur

	
N

	
7

	
6

	
4

	
3

	
20




	
%

	
19.44

	
16.67

	
11.11

	
8.33

	
13.89




	
Occurs

	
N

	
27

	
27

	
23

	
29

	
106




	
%

	
75.00

	
75.00

	
63.89

	
80.56

	
73.61




	
Very intense

	
N

	
0

	
0

	
1

	
0

	
1




	
%

	
0.00

	
0.00

	
2.78

	
0.00

	
0.69




	
Total

	
N

	
36

	
36

	
36

	
36

	
144
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Table 4. Assessment of the level of poverty among the elderly and the type of municipality (three categories).
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Assessment of the Level of Poverty among the Elderly

	
City with Poviat Rights or Urban

	
Urban-Rural

	
Rural

	
Total

	
Chi2






	
I have no opinion

	
N

	
0

	
4

	
4

	
8

	
Chi2 = 12.16

df = 6

p = 0.0585




	
%

	
0.00

	
11.43

	
4.08

	
5.56




	
Does not cause a problem

	
N

	
1

	
2

	
17

	
20




	
%

	
9.09

	
5.71

	
17.35

	
13.89




	
Affects to a moderate degree

	
N

	
6

	
24

	
68

	
98




	
%

	
54.55

	
68.57

	
69.39

	
68.06




	
Is a serious problem

	
N

	
4

	
5

	
9

	
18




	
%

	
36.36

	
14.29

	
9.18

	
12.50




	
Total

	

	
11

	
35

	
98

	
144
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Table 5. Assessment of the level of poverty among the elderly and the intensity of the ageing process in municipalities.
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Assessment of the Level of Poverty among the Elderly

	
I have No Opinion

	
Low

	
Rather Low

	
Average

	
Rather High

	
High

	
Total

	
Chi2






	
I have no opinion

	
N

	
1

	
0

	
1

	
4

	
2

	
0

	
8

	
Chi2 = 30.07

df = 15

p = 0.0117




	
%

	
25.00

	
0.00

	
7.14

	
4.65

	
8.00

	
0.00

	
5.59




	
Does not cause a problem

	
N

	
1

	
0

	
5

	
13

	
1

	
0

	
20




	
%

	
25.00

	
0.00

	
35.71

	
15.12

	
4.00

	
0.00

	
13.99




	
Affects to a moderate degree

	
N

	
2

	
4

	
7

	
60

	
20

	
4

	
97




	
%

	
50.00

	
80.00

	
50.00

	
69.77%

	
80.00

	
44.44

	
67.83




	
Is a serious problem

	
N

	
0

	
1

	
1

	
9

	
2

	
5

	
18




	
%

	
0.00

	
20.00

	
7.14

	
10.47

	
8.00

	
55.56

	
12.59




	
Total

	
N

	
4

	
5

	
14

	
86

	
25

	
9

	
143
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