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0LFKDá'XGHN*
FROM UNEMPLOYMENT
TO RUNNING ONE’S OWN BUSINESS:
THE IDEATIONAL EMBEDDEDNESS OF
ENTREPRENEURSHIP IN POLISH AND EU PUBLIC POLICY

Nowadays the entrepreneurship phenomenon is of great importance. Small business is considered a critical
IDFWRU RI HFRQRPLF SURJUHVV LQQRYDWLRQ DQG HPSOR\PHQW JURZWK ,WV HFRQRPLF VLJQL¿FDQFH LPSOLHV ERWK
DFHUWDLQSROLF\VKDSHDQGVSHFL¿FVRFLDOSUDFWLFH7KHSURFHVVRIVHWWLQJXSPDLQWDLQLQJDQGGHYHORSLQJ¿UPV
has become a subject of common approval and growing legitimization as well as of intensive governmental
support in various forms. In public debate and public policy, the idea of deregulation, relating to actions limitLQJWKHDGPLQLVWUDWLYHEDUULHUVIRUHQWUHSUHQHXUVLVMXVWL¿HGEDVHGRQQHRFODVVLFDOHFRQRPLFWKHRU\+RZHYHU
both in the public debate and public policy, providing entrepreneurs with subsidies and other kind of support is
based on the interventionism doctrine. Therefore, an ideational entrepreneurship system is created at the public
authority level which seeks to explain and justify a certain shape of support policy for entrepreneurs. The paper
argues that entrepreneurship could be perceived as an ideational embedded economic action. In order to illustrate
the ideational embeddedness of entrepreneurship, EU and Polish public policy discourse form 2000–2010 was
analysed. The objects of qualitative discourse analysis were, among others, governmental documents, strategies, and public statements.
Key words: ideational embeddedness, entrepreneurship, public policy, discourse, EU

INTRODUCTION
The prominent role of small and medium-sized enterprises (SME)1 in the economy is
mostly emphasised by their effect on the labour market, their share in total output, and innovation. It is regarded as obvious that such businesses, depending on their sphere of operation
* University of Warsaw; dudekm@is.uw.edu.pl.
1
In the paper I understand the term entrepreneurship as an action referring to the process of setting up, maintaining
DQGGHYHORSLQJ¿UPV .RFKDQRZLF]HWDO 60(VDUHWKHPRVWSRSXODUOHJDOIRUPRIHQWUHSUHQHXUVKLS,QWKHSDSHU,XVHWKH(8GH¿QLWLRQRI60(µDQHQWHUSULVHLVFRQVLGHUHGWREHDQ\HQWLW\HQJDJHGLQDQ
economic activity, irrespective of its legal form. This includes, in particular, self-employed persons and family
businesses engaged in craft or other activities, and partnerships or associations regularly engaged in an economic
activity. The category of micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) is made up of enterprises which
employ fewer than 250 persons and which have an annual turnover not exceeding EUR 50 million, and/or an
annual balance sheet total not exceeding EUR 43 million’ (Commission Recommendation 2003).
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(regional, national, or EU-wide) and the moment of analysis, account for the majority of jobs
and gross value added, as well as developing and implementing new and future-oriented
EXVLQHVVDQGWHFKQLFDOVROXWLRQV,QGHHGDJODQFHDWWKHRI¿FLDOGRFXPHQWVVKRZVWKHXQdoubted importance of the sector in question. According to this documents in 2010 SMEs in
the EU Member States employed approximately two-thirds of the total workforce (66.9%)
and generated much more than half of the gross value added (58.6%) (Wymenga, Spanikova,
'HUE\VKLUH%DUNHUHWDO +RZHYHUVXFKHODERUDWLRQVIUHTXHQWO\FUHDWHDVSHFL¿F
system of ideas which expresses a perspective on the way the economy and state economic
policy should be run or what kind of relations between economic actors should look like. This
system called, in this case, HQWUHSUHQHXULDOLVP or HQWUHSUHQHXULDO LGHRORJLHV pertains to all
ideas, opinions, beliefs, and views which “are espoused by or for those who exercise authority in economic enterprises, and which seek to explain and justify that authority” (Bendix
 7KLVV\VWHPFRXOGDOVREHGH¿QHGDVDQLGHDWLRQDOV\VWHP presenting an essence
and meaning of entrepreneurship and of the socio-occupational category of enterprise owners.
The LGHDWLRQDOHQWUHSUHQHXUVKLSPD\RIWHQVHUYHDVHYLGHQFHMXVWLI\LQJDVSHFL¿FSXEOLFSROLF\
Not infrequently, it is based on stereotypes, too far-reaching generalisations and a particular
ideology, an ambiguous understanding of the concept of entrepreneurship, instrumentally
used. As a consequence, due to public legitimisation, the approach of authorities is often
favourable to entrepreneurs and combines two different economic doctrines: QHRFODVVLFDO
HFRQRPLFV and LQWHUYHQWLRQLVP On the one hand, as further analysis showed, owing to the current economic situation, associated with uncertainty and crisis, entrepreneurship is regarded
as a vital factor in stabilisation and growth, to be supported by direct state intervention. On
WKHRWKHUKDQGWKHHYRNHGRI¿FLDOGRFXPHQWVH[SUHVVWKHQHFHVVLW\RIDWUDGLWLRQDODSSURDFKLQ
economic policy, consistent with mainstream economics, according to which entrepreneurship
and entrepreneurs should only be supported indirectly, primarily through limiting state activity
LQWKHHFRQRP\ LHGHUHJXODWLRQSDVVLQJPRUHÀH[LEOHUHJXODWLRQVRUFRQGXFWLQJDSDUWLFXODU
macroeconomic policy).
This paper draws on the pattern proposed in the concept of embeddedness of economic
action to show policy conditions for entrepreneurial activity. In order to illustrate the system
of LGHDWLRQDOHPEHGGHGQHVV of entrepreneurship in public policy and its selected characteristics the 2000–2010 discourse on European Union (EU) and Polish policies in this area was
DQDO\VHG6SHFL¿FDOO\WKHSDSHUH[DPLQHVVHOHFWHGHQWUHSUHQHXUVKLSUHODWHG(8DQG3ROLVK
strategic documents and public statements recorded in writing. Secondly, in order to illusWUDWHWKHSURFHVVRIWKHLQÀXHQFHRIWKLVV\VWHPRQSUDFWLFH±WKHFHUWDLQVKDSHRILQVWLWXWLRQV
– the introduction and effects of start-up subsidies for unemployed persons, an important
measure of the entrepreneurship support policy in Poland, was considered.

THEORETICAL APPROACH
The theoretical approach brings together economic sociology and critical social theory. As
for economic sociology the concept of embeddedness of economic action was used. Despite
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From unemployment to running one’s own business ...

its ambiguity this idea has occupied an unchallenged position in the New Economic Sociology (NES) (Krippner 2001: 775). Therefore, the paradigm of embeddedness of economic
DFWLRQ LV RQH RI WKH PRVW LQÀXHQWLDO VRFLRORJLFDO SHUVSHFWLYHV RI DQDO\VLQJ SKHQRPHQD LQ
the economy (Beckert 2007: 7). At its most general, this approach emphasises the existence
of various processes determining market activities, particularly those concerning psychologiFDOVWUXFWXUDODQGLQVWLWXWLRQDOLVVXHV 'L0DJJLRDQG=XNLQ 7KHVHFRQGWKHRUHWLcal approach pertains to critical social theory. It refers to the assumption that all social and
physical phenomena have a given meaning which is historically produced and reproduced
WKURXJKDQLGHQWL¿DEOHVHWRISUDFWLFHV7KHUHIRUHDFDWHJRU\RIGLVFRXUVHVLVXVHGDQGXQderstood as “concrete systems of social relations and practices that are intrinsically political”
(Howarth 2000: 9). Based on the argument of Block and Somers, I assume that markets,
and consequently all economic activity running within them, are embedded in rules and institutional arrangements (Sommers and Block 2005: 263–264). These rules and institutional
arrangements are shaped LQWHUDOLD by the public authority. Entrepreneurship as one economic
activity is subject to a certain practice of understanding and conceptualising by the authority.
$VDFRQVHTXHQFHWKHDXWKRULW\FUHDWHVDVSHFL¿FV\VWHPRIWKHRULHVLGHDVDQGYDOXHVMXVWLI\ing its actions (Rose and Miller 1992: 175). This system of theories, views and values may
DOWHU³UHDOLW\´WRUHÀHFWDEVWUDFWWKHRUHWLFDOPRGHOV 3URJUDPPHVVWUDWHJLHVDQGGRFXPHQWV
through which authorities seek to embody and give effect to governmental ambitions constitute
what Rose and Miller called JRYHUQPHQWDOWHFKQRORJLHV (Rose and Miller 1992: 175). This
theoretical approach may be used for showing entrepreneurship as an ideational embedded
phenomenon. Both the operating conditions for entrepreneurs and the levels and measures
of support are determined by public policy. Therefore, entrepreneurship could be interpreted
through the prism of the sensemaking process. In the paper I assume that the widespread
ZD\RIXQGHUVWDQGLQJHQWUHSUHQHXUVKLSLQRI¿FLDODXWKRULW\GRFXPHQWVEDVHGRQGLIIHUHQW
connotations and referring to a broad category of phenomena, results in a particular shape of
formal institutions (legal regulations, sectoral policy), created on the basis of views, values
and opinions. In turn, the shape of institutions determines social practices, which in the case
LQTXHVWLRQLVUHÀHFWHGLQDFHUWDLQOHYHORIOHJLWLPLVDWLRQRIWKHFDWHJRU\RIHQWUHSUHQHXUV

METHODS AND MATERIAL
The paper mainly draws on the method discourse analysis of some of the most important
strategic EU and Polish documents: public statements recorded in writing, examined in terms
of approach to entrepreneurship and entrepreneurs. These texts posed the reference point to
particular policy instruments supporting and promoting entrepreneurship in the EU and in
3RODQGDQGUHÀHFWWKHLGHDWLRQDOV\VWHPRIHQWUHSUHQHXUVKLSRISXEOLFDXWKRULW\ DFHUWDLQ
type of entrepreneurial ideology). In the paper the analysed documents include the following:
the European Charter for Small Enterprises (ECHSE 2004); Communication from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and Social Committee
and the Committee of the Regions – “Think Small First”: A “Small Business Act for Europe”
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(SBA 2008); Ten years of the European Employment Strategy (EES 2007); Entrepreneurship-Development-Jobs. The economic strategy of the SLD-UP-PSL government; National
Development Plan 2004–2006 (NDP 2004–2006); National Strategic Reference Framework
2007–2013 in support of growth and jobs (NSRF 2007–2013); stenographic records from
sessions of the Special Committee on assessing bills related to the government “Programme
of ordering and constraining public expenditure”, working on a bill on employment promotion and labour market institutions (SC 2004); and The Capitalist Manifesto, a proclamation
of the Polish Confederation of Private Employers (CM 2000).
In these texts, analysis mostly focused on the ways of understanding and evaluating enWUHSUHQHXUVKLSDQGMXVWLI\LQJDSDUWLFXODUSROLF\LQWKLV¿HOG7KHSDSHUDOVRGLVFXVVHVWKHFDVH
of the process of elaborating and assessing the effects of implementing one instrument for
entrepreneurship promotion and support in Poland: start-up subsidies granted to unemployed
persons, introduced under the act on employment promotion and labour market institutions.
,QRUGHUWRLOOXVWUDWHWKHSURFHVVRILQÀXHQFHRIDQLGHDWLRQDOV\VWHPRIHQWUHSUHQHXUVKLSRQ
social practice the introduction and effects of this instrument was considered.

IDEATIONAL EMBEDDEDNESS OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP
In social sciences, particularly in neoclassical economics, sociology, and psychology,
there is a dominant interpretation (perception) and understanding of the concept of entrepreneurship of small businesses and small-scale economic activity. Enterprises, especially small
and medium-sized, are described as the basis for creating the wealth of the state, the prereqXLVLWHVIRUWKHVWDELOLW\RIWKHVRFLDOV\VWHPRUDUHÀHFWLRQRILQGLYLGXDOVXFFHVV 1DZRMF]\N
± 3UR¿WPDNLQJLVWKHFRUHIXQFWLRQRIHQWUHSUHQHXUVKLSZKLFKDVXQLYHUVDOO\
DVVXPHGLVGLUHFWO\WUDQVODWHGLQWRSXEOLFZHOIDUH:HFRXOGGH¿QHWKHVHWRIVXFKYLHZVDV
an ideology of entrepreneurship (Bendix 1956: 2). As a result of all this, individual enterprise
and social entrepreneurship belong to the most commonly used key terms to describe the curUHQWHFRQRPLFVLWXDWLRQWRJHWKHUZLWKLQQRYDWLRQKXPDQFDSLWDORUÀH[LELOLW\$WWKHVDPH
time, individual enterprise or collective entrepreneurship is perceived as an integral element
of national, regional or individual competition.
7KHGLVFRXUVHMXVWL¿HVFRQGXFWLQJDQHFRQRPLFSROLF\IRVWHULQJVPDOODQGPHGLXPVL]HG
enterprises at the expense of other socio-economic actors (Parker 2000: 240). The underlying
reason is the widespread conviction that the economic and social role of small and mediumsized companies cannot be overestimated and continues to grow. According to this approach,
in the economically advanced countries such operators enable production growth and account
for a predominant share of employment, thus mitigating the socially harmful phenomenon
of unemployment, as well as constituting the main source of innovation. Their importance
LVDOVRVWUHVVHGZLWKUHJDUGWRWKHVSHFL¿FFKDUDFWHULVWLFVRIWKHPRGHUQPDUNHWHFRQRP\
crisis-ridden, unpredictable and requiring continual adjustments from market players. In this
context, small and medium-sized enterprises are deemed to be relatively resilient to turmoil
DQGÀH[LEOHLQWKHLUDGDSWLQJWRFKDQJHVLQWKHHQYLURQPHQW,QPRGHUQFDSLWDOLVWHFRQRPLHV
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the promotion of individual initiative and entrepreneurialism is regarded as the best tool
for resolving socio-economic problems such as unemployment (Parker 2000: 242). It is
SDUWLFXODUO\ GXH WR WKH JURZLQJ LQÀXHQFH RI WKHRULHV SUHGLFWLQJ D ORRPLQJ FULVLV LQ ODUJH
corporations, caused by macrotrends such as post-industrialism and decentralisation of
previous industrial structures (Steinmetz and Wright 1989: 987).
6XFKGRPLQDQWLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVLQWXUQPD\LQÀXHQFHWKHVKDSHRIVRFLDOLQVWLWXWLRQV
(public policy). There are two classical approaches to small and medium-sized enterprises
and entrepreneurship (Gancarczyk 2010: 139). They could be described as OLEHUDO (neoclassical) and LQWHUYHQWLRQLVW (neokeynesian) (Wasilewski 2011: 26–32). The former is
about carrying out a particular macroeconomic policy, characterised by limiting market
LQWHUYHQWLRQV DPRQJ RWKHUV 'LUHFW ¿QDQFLDO DVVLVWDQFH JUDQWHG WR HFRQRPLF RSHUDWRUV
is seen as distorting the optimal functioning of market mechanisms, an undesirable and
counter-productive phenomenon, disrupting the conditions of competition, and interfering with the optimal allocation of resources. Therefore, according to this notion, the state
should concentrate on deregulatory or privatisation measures, aimed at creating the best
possible business environment, following the principle that less intervention is better for
HQWUHSUHQHXUVKLS7KHWRROVWREHXVHGLQFOXGH¿VFDOSROLF\ ORZWD[HV ODERXUPDUNHWSROLF\
ÀH[LEOH ODERXU ODZV  DQG UHJXODWLRQV JRYHUQLQJ HFRQRPLF DFWLYLW\ VWDEOH WUDQVSDUHQW
not very complex). In other words, public authority should provide equal opportunities to
all operators, protect private property, and ensure the rule of law. The LQWHUYHQWLRQLVW approach, in turn, assumes the existence of imperfections in the market mechanism (market
failures), such as asymmetry in access to information and capital as well as externalities,
and bearing in mind the crucial importance of private companies to modern economies, it
seems necessary for public authority to take action. Such action allows the alleviation of
negative developments such as economic slowdown and rising unemployment. Thus, it is
acceptable for the state to apply direct aid measures. Those mainly concern facilitating access
to capital in the form of loans and subsidies, providing training courses, and encouraging
businesses to take initiatives on research, development or innovation. The contemporary
policy change is about bringing together these two approaches (QHROLEHUDO and LQWHUYHQ
WLRQLVW) to entrepreneurship.
The ideational system of entrepreneurship, the basis for SME-supporting policy created
LQVFLHQWL¿FSDSHUVDQGH[SHUWRSLQLRQVLVLQWHUSUHWDEOHLQLGHRORJLFDOWHUPVUHSRVLQJRQ
FHUWDLQVLPSOL¿FDWLRQV 2JERU 7KHFODVVLFHFRQRPLFDSSURDFKKLJKOLJKWVWKDW
the entrepreneur is an exceptional individual – the innovator, the risk taker or a person
with special traits (Schumpeter 1960: 134–150). It is also argued that entrepreneurship
is a rather complex process, contingent on a number of factors, including individual,
social, economic, and cultural (Dudek 2011: 100–102). However, in contemporary policy
documents and strategies it seems that it is presented as a rather simple process that can
HDVLO\ EH VKDSHG RU VWLPXODWHG HJ E\ JUDQWLQJ ¿QDQFLDO VXSSRUW  (QWUHSUHQHXUVKLS LV
also often seen as a characteristic that can be taught and trained. An impression is thus
FUHDWHGWKDWWKHHQWUHSUHQHXULVDUROHDYDLODEOHWRHYHU\ERG\0RUHRYHUJHQHUDO¿JXUHVRQ
the share of output and employment contributed by the sector of small and medium-sized
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HQWHUSULVHV RIWHQ VHUYH DV MXVWL¿FDWLRQ IRU D SDUWLFXODU VKDSH RI SROLF\ WR SURPRWH HQWUHpreneurship. Such argumentation, based on quantitative macroeconomic data, aims to
provide objective knowledge and is frequently selective in nature. References to simple
quantitative information often serve the function of transferring true knowledge, gaining
WKH VWDWXV RI EHLQJ REMHFWLYH ,W LV D IUHTXHQW SUDFWLFH WR LQÀXHQFH JRYHUQPHQW SROLFLHV
(Godin 2006: 22–25).
The arguments given in strategic documents are about a subjective choice of information
DQGLWKDVDQLQÀXHQFHRQWKHGHVFULSWLRQRIVPDOODQGPHGLXPVL]HGHQWHUSULVHVDQGWKHLU
owners (entrepreneurs). This description is often selective. A different perception of SMEs
could be created based on other data or research. Firstly, public statistics, both EU-wide
and Polish, document the fact that large companies account for the relatively largest share
in gross value added (41.6% and 46.0% respectively) (PARP 2011: 13). Secondly, employment in small and medium-sized enterprises is usually characterised as being of a lower
quality. On average, workers in small and medium-sized businesses earn lower salaries and
ZDJHV IRULQVWDQFHLQWKH(8DYHUDJHZDJHLQODUJH¿UPVZDVWLPHVKLJKHUWKDQ
WKDWRIPLFURHQWHUSULVHV RIWHQZRUNRQDSDUWWLPHEDVLVRUÀH[WLPHDUUDQJHPHQWVOHVV
frequently attend internal and external training courses, and are less active than trade union
members (Wymenga, Spanikova, Derbyshire, Barker et al. 2011: 9; De Kok, Vroonhof,
Verhoeven, Timmermans et al. 2011: 127). Moreover, the research concerning relationships
between entrepreneurship and selected important economic measures shows ambiguous
results. The correlation between GDP per capita and the self-employment rate in advanced
economies in 1990–2004 proved it to be strong and negative (-0,96). In other words, in
the countries covered by analysis higher economic development levels were accompanied by
lower rates of self-employment in total employment. Furthermore, the relationship between
unemployment and entrepreneurship was both negative and positive (Audretsch, Carree and
Thurik 2002: 10). Small-scale economic activity was frequently regarded as a substitute for
paid employment (taken when no other job opportunities were available). It is argued that
self-employment did not result in any improvement in the labour markets of the analysed
FRXQWULHV .U\ĔVND± 

IDEATIONAL EMBEDDEDNESS OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP
IN THE EU STRATEGIC DOCUMENTS
The foundation for the EU policy for entrepreneurship is the treaty principle of ensuring
equal conditions of competition in the common internal market for all economic operators. It
primarily shows a neoclassical approach to the notion of entrepreneurship. However, the community’s institutions do not refrain from active measures targeted at enterprises of varying
VL]H7KLVDSSURDFKZDVLQWHQVL¿HGZLWKUHJDUGVWRWKHLPSOHPHQWDWLRQRIWKH/LVERQ6WUDWHJ\
aimed at making the EU the most competitive knowledge-based economy in the world. One of
the main implementation measures was to promote and support entrepreneurship, particularly
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small and medium-sized businesses. The policy in question was based on recognising the most
important economic, and consequently social, role of small and medium-sized enterprises.
In the analysed strategic EU documents such operators were associated with unambiguously
positive expressions: GHYHORSPHQWQHZEHWWHUG\QDPLFFRPSHWLWLYHLPSURYHPHQWVXFFHVVLQ
QRYDWLRQandSRWHQWLDO. Small and medium-sized companies were granted credit for favourable
socio-economic processes, such as a new economy, GDP growth, job creation, social cohesion,
innovation, employment, social integration, and welfare (ECHSE 2004).
As it is stated in a community document, SMEs determine the overall economic wellEHLQJ7KHSUHUHTXLVLWHIRUDSDUWLFXODUWUHDWPHQWRIVXFKRSHUDWRUVLVWKHEHOLHILQWKHVSHFL¿F
character of today’s world, witnessing previously unseen phenomena: uncertainty, globalisation, technological change, and competition, but also an inferior position of European societies
in relation to the USA (SBA 2008).
At the same time, it follows from the selected documents that policies of the EU and its
member states should take account of the unfavourable position of small businesses. Therefore, the situation requires initiatives favouring this category of economic operators. Such
measures must be SME-friendly and oriented towards meeting their needs. Therefore, public
authority in the form of community institutions declares its readiness to act. Direct support
is offered, for instance in enhancing entrepreneurial values, facilitating access to resources,
¿QDQFLDODVVLVWDQFHWDNLQJDFFRXQWRILQWHUHVWVRI60(RZQHUVLQLQVWLWXWLRQDODFWLRQVDV
well as a commitment to pursuing economic policy with a reduced degree of regulation,
requirements, and control over entrepreneurs (ECHSE 2004).
'HFODUDWLYHVWDWHPHQWVDUHWUDQVODWHGLQWRVSHFL¿FVXSSRUWLQVWUXPHQWV7KHPDLQLPSOHmentation measure of direct EU support for small and medium-sized enterprises has been
structural funds27KHWH[WVVHOHFWHGIRUDQDO\VLVUHÀHFWDGLVWLQFWHPSKDVLVRQWKHSULYLOHJHG
treatment of entrepreneurs in relation to other groups (employees) in the EU economic policy
(EES 2007). The reason given for such an approach is the implementation of economic
objectives set by the organisation in the area of competitiveness and a knowledge-based society. It is worth pointing out that the frequently indicated vagueness of notions representing
the goals of community entrepreneurship policy can only serve to increase the legitimisation
RIVSHFL¿FPHDVXUHV7RDFHUWDLQH[WHQWWKLVDPELJXLW\RIGH¿QLWLRQVPDNHVWKHSODXVLELOity of actions referring to such terms open to question. The recognition of the role of small
and medium-sized enterprises and their legitimisation is additionally based on associating
HQWUHSUHQHXUVKLSZLWKVFLHQFHDQGLQQRYDWLRQ,QWKLVFRQWH[WVPDOODQGPHGLXPVL]HG¿UPV
VHHPWREHWKHMXVWL¿FDWLRQIRUFRQGXFWLQJUHVHDUFKWREHXQGHUWDNHQLQFRQVLGHUDWLRQRILWV
subsequent applications in small business.

2

,Q WKH (8 ¿QDQFLDO SHUVSHFWLYH ± WKHVH DUH WKH (XURSHDQ 5HJLRQDO 'HYHORSPHQW )XQG (5') 
the European Social Fund (ESF), the Cohesion Fund (CF), and the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD). Within the framework of the EARRD, support is granted for starting economic activities
in rural areas. The ESF and the ERDF offer various aid measures aimed at cooperation of economic operators,
environmental protection, business start-ups, and the application of information technology.

35

0,&+$à'8'(.

IDEATIONAL EMBEDDEDNESS OF ENTREPRENEURSHIP
IN POLISH PUBLIC DISCOURSE
The treatment of entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship in Poland, based on neoclassical
economics, also resulted from the fact that this socio-occupational category was heavily
promoted by international and advisory organisations from the beginning of the political
and economic transition (Bateman 2000: 293). This orientation is still very strong in public
debate and results in undertaking particular measures of indirect support for entrepreneurs.
Over time, particularly as a result of Poland’s joining the EU, the need for granting direct
support for entrepreneurs began to be relatively more frequently emphasised. Consequently,
the policy implemented was eclectic, combining characteristics of both QHRFODVVLFDO and
LQWHUYHQWLRQLVW doctrines.
6XSSRUWIURPWKHPDLQVWUHDPVFLHQWL¿FDQGH[SHUWGLVFRXUVHDVZHOODVIURP(8LQVWLtutions, was conducive to an increasing impact on the shape of the government development and labour market policies. In the period covered by the analysis, the discourse on
entrepreneurship in Poland was also based on mutual negotiations of positions between
public authority and entrepreneurs. On the one hand, the future and existing entrepreneurs
stressed the need for assistance from the state in the form of various direct and indirect
PHDVXUHV 3DUUHQDQG-HQQLQJV  &0 6LPXOWDQHRXVO\RI¿FLDOJRYHUQPHQW
GRFXPHQWV KLJKOLJKWHG WKH VLJQL¿FDQFH RI HQWUHSUHQHXUV LQ 3RODQG )RU SXEOLF DXWKRULW\
they represented a guarantee of economic growth, well-being, employment, introducing
innovation, and civilisational development (EDL 2002). As a result, both sides legitimised
their actions. Statements of entrepreneurs justifying the necessity of deregulatory actions
include a motive of having been wronged by the administration, the state. Self-employed
persons had to struggle, permanently and heroically, with red tape impeding their operations. According to entrepreneurs, without various facilities it would be impossible to act in
general interest, i.e. to maintain or expand employment, develop, innovate, or compete in
the European and world markets (CM 2000). This viewpoint was also shared by the public
authority (EDL 2002, NDP 2004–2006).
As in the case of the EU strategic documents, Polish government papers regard measures for entrepreneurs as priorities. The government was supposed to act directly towards
LPSURYLQJ WKH ¿QDQFLDO VWDQGLQJ RI FRPSDQLHV SDUWLFXODUO\ RI VPDOO DQG PHGLXPVL]HG
HQWHUSULVHV,WVPHDVXUHVZHUHLQWHQGHGWRIDFLOLWDWHWKHVHWWLQJXSDQGPDQDJHPHQWRI¿UPV
VWDELOLVHWKHLUHFRQRPLFVLWXDWLRQWKURXJKSRVLWLYH¿QDQFLDOUHVXOWVDQGFUHDWHDEXVLQHVV
friendly environment (EDL 2002, NSRF 2007–2013). The authors of the analysed strategy
see the necessity to gear the occupational structure in Poland towards the target composition found in the EU Member States. Promotion and support for entrepreneurship should
serve as a means of curbing the underground economy and reducing agricultural and
industrial employment in favour of services. Potential recipients of assistance – prospecWLYHHQWUHSUHQHXUV±DUHDVVXPHGWRKDYHLQVXI¿FLHQWNQRZOHGJHDQGTXDOL¿FDWLRQVWRVWDUW
a business. Therefore, such barriers should be overcome through advisory services and
WUDLQLQJ6WDUWXSVVKRXOGDOVREHJUDQWHG¿QDQFLDODVVLVWDQFHIRUDVSHFL¿FSHULRGRIWLPH
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Simultaneously, the reason given for direct support for existing companies is the necessity
WRDGDSWWRFKDQJHVUHVXOWLQJIURPHYHUPRUH¿HUFHFRPSHWLWLRQDQGWKHHPHUJHQFHRIQHZ
technologies (NSRF 2007–2013).

FROM ENTREPRENEURSHIP IDEOLOGY TO PRACTICE: THE CASE OF
START-UP SUBSIDIES FOR UNEMPLOYED PERSONS IN POLAND
In Poland as well as in the other EU countries SMEs play a very important economic
UROH7KHLUFRQWULEXWLRQWRWKHRYHUDOOHFRQRPLFRXWSXWDQGHPSOR\PHQWLVVLJQL¿FDQW)RU
instance, according to Polish Agency for Enterprise Development (PAED) data for 2000–2005
the share of SMEs output in Poland’s GDP amounted to approximately 47–49%3. Moreover,
in the same period the share of employed in these entities in the total number of employed
SHUVRQVDPRXQWHGWRDURXQG± :RODĔVNL± ,WVKRXOGEHXQGHUOLQHGWKDW
the SME sector was the “backbone” of the whole EU economy as well: over two-thirds of all
jobs and over half of the gross value added were attributed to SMEs (Wymenga, Spanikova,
Derbyshire, Barker, et al. 2011: 8). They comprised 1.67 million active entities out of 4.1 million of all registered enterprises in 2008 in Poland (5DSRUWRVWDQLHVHNWRUD 2011: 15). The size
and branch structures of SMEs were similar in Poland and in the EU. However, compared to
WKH(8DVDZKROHWKHUHZHUHPLFUR¿UPVDQGHQWLWLHVDFWLYHLQWUDGHVHFWRULQWKHGRPHVWLF
economy that prevailed (SBA Fact Sheet). Another distinctive feature of Polish SMEs was
a relatively high share in employment, but not in value added, which might suggest a lower
level of productivity than the EU average (SBA Fact Sheet).
The reason behind public policy in favour of entrepreneurs in Poland was linked with
WKHVSHFL¿FVRFLRHFRQRPLFVLWXDWLRQRIDFRXQWU\XQGHUJRLQJDSURFHVVRIWUDQVLWLRQ6XFK
policy was aimed at fostering overall economic development and limiting unemployment
phenomena, among others. Indeed, in the period in question the SME sector had a relevant
contribution to the domestic economy (Figure 1). Firstly, from 2000 to 2009 the share of this
sector in the Polish GDP remained stable and high. Secondly, the number of active enterprises
was negatively associated with the unemployment rate.
The overall economic policy and the direct support policy for entrepreneurship in Poland favoured entrepreneurs and those intending to start small and medium-sized enterprises. The policy
was to reduce the role of the state in the economy, take stabilisation measures and ensure low
taxes4 .DOLĔVNL±:DVLOHZVNL 2YHUWKHSDVWGHFDGHDQXPEHURILQGLUHFW
solutions, also favourable for entrepreneurs, have been introduced to Poland’s economic policy.
Those include: cutting, simplifying and making more uniform the various taxes on economic
activity; reducing the number of required reports, declarations, and returns; reducing the freTXHQF\ RI LQVSHFWLRQV E\ DXWKRULWLHV LQWURGXFLQJ PRUH ÀH[LEOH VROXWLRQV LQ ODERXU ODZ DQG
shortening judicial proceedings in commercial courts. At the same time, in the period in question
3
4

The share of SMEs output in Poland’s GDP in the years 2006–2009 was about 47–48%.
,Q3RODQGHFRQRPLFRSHUDWRUVUHJDUGOHVVRIWKHLUOHJDOIRUPDUHVXEMHFWWRDÀDWUDWHLQFRPHWD[RIRQH
of the lowest rates in the EU.
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HQWUHSUHQHXUVKLSLQ3RODQGUHFHLYHGVLJQL¿FDQWDQGFRPSUHKHQVLYHSXEOLFVXSSRUW %LHQLDVDQG
2SDáND± $VDFRQVHTXHQFHHFRQRPLFWUDQVLWLRQDQGVXEVHTXHQWV\VWHPLFFKDQJHV
resulted in the formation of a differentiated social structure. The system created conditions for
development of and wealth accumulation for the rather numerous categories of SME owners
HQWUHSUHQHXUV  6áRPF]\ĔVNLDQG-DQLFND 

Figure 1. Share of MSP output in GDP, number of active MSP and unemployment rate in Poland in
the years 2000–2009.
Source: own elaboration based on Polish Agency for Enterprise Development data

The case of implementation of an embedded ideational system of entrepreneurship
could be illustrated by one of the extant and important labour market instruments aimed at
promoting entrepreneurship in Poland and in EU Member States: public start-up subsidies
granted to unemployed persons. Their design and implementation effects point to a particular
approach of public authority to entrepreneurship. In the case in question, entrepreneurship
serves as a tool for combating unemployment and stimulating economic activity. State support
PRVWO\¿QDQFLDODVVLVWDQFH IRUVWDUWLQJDQGGHYHORSLQJDEXVLQHVVZDVVHHQDVDPHDQVRI
resolving the social problem of unemployment and of generating entrepreneurial behaviours
in disadvantaged groups.
The launching of start-up subsidies in Poland in 2004 should be attributed to several
FDXVHV$W WKDW WLPH XQHPSOR\PHQW ZDV D ZLGHVSUHDG SKHQRPHQRQ GH¿QHG LQ WKH SXEOLF
debate as one of the gravest and most pressing social issues. In 2001–2003 the unemployment rate ranged from 18% to 20% and ranked among the highest in Europe. In this regard,
according to a popular belief (shared mostly by experts) it was crucial to change the previous
labour market policy towards an increased share (in terms of quantity and amount) of active
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labour market measures (.UDMRZ\ 3ODQ ']LDáDĔ 2005). Start-up subsidies for unemployed
persons represented one such active instrument addressing the shortage of jobs. In addition,
as a no less important reason for introducing this measure, it was necessary to adapt the existLQJODERXUPDUNHWLQVWUXPHQWVWRWKHUHTXLUHPHQWVRIUHFHLYLQJ(8¿QDQFLDODVVLVWDQFH8QGHU
the previous legislation, it was possible to grant start-up loans to the unemployed. The novelty
was the possibility of granting one-off and non-repayable subsidies. At the preparation stage,
the authors of the bill gave the following reasons for changing the legal framework:
It concerns a one-off source of funding for starting a business. An unemployed person receives
a start-up subsidy. We have moved away from the concept of loans as those are not acceptable
within the European Social Fund. At the same time, job creation subsidies represent an approved
measure. In the case of subsidies it is possible to receive reimbursements from the European Social
Fund, whereas no such possibility is offered for loans (SC 2004).

The above-mentioned act, thus the instrument of subsidies for unemployed persons,
was part of the government programme Entrepreneurship-Development-Jobs II, aimed at
implementing the Lisbon Strategy through the creation of a system working towards and
hampering growth in unemployment. Simultaneously, such instruments were supposed to
implement the goals of the European Employment Strategy, the European Social Charter
and the Charter of the Fundamental Social Rights of Workers. The reasons given for such
changes included, apart from necessary adjustments to the DFTXLVFRPPXQDXWDLUH, the need
for Poland to catch up with the EU Member States in terms of increasing the employment
scale and reducing the unemployment rate (%LOORQHPSOR\PHQW... 2004). Start-up subsidies
were intended to strengthen the effects of public action in the area of curbing unemployment5.
During the process of elaborating a bill, a government representative gave the following
reasons for actions planned:
6KRXOGZHDOORFDWHKDOIRIWKH/DERXU)XQGDSSURSULDWLRQVWRXQHPSOR\PHQWEHQH¿WVUHFHLYHGE\
a mere 15% of unemployed persons, or rather earmark them for activation measures? The funds
QRWXVHGIRUXQHPSOR\PHQWEHQH¿WVZLOOQRWEHJRQHIRUHYHUEXWLQVWHDGZLOOEHDVVLJQHGWRRWKHU
more future-oriented goals (SC 2004).

Support for business start-ups was perceived as a key element of combating unemployment. In particular, this was the opinion of a representative of a political party regarded as
liberal in economic terms:
(...) self-employment releases positive energy in the population and shapes the future of the economy. Therefore, since we are working on such a revolutionary act, it should be as comprehensive
as possible. As you will see, the bill also comprises the motives for self-employment, and I will
attempt to draw on them as much as possible to include measures to stimulate this mechanism
better than before (SC 2004).

5

7KH JRDO ZDV WR FXW WKH VRFDOOHG SURWHFWLYH PHDVXUHV XQHPSOR\PHQW EHQH¿WV SUHUHWLUHPHQW EHQH¿WV  LQ
favour of active labour market instruments.
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as well as the view of a representative of a private employers’ organisation:
I wish to support the honourable gentleman in his efforts to emphasise the importance and meaning of the self-employment mechanism in combating unemployment, particularly that the selfemployment instrument represents a major component of the European Employment Strategy. It
is a step in the right direction (SC 2004).

Start-up funds have been granted since 2005, up to a maximum amount of six times
the national average wage. Those take the form of one-off funding, granted under contracts
concluded between SRYLDWODERXURI¿FHVDQGXQHPSOR\HGSHUVRQVDIWHUWKHLUDSSOLFDWLRQVKDYH
EHHQDSSURYHG7KHUHTXLUHPHQWIRUUHFHLYLQJ¿QDQFLDODLGLVWRNHHSWKHEXVLQHVVUXQQLQJIRU
a minimum period of 12 months. The launch of the instrument in question was accompanied by
an abrupt fall in the unemployment rate in Poland. In 2004 the registered unemployment rate
was approximately 18%. Three years later the rate dropped to nearly 10% and has remained
relatively low ever since. However, the decreasing unemployment rate should be attributed to
the economic upturn and Poland’s integration into the EU (from 2004 Polish nationals began
to migrate on a large scale to the EU-15 countries which had opened up their labour markets)
rather than to the application of the discussed measure (Dolny 2011: 36).
Table 1
(PSOR\PHQWHI¿FLHQF\ (( DQGFRVWHI¿FLHQF\ &( RIDFWLYH6 labour market programmes in Poland
in 2006–2010
Year

training
courses

EE
2006 45.1

intervention public works
works

community
service or
work

CE

EE

CE

EE

CE

EE

2,911

72.2

4,869

46.0

9,102 35.0

traineeships

VWDUWXS
subsidies

EE

CE

workplace
equipment

CE

EE

CE

1,285

51.1

8,458 100.0 10,700 100.0

EE

9,200

CE

7,615 100.0 11,904 100.0

9,654

2007 44.4

3,477

74.3

5,118

46.9 10,050 44.0

1,039

55.2

2008 39.2

4,374

73.4

5,737

46.6 12,578 43.4

1,277

54.2 11,309 100.0 13,402 100.0 13,685

2009 34.3

6,762

71.8

6,415

48.0 13,122 39.8

1,423

49.5 13,085 100.0 17,102 100.0 18,143

2010 36.7

7,431

70.8

7,549

46.0 14,069 39.8

1,597

48.4 13,977 100.0 18,037 100.0 18,380

Source: own study based on data from the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy

The data on implementation effects of all the active labour market programmes between
2006 and 2010 show that start-up subsidies for unemployed persons brought equivocal results
(Table 1). As far as job creation is concerned, the instrument in question apparently contribXWHGWRRSWLPXPHIIHFWV%XWUHDFKLQJHI¿FLHQF\UHVXOWHGIURPWKHVSHFL¿FVWUXFWXUH
6
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(PSOR\PHQWHI¿FLHQF\LVWKHUDWLRRIWKHQXPEHURISHUVRQVZKRLQDJLYHQ\HDUREWDLQHGHPSOR\PHQWZLWKLQ
WKUHHPRQWKVRIFRPSOHWLQJDJLYHQSURJUDPPHWRWKHWRWDOQXPEHURISDUWLFLSDQWV&RVWHI¿FLHQF\LVWKHFRVW
RIUHHPSOR\PHQWWKHUDWLRRIIXQGVDVVLJQHGWRDVSHFL¿FLQVWUXPHQWLQDJLYHQ\HDUWRWKHQXPEHURISHUVRQV
who obtained employment.
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RIWKHUDWLR,WVYDOXHVPLJKWEHLQWHUSUHWHGDV³REMHFWLYHO\´ LQTXDQWLWDWLYHWHUPV UHÀHFWLQJ
the purposefulness of the labour market policy conducted and legitimise support measures
for entrepreneurship. However, the majority of such businesses did not last. According to
D VXUYH\ RI WKH EHQH¿FLDULHV RI IXQGV UHFHLYHG IURP ODERXU RI¿FHV  ZRXQG XS WKHLU
companies within three years from the receipt of assistance (EU-Consult 2011: 81)7. It is
ZRUWKVWUHVVLQJWKDWWKHLQVWUXPHQWRIJUDQWLQJVWDUWXS¿QDQFLDODVVLVWDQFHIURPWKH/DERXU
Fund was important, both for creating new enterprises and, although to a much lesser extent,
for combating unemployment. In 2008–2010 the total number of unemployed persons who
VWDUWHGEXVLQHVVHVZLWKWKHDLGRI/DERXU)XQGVXEVLGLHVUHSUHVHQWHGRYHUD¿IWKRIWKHWRWDO
number of new economic operators registered in the period in question (EU-Consult 2011: 16).
It should be added that it is a relatively costly measure, which is a characteristic feature of
most active labour market instruments (Boeri and van Ours 2011). In this context, other tools
such as training courses, community service, or work and traineeships proved to be relatively
cheaper and contributed to hiring unemployed persons at a rather high level. It should be
HPSKDVLVHGWKDWDVVKRZQE\UHVHDUFKDQGVXUYH\VWUDLQLQJFRXUVHVSOD\DSDUWLFXODUO\VLJQL¿FDQWDQGSRVLWLYHUROHLQXQHPSOR\HGSHUVRQV¿QGLQJZRUNDOWKRXJKLWXVXDOO\RFFXUVZLWKLQ
several years. They are considered to be an effective, and relatively the least costly, form of
HFRQRPLFDFWLYDWLRQ :LĞQLHZVNL± )RUWKLVUHDVRQDSSURSULDWLRQVIRUWKHLQVWUXment in question were given priority in labour market policies of the majority of the EU-15
countries. They accounted for roughly one-third of the total funds allocated to active labour
PDUNHWSURJUDPPHV %áDV]F]\N)HGRUF]XNDQG.OLV]NR $IWHUWKHODXQFKLQJRI
the non-repayable start-up subsidies (for unemployed persons and others) and the results of
implementing this type of instrument, arguments pointing out their several shortcomings
ZHUHUDLVHG %DUWNLHZLF]DQG'ĊERZVNL±±'ROQ\±'ROQ\
0DNVLPDQG=DZDG]NL± 

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION
The paper discusses the concept of LGHDWLRQDOembeddedness of entrepreneurship. According to the analyses of EU discourses, Poland’s policies for entrepreneurs, and of launching and
implementation effects of a selected Polish labour market instrument – start-up subsidies for
unemployed persons – the discourse on entrepreneurship support has been based, to a certain
H[WHQWRQDSDUWLFXODULGHRORJ\GUDZLQJRQDVSHFL¿FXQGHUVWDQGLQJRIWKHQRWLRQRIHQWUHSUHneurship: entrepreneurial ideology. The described ways of justifying conducted policies were
VHOHFWLYHDQGIUHTXHQWO\EDVHGRQXQGHUGH¿QHGFRQFHSWV7KHODQJXDJHRIRI¿FLDOGRFXPHQWVRI
public authority was found to have served an increased legitimisation of the socio-occupational

7

At the same time, the fact that most such economic operators remained on the market for over a year could
have resulted from the legal obligation of unemployed persons to continue economic activity. The majority of
WKHEHQH¿FLDULHVRI¿QDQFLDODLGJUDQWHGE\ODERXURI¿FHVUDQWKHLUEXVLQHVVHVIRUDSHULRGH[FHHGLQJWKHUHTXLUHG
minimum of 12 months. Those continuing economic activity for the periods of: 12–18 months, 18–24 months
and 24–36 months accounted for 36%, 27% and 30% respectively.
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category of SME owners, which could be translated into the shaping of formal social institutions
DVIDYRXUDEOHIRULQWHUHVWVRIWKHJURXSLQTXHVWLRQ,WZDVUHÀHFWHGLQWKHHFOHFWLFFKDUDFWHURI
public policy for entrepreneurship, combining two different economic doctrines: QHRFODVVLFDO
economics and LQWHUYHQWLRQLVP. On the one hand, paradoxically, entrepreneurship policy was
LQWHQGHGWRDFWLYHO\VXSSRUWEURDGHUHQWHUSULVHDQGHQWUHSUHQHXUVKLS VFDOHRI¿QDQFLDODVVLVtance, number of direct instruments). On the other hand, it was recognised that entrepreneurship
must be fostered indirectly, through limiting market interventions by the state and deregulating
the system governing economic activity.
One might be under the impression that there is a drift in power relations in the social
V\VWHPWRWKHDGYDQWDJHRIHQWUHSUHQHXUVLHHQWUHSUHQHXUVEHLQJSULYLOHJHGLQWKHLULQÀXHQFH
RQSXEOLFDXWKRULW\UHÀHFWHGLQVSHFL¿FFRQVHTXHQFHVSROLWLFDOOHJLWLPLVDWLRQ$WWKHVDPH
time, the above-mentioned conditions indicate that, contrary to what neoclassical economics
emphasizes, public authority is an inseparable, essential aspect of creating and developing
HQWUHSUHQHXUVKLS HFRQRPLF DFWLYLW\ 7KLV FRQ¿UPV WKH WKHVLV GHULYHG IURP HFRQRPLF VRciology, that economic activity – entrepreneurship in this case – is embedded in rules and
institutional arrangements. Therefore, the conditions of relations between the public authority
and those engaged in economic activity can be described in terms of LGHDWLRQDOHPEHGGHGQHVV
of economic action in the form of entrepreneurship.
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