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Social and Vocational Reintegration of Men
after Release from Prison — An Analysis

of the Support Model Developed by

the “Meritum” Social Cooperative in Szczecin

Everyone is valuable, whether they sleep on a dumpster or in a palace.’

Abstract: The purpose of the research was to analyze the support model implemented by
the “Meritum” Social Cooperative in Szczecin for individuals at risk of social exclusion, with
particular focus on men leaving correctional facilities. The research problems centered on
understanding the adopted philosophy of support, identifying difficulties, and analyzing the
forms of assistance provided in the area of social and vocational reintegration, along with an
assessment of their interrelations in the context of educational activities. The analyzed support
model is based on a comprehensive and long-term approach, including, among others:
housing assistance (in rehabilitation homes), legal and administrative support, financial
management, therapy, integration activities, support in the recovery process, volunteering,
development of personal interests, and professional activation. This model serves as an

! Quote from an interview with Radostaw Budzynski-Swierszcz — winner of the Personality of the
Year 2020 award in the category: Social and Charitable Activity. Radostaw Budzynski-Swierszcz is
a prison chaplain, deacon of the Pentecostal Church, president of the Naprzeciw Foundation, director
of the Szczecin branch of Akcja Humanitarna Zycie, and president of the “Meritum” Social Cooperative.
(Interview, 2021).
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example of an effective “intermediate link” between institutional isolation and independent
functioning in society.
Keywords: Social reintegration, vocational reintegration, post-penitentiary assistance.

Introduction

The process of social reintegration begins during the execution of a prison
sentence. The Executive Penal Code (Act of 1997) indicates measures in this area,
such as the system of programmatic interventions and the therapeutic system,
measures to activate inmates, contacts with the outside world — particularly
with family — or the period of preparation for release with the involvement
of a probation officer, institutions, and organizations. In practice, as E. Pindel
notes, “any proposals from the correctional facility regarding assistance for future
readaptation under conditions of freedom, corresponding to the provisions of the
Executive Penal Code, are often purely theoretical” (2010, p. 147). The procedural
model prescribed for working with a convict to ensure effective readaptation/
reintegration is, in practice, impossible to implement due to infrastructural,
staffing, and material limitations, as well as prison overcrowding (Pindel, 2010).
Prisons are treated as a “mechanism of exclusion and supervision,” “a kind
of reserve, a quarantine space” (Garland, cited in Bauman, 2005, p. 134), an
artificial entity creating unnatural living conditions (Ciosek, 2007, p. 359), and
as an excluding institution (Kacprzak, 2023). The idea of creating a “laboratory
of social improvement,” meant to separate a person from the corrupting influence
of the environment, failed because “the routine of prison life in an exaggerated
way imitated the routine established under modern conditions for everyone”
(Giddens, 2002, p. 218). The paradox of “socialization under conditions of social
isolation” (Ambrozik, 2008, p. 192), in times of rapidly changing social reality,
seems to be an increasing barrier to effective social reintegration. This situation
is confirmed by research showing that individuals leaving prison are not prepared
for life in freedom (Fidelus, 2012; Kieszkowska, 2012). For years, one of the
serious problems has been addiction to alcohol, drugs, and other psychoactive
substances (Szymanowska, 2003; Motyka, 2013). The percentage of individuals
addicted to alcohol and drugs among convicted persons is several times higher
than in the general population (Kacprzak, Kudliniska-Chréscicka, 2019). At the
same time, due to the inadequacy of penitentiary therapeutic units relative to
actual needs (NIK, 2015), the problem deepens, and its consequences — both at
the individual and societal level — drastically reduce the chances of social and
vocational reintegration after release from prison. The lack of access to therapy
and support during imprisonment reduces the likelihood of successful social and
vocational reintegration after release, effectively shifting the responsibility for this
process outside the prison walls. Among the possible forms of support provided
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under post-penitentiary assistance (Articles 164-173 of the Executive Penal Code,
Act of 1997), the complexity of the life situations of those leaving prison and
the extent of their physical, psychological, social, and vocational degradation
as a consequence of living under isolation during the so-called “prison crisis”
were not taken into account. The support forms provided under post-penitentiary
assistance do not address the real needs of those leaving correctional facilities.
Post-penitentiary assistance, according to W. Ambrozik, constitutes one of the
weakest links in the rehabilitation system (2008, pp. 188-189). Assuming that
social readaptation comprises both the effects of proper penitentiary rehabilitation
and the process occurring after release (Machel, 2012), in the face of an inefficient
penitentiary and post-penitentiary system, there arises a need to create so-called
intermediate links between isolating rehabilitation facilities and the period of
transition to independent life — for example, hostels that provide accommodation,
meals, care, life counseling, continuation of education, and opportunities for work
in the community (Ambrozik, 2008). An example of such an intermediate link
is the comprehensive support provided during stays in readaptation homes run
in Szczecin by the “Meritum” Social Cooperative (the Cooperative). The analysis
of the support model for individuals at risk of social exclusion — including those
leaving prison, people experiencing homelessness, and those struggling with
addiction — with particular attention to the process of social and vocational
reintegration, constituted the focus of the conducted research.

In the context of returning to life in society after serving a prison sentence,
the terms “reintegration” or “social readaptation” are used. Within the conducted
analysis, reference was made to the concepts of social reintegration and vocational
reintegration, as defined in the Act of 5 August 2022 on Social Economy (Act 2022),
in relation to social economy entities such as the Cooperative, whose activities are
the subject of the presented analysis. Social reintegration refers to activities aimed
at rebuilding or acquiring and maintaining the skills necessary to participate in
the life of the local community and to perform social roles in the workplace, place
of residence, or place of stay. Vocational reintegration, on the other hand, refers
to activities aimed at acquiring new qualifications, competencies, knowledge, and
skills in order to rebuild or obtain and maintain the ability to independently
perform work in the labor market and advance professionally.

Method

The aim of the research is to identify the specific nature of support provided to
individuals at risk of social exclusion by the “Meritum” Social Cooperative, with
particular emphasis on men after release from prison. The analysis does not limit
itself to characterizing individual forms of support but also seeks to identify the
relationships between them in the context of the conducted educational process.
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The practical objective of the research is combined with indicating solutions that
serve effective social and vocational reintegration, as well as stimulating discussion
regarding the need to modify post-penitentiary support measures, which are often
inadequate to the actual needs, in favor of comprehensive support for individuals
leaving prison. The conducted analysis is expected to contribute to improving
the support model provided by the Cooperative and to promoting its practices.
The research questions formulated in the study concerned: identifying the specific
functioning of the Cooperative, recognizing the problems of men seeking assistance
from the Cooperative, identifying forms of support provided in the areas of
social and vocational reintegration, and analyzing their interrelations. The study
employed the method of secondary data analysis, supplemented by interviews with
the Cooperative’s staff. Data were collected in the third quarter of 2025. Sources
analyzed included the Cooperative’s statute, offers and reports submitted as part
of competition procedures, regulations, individual integration plans, and other
internal documents. Interviews were conducted with three individuals responsible
for organizing the Cooperative’s work. Given the established objectives, the initial
interview guidelines focused on identifying key forms of assistance. Subsequently,
as the document analysis and observations progressed, the questions were refined
to include more complex issues aimed at understanding the process and the
underlying assumptions.

Specific Nature of the Activities
of the “Meritum” Social Cooperative

The “Meritum” Social Cooperative is an institution with the status of a social
enterprise. It was established in 2021 on the initiative of the “Naprzeciw”
Foundation. It is the first social cooperative in Szczecin in which the Municipality
of the City of Szczecin is a shareholder. The Cooperative was founded by
Resolution of the Szczecin City Council dated 23 February 2021 (Resolution,
2021). The individuals involved in the establishment of the Cooperative have
many years of experience working with people in crisis through the “Naprzeciw”
Foundation (since 2009) and the local branch of the Humanitarian Action
“Life,” operating under the motto: “You have one life — do not waste it.” This
experience translated into the need to create a comprehensive support system.
The Cooperative operates in accordance with the Act of 27 April 2006 on Social
Cooperatives (Act 2006) and the Act of 16 September 1982 — Cooperative Law
(Act 1982). The purpose of its activity is to run a joint enterprise based on the
personal work of its members and employees, and to undertake actions aimed at
vocational and social reintegration, designed to rebuild the ability to participate
in the life of the local community and to perform social roles in the workplace,
place of residence, or stay, as well as to maintain the capacity for independent
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work. The Cooperative employs individuals at risk of social exclusion, including
those released from prison, those threatened with or experiencing homelessness,
and long-term unemployed persons. It also provides social services carried out in
the public interest.

Philosophy of Support

At the core of the support philosophy of the “Meritum” Social Cooperative lies
the conviction of the inalienable dignity of every human being. Among the key
values guiding the work with individuals at risk of social exclusion are care for
others, love, selfless assistance, honesty, faith in the possibility of change, and
respect for the right to self-determination. Undoubtedly, a full understanding
of the model developed by the Cooperative requires reference to the Christian
values of the Pentecostal Church. In its activity, the Cooperative follows the
principle that — apart from immediate or crisis intervention — help is a privilege,
not an entitlement. It is granted as a response to a person’s demonstrated
readiness to change. Receiving long-term support is therefore linked to showing
commitment, beginning, and continuing the process of transforming one’s life
situation. The work carried out by the Cooperative’s staff in prisons and detention
centers serves as a non-invasive invitation to take advantage of the support forms
offered by the Cooperative after release. Most frequently, those seeking assistance
immediately after leaving prison are individuals who have experienced long-term
isolation, have lost family contact, and suffer from intense, multifactorial anxiety
about functioning independently in society. As the Cooperative’s staff emphasize,
the goal is not merely “to pick someone up from the prison gate,” but to support
the person in making a decision and taking responsibility for their own life. Many
individuals apply for help months after leaving prison, thus becoming ineligible
for some forms of post-penitentiary assistance, such as housing subsidies, which —
under Article 119 of the Executive Penal Code of 6 June 1997 (Act 1997) — are
available for a maximum of six months. Such individuals are often in a state of
severe neglect, physical exhaustion, or addiction to alcohol or other psychoactive
substances, and lack means of subsistence. Many also experience homelessness
directly after leaving prison and seek help only after months or even years.

In summary, emergency aid is provided to everyone, but participation in the
reintegration process — aimed at achieving life change - is conditional on the
individual’s readiness to change and active engagement at every stage. Promoting
an attitude of commitment reflects both the individual’s freedom and right to self-
determination, as well as the Cooperative’s clear stance against entitlement-based
behavior. The principle “Nothing is owed to anyone” is explicitly communicated
at every stage of the support process. It is not enough to declare readiness for
change — one must also work actively toward it. As the Cooperative’s president
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repeatedly emphasizes: “You cannot reach a new place by following the old path.”
[...] “We offer everyone comprehensive help because we believe that every person
can change their life, but we expect commitment, an active attitude free from
entitlement, and the absence of attempts to exploit the system.”

Problems Faced by Men Seeking Assistance
from the Perspective of the Cooperative’s Staff

The activities of the “Meritum” Social Cooperative are aimed at assisting men
who have left prison or are experiencing homelessness. The individuals who are
ready to seek help face complex, multifactorial problems that are the cumulative
result of their life experiences. Their feelings of loneliness and the lack of social
support from family or friends often lead to isolation and difficulties in coping
with everyday life. According to the Cooperative’s staff, there is a noticeable
absence of positive behavioral models for functioning in society. This is frequently
a consequence of growing up in dysfunctional families, which manifests itself
in disturbed behavior and, in turn, hinders social functioning. The staff also
point out cognitive deficits, frequent issues with hyperactivity, and the lack of
skills related to emotional control and coping with anger, rage, and aggression.
Poor physical and mental health, combined with limited access to specialized
medical care, constitutes a serious concern. The majority of individuals require
professional dental treatment. Addiction to alcohol, drugs, and other psychoactive
substances is a significant problem. Personal difficulties among those seeking help
from the Cooperative are also linked to increasing debt, enforcement proceedings,
and other financial obligations. The lack of social competencies and knowledge
of basic communication principles makes it difficult to establish new, healthy
relationships, as well as to rebuild family bonds. Lack of professional experience
and/or the ability to function in the labor market constitutes a major barrier to
finding employment, while employers’ reluctance to hire individuals with a prison
background poses an additional obstacle that prevents independent functioning.
The image of the beneficiaries outlined by the Cooperative’s staff corresponds
with the findings of research concerning individuals who have experienced
prison isolation (Szymanowska, 2003) and indicates weak individual, family,
and social resources among men after release from prison. It is worth noting,
however, that despite the identified deficits, the Cooperative’s staff focus on
the individual’s readiness for change, in accordance with the human-centered
approach and belief in each person’s developmental potential. Her experience
shows that one year of comprehensive support, based on providing safe housing
conditions, is too short a period for some people. However, as the interviewees
emphasize: “Some people fully engage, and some cannot find their place and
relapse into addiction. Some only get back on their feet after two years but still
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need support.” Certain individuals, despite visible personal transformation and
good functioning within the community home, “cannot live without supervision.”
According to the staff, such individuals are and will remain unable to function
independently outside the center. This particularly concerns older people who
have served long prison sentences. Such individuals are not left on their own.
Whenever possible, they become part of the team, engaging in the development
of the Cooperative, taking on various roles, and supporting newcomers beginning
their stay in the readaptation home. Some individuals struggle to take personal
responsibility for their own fate, display signs of learned helplessness, and exhibit
entitlement attitudes towards the support system. A lack of willingness to change
and questioning the Cooperative’s model of work may result in the termination
of assistance within the readaptation homes. In such cases, the decisive voice
belongs to the so-called “council of elders,” meaning individuals who have stayed
in the homes longer and aspire to be leaders. They monitor progress at every
stage and propose the most beneficial solutions, including issuing a “first warning”
or referring a person to another center with a similar profile. As they say: “This
is not a shelter. You have made a decision — you must be active, you must do
something with yourself.”

Social Reintegration —
Supportive Actions in the Process of Change

The forms of assistance offered by the Cooperative may take the form of
emergency, intervention, short-term, or long-term support, provided directly or
indirectly.

Information and Counselling Support at the Consultation Point

Individuals reach out to the Cooperative: 1) on the recommendation of prisons
and detention centers, 2) by court order as part of electronic monitoring (SDE),
3) as part of post-penitentiary assistance provided by probation officers, 4) after
completing detoxification, 5) from the streets — as a result of the work of street
workers and cooperation with street churches, including the Coffee House campaign,
6) as part of community service. At the consultation point, an assessment of the
individual’s situation is carried out, and decisions are made regarding possible
forms of assistance that can be offered. For some individuals, in accordance
with the principle of sharing resources, the Cooperative recommends support
provided by other institutions or organizations. The Cooperative collaborates with,
among others, courts, probation officers, correctional facilities, detention centers,
and the Social Services Center in Szczecin. Due to the prevalence of addiction
issues, it cooperates with the Public Healthcare Institution (SPZOZ) in Zdroje,
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particularly with the detoxification ward and the Addiction and Co-dependence
Therapy Center in Szczecin, as well as with facilities of a similar profile, such as
the ESPA Foundation and the “Arte” Social Cooperative from Bielawa. It also works
with other non-governmental organizations, including the TULIPAN Foundation for
Social Rehabilitation and Readaptation, the Food Bank, and Teen Challenge.

Individuals motivated to change are offered assistance through the readaptation
homes operated by the Cooperative.

Housing Support in Readaptation Homes

The Cooperative operates five readaptation apartments, referred to as readaptation
homes, for men released from correctional facilities. These homes are co-financed by
the budget of the Municipality of Szczecin as part of an open call for proposals
supporting the implementation of a public task in the field of preventing addictions
and social pathologies. The apartments are provided to the Cooperative by the
Municipal Social Welfare Center (currently the Social Services Center). Municipal
grant funds cover expenses related to rent, utilities, the purchase of cleaning
supplies, bedding, and other essential household items. Residents of the homes
prepare meals together. Preventive, therapeutic, and support activities are carried
out within the homes. The program operates under the name “Lifeboat” and serves
36 individuals each year. Support is available both for long-term residents who
have completed the first stage of therapy and intend to continue treatment, as well
as for newly admitted individuals. Assistance is also provided on an emergency
basis. Short-term stays are offered to individuals referred from similar centers
or those awaiting placement in other facilities. The homes also accommodate
individuals undergoing a transitional abstinence period after detoxification or
awaiting admission to an inpatient addiction treatment center. One home serves
as the first-contact home. Due to the complexity of the adaptation process and
the need to observe behaviors that are difficult to assess in the consultation point,
every new resident begins their stay in the first-contact home. It occasionally
happens that after a few days, a person from the first-contact home is referred to
a detoxification unit or hospital treatment. One of the five homes is designated
for residents who are highly motivated to undertake independent living.

Staying in this home requires strict adherence to the house rules. One of
the key rules of support involves monitoring residents’ ability to go outside
independently, at least for the first year, since most individuals supported by
the Cooperative are undergoing therapy. During the adaptation period, lasting
approximately three months, residents struggling with addiction move around the
city under the supervision of a caretaker, who is another resident. Upon admission,
a volunteer agreement is drafted, obligating residents to contribute work for
the benefit of the home community and its surrounding environment. In all
five homes, the organization of daily life is overseen by a so-called house host,
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a person selected from among the permanent residents who is also undergoing
a personal change process. House hosts are supported by volunteers, three of
whom hold mentor certification.

Assistance with Legal-Administrative Matters
and Financial Management

In parallel with the activities carried out in the homes, the Cooperative staff assists
residents with administrative and legal issues, such as resolving child support and
debt enforcement matters, registering with the District Labor Office, obtaining
extracts from prison records, obtaining identification documents, and assisting in
securing pensions, retirement benefits, or disability certificates and determining
the degree of disability. They also support residents in regaining health and help
with administrative matters at the Social Insurance Institution (ZUS) and in
selecting appropriate medical specialists. House hosts, with the support of the
Cooperative staff when needed, manage the residents’ financial resources — such
as pensions, retirement benefits, or targeted and regular allowances — allocating
funds for necessities, purchasing medications, paying for medical appointments,
obtaining orthopedic equipment, and systematically settling obligations. The issue
of managing residents’ finances by a third party, especially during the initial period
of their stay, elicits mixed reactions. The rules governing financial management
have evolved since 2021, becoming more restrictive. As the Cooperative president
explains with an anecdote: “Fifty zlotys can ruin a person” — referring to a man
who was doing well in the Cooperative until he received 50 PLN to buy coffee
for his friends. He returned after a year and a half. This case reinforced the
staff’s conviction that individuals under support should not have full control over
money initially. Gradually, as trust develops, residents are allowed to manage their
finances independently, typically not earlier than after six months of residence.

Sociotherapeutic Activities

Sociotherapeutic activities constitute an essential element of support in the
reintegration process. According to the Cooperative staff, daily morning
motivational meetings (coaching sessions) are both mandatory and crucial for
maintaining commitment to change. During these meetings, residents from all
the homes gather at the Cooperative’s headquarters. The meetings begin at 6:00
a.m. and follow a structured format. Their primary goals are to foster motivation
for change, provide recognition, and address difficult issues in the presence of the
entire community — particularly those that could not be resolved within individual
homes. As part of sociotherapeutic efforts, individual sessions with a therapist
are conducted, along with group workshops for individuals struggling with
alcohol and/or other psychoactive substance abuse. For the program to succeed,
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participation must be a conscious and voluntary decision made by each participant.
The first module of the Addiction Prevention Program, conducted in the form of
group workshops, includes weekly two-hour sessions for 10 participants over the
course of one year — amounting to a total of 86 hours per participant annually.
During these sessions, participants learn, among other things, to identify risks and
eliminate behaviors leading to addiction. They also acquire skills for developing
a new sense of identity, including improving relationships with their families. They
learn to eliminate behaviors typical of an addicted personality, develop conflict-
resolution and empathy skills, and strengthen their capacity for healthy social
interaction. The second module of the program, with an equivalent number of
hours, focuses on personal development and self-esteem building. Participants work
on self-reflection and identity, assertiveness, recognizing and expressing emotions,
forming positive emotional experiences, fulfilling the need for significance, and
learning patience, consistency, and keeping commitments. They also practice
coping with stress, developing empathy, mutual respect, identifying personal
needs, handling difficult situations constructively, and communicating effectively.
In the early stages of developing the support system, men attending therapy in
other centers were also allowed to live in the homes. This practice was later
discontinued due to the lack of control over the unpredictable consequences of
interactions with other therapy participants who were not residents of the home.

Spiritual Support and Pastoral Care

In resocialization activities, the importance of the religious factor is emphasized as
one of the protective elements (Pacek, 2017). According to the Cooperative staff’s
experience, most beneficiaries, despite having often severed ties with the Church,
have a deep need to reestablish or rebuild their relationship with God. Residents
who wish to do so receive support from the Pentecostal Church community.
During Sunday services, they fulfill their spiritual needs, and by participating
in gatherings organized after the services, they have the opportunity to satisfy
their need for belonging and acceptance. In this way, they become part of a new
community, freeing themselves from the stigmatization they have previously
experienced.

Integrative Activities

Integrative activities constitute an important element of the social reintegration
process. As part of these activities, weekly meetings of residents are held, led by
the house managers, known as “probleméwki” (“problem sessions”), during which
current household matters are discussed, along with everyday issues such as
interpersonal relationships and progress in overcoming crises. Regular integration
meetings called “Sunday Dinners” are organized at the Cooperative’s headquarters
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on Gryfinska 3 Street in Szczecin. Cooking and eating meals together satisfies
key needs, particularly those of stability, affiliation, and acceptance. Holiday
gatherings are also organized annually: Christmas, Easter, and New Year’s Eve —
to which family members of the residents are invited. These events play a crucial
role in rebuilding family bonds. Some members of the Cooperative staff also
take part in these gatherings along with their families. To foster integration with
the local community, the garden area of the facility hosts fairs, bonfires, and
volleyball matches involving local residents. A wedding of a resident who achieved
independence and a non-alcoholic outdoor wedding reception also took place in
the garden. During the summer, camping trips are organized. In addition to their
integrative function, they serve a protective purpose by creating opportunities to
learn how to function within a group outside the home and to spend free time
without resorting to psychoactive substances.

Vocational Reintegration
— Supportive Actions in the Process of Change

The process of vocational reintegration, closely linked to social reintegration,
unfolds gradually — beginning with volunteer work and progressing to employment
within the Cooperative, with the ultimate goal of securing a job in the open labor
market.

Volunteering

On the day individuals begin receiving support in the readaptation houses —
when, for various reasons, they are often not yet ready to take up employment
— a volunteer agreement is signed. The commitment to work for the benefit
of others serves an educational and rehabilitative function. Firstly, in the case
of individuals exhibiting entitlement attitudes toward the support system and
learned helplessness, the obligation to perform volunteer work, formalized by
an agreement, establishes the principle of reciprocity, consistent with the rule
that “nothing comes for free.” Secondly, through volunteer work — initially for
the benefit of the household community, later for the local environment and
individuals in need within it, and eventually through engagement in streetworking
activities aimed at helping socially excluded persons — individuals who themselves
are in difficult life situations and in need of support satisfy the need to feel
useful and appreciated. They experience satisfaction with their own actions, which
contributes to strengthening their personal resources, awakening their potential,
and fostering prosocial attitudes. Thirdly, volunteer work develops key skills
necessary for future employment: it teaches regularity, punctuality, teamwork,
and responsibility.
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Among the activities undertaken by the Cooperative with the participation of
house residents for the benefit of socially excluded persons are both community-
oriented initiatives supporting the local environment and social prevention programs
addressed to a broader audience. As part of activities aimed at supporting the
local community, the Cooperative operates a Food Sharing Point (Jadtodzielnia).
Individuals in difficult life situations receive food items donated by the Food Bank
as well as local benefactors and business owners. In parallel, streetworking is
carried out, involving active support for individuals experiencing homelessness,
providing them with immediate assistance, and motivating them to change their
life situation by indicating available forms of help. As one of the interviewees
explained: “We bring people off the streets — those who do not want to go to
shelters. Often, people in homelessness crises are former inmates, but sometimes
they are also former residents of Youth Educational Centers or foster care facilities.”
“An average person cannot imagine the extreme neglect and exhaustion a person
may be in. After we help them get cleaned up — which sometimes takes several
weeks — we do not recognize them anymore. We thought it was an old man, and
it turns out he is not even 30.”

As part of social prevention activities aimed at addiction prevention, and in
cooperation with educational institutions — including elementary schools, high
schools, and care and educational facilities — the Cooperative organizes preventive
meetings during which its clients share their personal life experiences. Within
selective prevention, which is by design targeted at risk groups, the Cooperative
conducts preventive meetings in Youth Educational Centers and Youth Sociotherapy
Centers. As part of indicated prevention, preventive meetings are also organized
in correctional institutions, including those in Koszalin, Goleniéw, Ploty, Gorzow,
Nowogard, and in the Pre-Trial Detention Center in Szczecin. The “Naprzeciw”
Foundation, which initiated the creation of the Cooperative, also runs support
groups for people currently serving prison sentences as well as for those who
have been recently released.

Employment within the Cooperative

As of August 2025, the Cooperative employs 20 individuals in positions such as
construction assistant/maintenance worker and administrative employee. According
to the Cooperative’s staff, people released from prison — especially younger
individuals — often lack both qualifications and work experience. For this reason,
during the initial period of employment, they can typically perform only simple
tasks. For many, this is their first stable job, allowing them to begin repaying
debts, including child support obligations. The Cooperative conducts business
activities that include renovation and construction services, cleaning services, and
the development and maintenance of green areas. The Municipality of the City
of Szczecin, as one of the Cooperative’s shareholders, influences the scope of the
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services provided. This arrangement not only generates social benefits through
the professional activation of individuals at risk of social exclusion but also allows
municipal organizational units to access services that are otherwise difficult to
obtain. For example, since 2022, the Cooperative has been providing cleaning
services in all office facilities of the Municipal Family Assistance Center (MOPR)
in Szczecin (since June 1, 2025, the Social Services Center — CUS). It has also
carried out renovation and construction work for social assistance units and the
City Hall

Individual Reintegration Plans

In accordance with Article 6, paragraph 1 of the Act of August 5, 2022, on Social
Economy (Act 2022), the Individual Reintegration Plan (IRP) is a tool designed
to strengthen the process of vocational and social reintegration of individuals at
risk of social exclusion.

As a social enterprise, the Cooperative develops an Individual Reintegration
Plan for each employed person who is at risk of social exclusion. The IRP
is prepared with the active participation of the individual concerned and
aims to improve vocational qualifications and social competences. Successful
implementation of the objectives set out in the IRP - a key indicator of vocational
reintegration — is closely linked to the educational work systematically carried
out within the framework of social reintegration. Every day, after the morning
motivational meeting — which all residents of the five reintegration houses are
required to attend — at around 8:00 a.m., those who are employed go together
to work. They work collectively and exclusively within the Cooperative. Other
residents, under their volunteer agreements, perform tasks for the benefit of
the entire community, such as maintaining the garden, preparing meals, and
assisting the local community. Volunteer work is also carried out by individuals
employed by the Cooperative who are ready to take on more responsible duties.
A key indicator of successful social and vocational reintegration is independent
living. The process of achieving independence among individuals employed in
the Cooperative proceeds gradually. Often, the offer of external employment and
readiness to enter the open labor market does not yet equate to full readiness
for independent functioning in society or financial self-sufficiency — for example,
due to the absence of savings. For this reason, the support process includes
a transitional stage, allowing individuals who have found employment on the
open market to remain in the reintegration house for a certain period. This
enables them to save money and build self-confidence in managing everyday
challenges. Once independent, individuals rent their own rooms or apartments
— sometimes sharing accommodation with three or four others. Some maintain
regular contact with the Cooperative and are referred to as friends of the houses.
According to the Cooperative’s president, refining the support model resembles
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“building an airplane in mid-flight.” “We wanted to create a place where everyone
could feel safe — both in terms of meeting basic needs, such as housing, food,
and clothing, and in the sense of being accepted.”

The Cooperative does not maintain detailed statistics. The total capacity
of the reintegration houses is 36 residents. Between 2021 and 2024, various
forms of assistance — both emergency and long-term, including accommodation
in reintegration houses — were provided to over 200 individuals. A significant
turnover among program participants has been observed, most often associated
with severe addiction to alcohol or drugs and difficulties in adapting to the
established house rules.

Conclusions

The model of support for individuals at risk of social exclusion, developed by
the Meritum Social Cooperative is subject to dynamic changes. Its foundation is
not based on institutional requirements imposed by external entities, but rather
on statutory obligations mandating the implementation of activities aimed at
social and vocational reintegration, as defined in the Act of August 5, 2022, on
Social Economy (Act, 2022). The absence of externally imposed organizational
frameworks and a supervising authority allows for continuous improvement of
the model in response to evolving needs, in accordance with the evolving concept
of support. A key element in the support process is a holistic approach to social
and vocational reintegration, combined with comprehensive assistance beginning
with housing support. The model developed by the Cooperative emphasizes
the importance of building relationships and allowing sufficient time to achieve
emotional stability, regain a sense of dignity, and rebuild self-worth. It represents
an example of a multimodal program targeting multiple reintegration dimensions
(cf. Berghuis, 2018). The model provides conditions for a safe transition from
life in prison isolation to independent living in freedom — an especially valuable
feature in light of the inefficiencies of both the penitentiary and post-penitentiary
rehabilitation systems. The educational methods applied in the reintegration
houses — serving to correct attitudes, beliefs, and distorted interpersonal relations,
as well as to reduce pathological behaviors, reshape value preferences, emotional
responses, and social roles — can be regarded as characteristic of classical
resocialization pedagogy, associated with the pathogenetic approach and negative
diagnosis. At the same time, the Cooperative also applies educational methods
consistent with modern resocialization pedagogy, based on the salutogenetic
approach and positive diagnosis (Wysocka, 2017).

From the point of view of the effectiveness of social and vocational reintegration,
both approaches are justified, since, as E. Wysocka notes, “bidirectional actions
(positive, creative, and negative, eliminative) have a greater chance of producing
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lasting changes in the functioning of an individual at risk of or exhibiting social
maladjustment” (2017, pp. 50-51). The developed support model remains
consistent with the concept of empowerment in terms of both the principles and
the stages of strengthening individuals receiving support (cf. Szmagalski, 2005).
Developing a positive perspective, awakening potential, and engaging individuals in
the process of change, in accordance with the strengths-based approach (Schlager,
2013), creates opportunities for developing new identity parameters, which in turn
brings us closer to the assumptions of creative resocialization (cf. Konopczynski,
2007). One of the key areas for discovering potential and creating space for self-
development is prosocial activity. Individuals benefiting from the Cooperative’s
support learn to build relationships through helping others, gaining a sense of
being needed, accepted, and competent. Activating developmental potential in
the sphere of prosocial behavior can facilitate a change in one’s attitude toward
oneself and reality. Helping another person can become a springboard for change
— for rebuilding one’s identity and, at the same time, transforming one’s image
negatively marked by a period of imprisonment.

With a view to improving the support model, the following is proposed:
1) Strengthen the diagnostic process at the initial stage of support by extending
the diagnosis to include aspects related to physical and mental health, and by
introducing elements of positive diagnosis — focused on identifying potential,
abilities useful in social life, and employability, 2) Expand the offer of the
consultation point to include crisis intervention, a bathhouse, a community
day room, and a laundry, 3) Designate a name for the place constituting the
seat of the Cooperative, where the community’s everyday life takes place, in
order to improve its identification within the urban space. Since the program of
readaptation houses has been named “The Lifeboat,” the place of daily meetings
could be called “The Port,” “The Haven,” or “The Bay,” 4) Avoid the term
“beneficiaries” in favor of “persons receiving support” or “residents of the houses,”
5) Document the effectiveness of educational work by systematically recording,
among other things, the number of people seeking help, the types of problems,
the number of people receiving support, the number of those withdrawing
from the program along with reasons, and the number of people achieving
independence, 6) Systemically address, in cooperation with local government, the
issue of supporting older persons (aged 55+) who have successfully completed
the reintegration process but are unable to function independently, 7) Further
develop methods of creative resocialization, 8) Develop vocational competencies in
helping professions, e.g., as caregivers for the elderly, 9) Develop and implement
a tool for evaluating the reintegration program with the aim of optimizing it,
10) Expand the mentoring program and support groups in the transitional stage
of achieving independence and during the first stage of autonomous living, in
order to maintain positive change after leaving the readaptation house and
to reduce risk factors.
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Summary

The vision of the contemporary human being, dominated by the “culture
of possession” and the “culture of sensations,” deceives with the illusion of
unlimited possibilities in a space seemingly offering unrestricted freedom after
leaving a penitentiary institution. As Z. Bauman observes, “for those excluded
and written off, no paths back to full membership in society have been provided.
One will search in vain for alternative, officially open, and mapped-out routes by
which one could (or, as in this case, must) move toward an alternative form
of belonging” (Bauman, 2002, p. 31). The weakening patterns of the “culture
of belonging” and the “culture of responsibility” toward the community deprive
individuals of their rootedness within it (Wysocka, 2017), thereby leaving those
at risk of social exclusion without a real chance of successfully re-establishing
themselves in society. In this context, the support model developed by the Social
Cooperative “Meritum” responds to the human need for belonging. It focuses on
the person - their potential and capabilities — as well as on building relationships
and fostering engagement.
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