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ABSTRACT: The article addresses an innovative instrument of regional development management, 
namely the Special Demographic Zone (SDZ). The zone has been established in Opolskie Voivodeship, 
a region marked by the most unfavourable demographic trends among other Polish regions. The arti-
cle aims to highlight activities intended for people aged 50+ pursued by municipalities and enterprises 
operating within the SDZ as well as discussing the assessment the Opolskie for the Family programme 
by surveyed stakeholders. Based on the theoretical framework of the SDZ, a questionnaire has been 
designed, and a survey has been carried out with a view to achieving the aforesaid aim. Based on the 
analysis of survey results, the authors have identified the need for and scope of further action that will 
allow local self-governments and enterprises to implement the concept of the SDZ in a more effective 
manner.
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Introduction

Social phenomena, including a demographic shift (attributed to the age-
ing of the population and depopulation of some areas of the European Union), 
are ranked among the barriers that will shape the visions of the future and 
EU development strategies (EU, 2014). The territorial distribution of demog-
raphy-related barriers to development is uneven – some areas or regions, 
depending on their characteristics, are likely to face these barriers to a lesser 
extent or at a later time; however, there is no doubt that their results will 
affect the entire EU. Demographic forecasts until 2060 reveal profound 
changes in the age structure of the EU population (they will mirror the fertil-
ity, life expectancy, and migration figures). The European society of 2060 will 
be not only older but also unevenly distributed (the differences will be visible 
between and across states and regions) (EU, 2017).

As regards Poland, the region with the most challenging demographic 
situation is Opolskie Voivodeship. According to a forecast of the Central Sta-
tistical Office, by 2035 the population of the region will have dropped by over 
15%, with a faster decline in urban areas (Dybowska, 2016, p. 240). What 
affects this highly unfavourable demographic condition of the region is: the 
birth rate in Opolskie Voivodeship at -3.4 (-1.3 for Poland), the region’s net 
migration rate of -4.4 (-0.4 for Poland) (Szczygielski, 2015, p. 65). An extra 
challenge for the region’s development strategy is the age structure of the 
population. In 2015 the number of people aged 50 and over was 38.4% 
(Poland’s average 36.5%), which is up by 5.4 pp compared with 2007 (Urząd 
Marszałkowski Województwa Opolskiego, 2016, p. 9).

Given the above indicators, as well as general global and European 
socio-demographic trends, the development strategy of Opolskie Voivode-
ship focuses on demographic issues, especially accommodating the needs of 
50+ people. With this end in view, the Opolskie for the Family: a Special 
Demographic Zone Programme for Opolskie Voivodeship until 2020 was 
adopted by the Resolution of the Executive Board of Opolskie Voivodeship on 
16 September 2014. The programme is one of the tools adopted to further 
the implementation of the Opolskie Voivodeship Development Strategy until 
2020, which prioritises the prevention and counteracting of depopulation as 
a horizontal development challenge (Urząd Marszałkowski Województwa 
Opolskiego, 2012, pp. 81-82, 130, 132). The programme contains four the-
matic packages corresponding to priority impact areas. One of them, Golden 
Autumn, is intended for people aged 50+ and promotes the development of 
favourable living conditions for elderly people and helps tap their potential 
for region’s development.
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This article aims to identify and analyse (based on completed question-
naires) initiatives for people aged 50+ launched by municipalities and enter-
prises as well as assessing the awareness and implementation of the pro-
gramme by the stakeholders. The article is based on the analysis of source 
materials (literature, strategic documents, reports) and the results of an orig-
inal online survey.

An overview of literature

The Special Demographic Zone programme is a pilot initiative both 
Poland – and EU-wide. It embraces holistic and innovative tools implemented 
at the regional (voivodship) level and serving, on the one hand, the counter-
action and, on the other, adaptation to unfavourable demographic changes 
(Urząd Marszałkowski Województwa Opolskiego, 2014, p. 11).

Searching scientific databases for the key word of “special demographic 
zone” only returns several hits. Foreign literature on the subject lacks refer-
ences to similar solutions implemented in other countries. However, an initi-
ative by the German government is worth mentioning as discussed by Klim-
czuk (2015, pp. 32-36). In 2005 the state of North Rhine-Westphalia pro-
posed the establishment of a network organization, SEN@ER – Silver Econ-
omy Network of European Regions, rested on similar assumptions and pur-
suing similar goals as the Golden Autumn package. The literature on the 
subject also reveals some attempts to incorporate demographic challenges 
and activation initiatives for people 50+ (and, more broadly, the promotion of 
the silver economy) in the local strategies of Łódzkie, Małopolskie and 
Pomorskie Voivodeships (Martinez-Fernandez et al., 2013, pp. 95-116).

The authors of several articles covering the SDZ focus primarily on high-
lighting the demographic situation (including demographic issues as devel-
opment barriers) of Opolskie Voivodeship and the framework of the Opolskie 
for the Family programme (Rauziński, Szczygielski, 2014; Goleński, 2015), 
also exposing the EU (Gerejczyk, Pilewicz, 2017) and global demographic 
trends (Szczygielski, 2015) or assessing activities intended to seniors as one 
of the programme packages (Wawrzyniak, 2015). When assessing the Opol-
skie for the Family programme, Gerejczyk and Pilewicz (2017) highlight the 
SDZ as a special case of regional strategy well-aligned with their theoretical 
model of local and regional strategies addressing demographic challenges. 
None of the above studies covers the assessment of awareness and imple-
mentation of the SDZ programme.
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Research methods

A study of initiatives undertaken by local self-governments (municipali-
ties) and enterprises operating in the SDZ for people aged 50+ was carried 
out in liaison with the Marshal’s Office of Opolskie Voivodeship in the period 
from December 2017 to January 2018. An anonymous online survey was sub-
mitted to all local self-governments of the voivodeship (71 municipalities 
and one city with district (Pol. powiat) rights) and 25 business support insti-
tutions, 45 beneficiaries of the Managing Authority of the Regional Opera-
tional Programme Opolskie Voivodeship 2014-2020 (Measures 7.4, 8.1 and 
8.2) and 17 beneficiaries of the Intermediate Body (the Opole Centre for Eco-
nomic Development or OCED).

The survey was completed by 40 municipalities and 12 enterprises. 
Among the municipalities, there were two urban municipalities (out of three 
in the Opole region), 18 urban-rural municipalities (out of 33) and 20 rural 
municipalities (out of 35). The research conducted among the municipalities 
confirms that demographic issues (especially a decline in population) are 
among the most urgent development problems. Over the last 5 years, out of 
40 surveyed municipalities, only two reported an increase in the number of 
inhabitants, while as many as 18 reported a significant decrease. This condi-
tion makes the municipalities aware and galvanise them to design policies of 
competitiveness, such as: rehabilitation and creation of attractive public 
spaces as meeting points (18 municipalities), infrastructure and sen-
ior-friendly services (14 municipalities) and the development of social (and 
intergenerational) integration facilities (10 municipalities).

Among the 12 surveyed enterprises, there were 8 micro (0-9 employees) 
and 4 small businesses (10-49 employees). Ten of them were private busi-
nesses with the Polish capital (100%) headquartered in Opolskie Voivode-
ship (five outside the city of Opole). The surveyed businesses represented 
commercial, service and care industry (three indications each), as well as the 
health care and rehabilitation and medical segment (two indications each). 
The surveyed enterprises were mainly operating in Opolskie Voivodeship 
(11), and most had been on the market for less than 15 years (eight).

Results of the research

Moving on to the discussion of the results of original research, it should 
be noted that they will address the following matters: 1) who (what entities) 
should take action for the inclusion of seniors, 2) what initiatives are imple-
mented for people aged 50+, 3) the level of awareness of the implementation 
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of the Opolskie for the Family programme, 4) assessment of the programme 
and identification of the leaders.

The surveyed municipalities all pointed to the state as an entity that 
should take action for the inclusion of seniors (40 responded “definitely yes” 
and “rather yes”, including 30 with “definitely yes”). As many as 38 of the 
surveyed municipalities indicated that they should be responsible for such 
initiatives themselves (15 responded “definitely yes”), and their main part-
ner should be non-governmental organisations (38 indications, including 13 
for “definitely yes”) and 50+ people (35 responses, including 14 for “defi-
nitely yes”). The Church and religious associations seem to play a minor role 
in such action (28 indications, including 9 for “definitely yes”). In the opinion 
of the surveyed municipalities, entities that should get involved in initiatives 
for the inclusion of the elderly to the smallest extent are enterprises 
(15 municipalities were positive: “definitely yes” and “rather yes”, among 
them only three for “definitely yes”; however, most returned answers – as 
many as nine – were “no”).

All of the surveyed businesses agreed that action for the inclusion of sen-
iors should be taken first of all by local self-government units (12 positive 
answers for “definitely yes” and “rather yes”) and the state (11 positive 
answers, including as many as seven for “definitely yes”). Other (but of sec-
ondary importance) entities that should assume responsibility for such 
activities and named by enterprises were non-governmental organisations, 
private companies, and 50+ people themselves (nine positive answers each). 
The Church and religious associations were, in the enterprises’ opinion, the 
least expected to get engaged in such initiatives (six answers for “yes” and as 
many as five for “no”).

For the sake of the research analysis, initiatives for people aged 50+ are 
divided into the following categories: 1) improvement in the quality of prod-
ucts and services for seniors, 2) improved availability of products and ser-
vices for seniors, 3) activation of seniors, 4) improvement in digital compe-
tence of seniors, 5) age management (age management underlines employee 
age diversity as an important factor in the development of an organisation).

The surveyed municipalities were primarily active in the following areas:
• activation of seniors – 31 municipalities (this category covers the follow-

ing activities: organisation of social events for/with the participation of 
seniors, practical classes aligned with interests/hobbies of 50+ people, 
supporting Senior Clubs, general and specialised courses and training for 
seniors, supporting the development of Third Age Universities, promo-
tion of a healthy lifestyle, tailor-made educational projects and activities 
related to disease prevention and health education; one response pointed 
to the idea of time bank as a method of activation of the elderly),
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• development of digital competences among seniors – 26 indications 
(mainly through: computer, software and application training and the 
set-up of Internet cafés),

• improvement in the accessibility of products and services for seniors 
(above all, the initiatives of: cooperation with various entities for solving 
seniors’ problems, price reductions for seniors, adaptation of the munici-
pal website to seniors’ needs) and improvement in the quality of prod-
ucts and services for seniors (understood as the enhancement of existing 
services to accommodate the needs of the elderly) – 20 and 19 responses, 
respectively.
The least popular initiatives reported by the surveyed municipalities 

were related to age management – only five indications – primarily consist-
ing in maintaining employment of seniors who wish to keep working.

The 12 surveyed businesses mainly take action aimed at activating sen-
iors (seven indications), improving the quality and availability of products 
and services for seniors (six indications each); less frequently, they are 
involved in initiatives developing seniors’ digital competence (three) or age 
management programmes within their organisation (two) – figure 1. In this 
question, three enterprises declared that they were not taking any action for 
seniors, so they failed to continue the survey.

As regards the initiatives for the activation of seniors, the surveyed busi-
nesses most often reported the following: promotion of a healthy lifestyle 
among 50+ people, support for the establishment and operation of social 
integration facilities for seniors, general and specialised courses and training 
for seniors, promotion of disease prevention and health education among 
50+ people and organisation of social events for/with the participation of 
seniors. With regard to the improvement of quality of products and services 
for seniors, the surveyed enterprises, and municipalities alike, admitted to 
improving mainly existing services with a view to satisfying seniors’ needs. 
However, when improving the availability of products and services for sen-
iors, the businesses mainly decided to introduce new technologies/prod-
ucts/services intended for seniors and (again like municipalities) coopera-
tion with various entities working towards solving older people’s problems. 
Less often did they point to the improvement of the quality of services for the 
elderly. Speaking of initiatives aimed to raise seniors’ digital competence, the 
surveyed enterprises mostly pointed to courses and training in the use of 
computer, software and applications (just like municipalities). As part of age 
management, the surveyed businesses most often pointed to continued 
employment of seniors who want to keep working, on top of company events 
integrating all generations of employees.
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As regards the awareness of the implementation of the Opolskie for the 
Family programme, the research done among the municipalities returns 
interesting results. Among 40 of the surveyed municipalities, 11 declared 
that their action resulted directly from the programme; at the same time, as 
many as 15 indicated that their initiatives for seniors were not related to the 
Opolskie for the Family programme; 14 did not have an opinion on the matter 
and responded, “don’t know.”

Among the nine businesses questioned in the successive section of the 
survey (excluding three that did not take any action for seniors), four declared 
that their initiatives came from the Opolskie for the Family programme; the 
same number of enterprises gave the opposite answer, and one did not have 
an opinion on the matter – figure 2.

The assessment of the Opolskie for the Family programme by the ques-
tioned municipalities was positive – 21 rated it “very good” (2) or “good” 
(19); obviously, the assessment of the programme was very strongly linked 
to the awareness of the initiative. 15 municipalities did not know how to 
measure the programme, and four admitted that they did not know it. It is 
positive that no municipality responded “bad” or “very bad.”
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Figure 1.  Initiatives implemented by municipalities and enterprises operating in the SDZ for people aged 50+
Source: author’s own work based on completed surveys.



EKONOMIA I ŚRODOWISKO  1 (68)  •  2019 General environmental and social problems 221

The surveyed enterprises were mostly positive about the Opolskie for the 
Family programme (four answers “good” and two “very good;” no negative 
answers were given). Only two enterprises were unable to assess the pro-
gramme, and one did not know it – figure 3.

Figure 2.  Awareness of the implementation of the Opolskie for the Family programme by 
municipalities and enterprises operating in the SDZ

Source: author’s own work based on completed surveys.
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Figure 3.  Assessment of the Opolskie for the Family programme by municipalities and 
enterprises operating in the SDZ

Source: author’s own work based on completed surveys.
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With regard to the effectiveness of action intended for the elderly in the 
region, the surveyed municipalities pointed to the initiatives by the Marshal’s 
Office of Opolskie Voivodeship (the average ranking position for four possi-
ble positions in the question was two in this case), followed by NGOs and 
local self-governments (position 2.18). Businesses received the poorest 
assessment (position 3.65).

In the opinion of nine of the surveyed enterprises, the most effective 
action for seniors in the region is taken by local self-governments (the aver-
age ranking position was 2.11), followed by the Marshal’s Office and NGOs 
(the same position 2.44) and businesses (position 3.0).

As for the leaders of activities for seniors, eight of the surveyed munici-
palities pointed to individual local self-governments, among them: Opole, 
Kluczbork, Gogolin (two indications) and Kędzierzyn Koźle and Prudnik (one 
indication each).

However, none of the nine surveyed enterprises were able to point to 
a company from the Opole region which could be considered a leader in 
activities for people aged 50+.

Conclusions

Through the initiative of the Special Demographic Zone, Opolskie 
Voivodeship attempts to respond to the demographic challenges of the 
region. The pilot programme, Opolskie for the Family, encompasses a num-
ber of integrated activities addressing: the labour market, improvement of 
the standard of living in the region, and broadly understood activation. 
A large part of these activities (mainly regarding the promotion of profes-
sional, physical, cultural, and educational activity) is intended for people 
aged 50+.

Already at the stage of programme development (based on the expert-so-
cial method), it was emphasized that its implementation would require coop-
eration and commitment of various stakeholders, including businesses and 
local self-governments (Urząd Marszałkowski Województwa Opolskiego, 
2014, pp. 35, 38). As demonstrated in the completed research, both the sur-
veyed municipalities and enterprises undertake many activities for people 
aged 50+, however, it is not possible to assess unambiguously whether it is 
the result of conscious implementation of the programme. This situation is 
the outcome of insufficient familiarity with the programme, both of munici-
palities and enterprises. As demonstrated by the research, the programme-re-
lated services are better known than the programme itself: Opole Family and 
Senior Card, Opole Senior Card or Regional Opole Senior Service Cluster.
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The research also revealed that the surveyed municipalities and busi-
nesses do not see each other as natural partners implementing/undertaking 
activities benefiting people aged 50+ (in the opinion of municipalities, enter-
prises are the least likely to implement initiatives for the benefit of seniors). 
Meanwhile, according to the research, both municipalities and enterprises 
take the same types of action for the benefit of seniors.

Given the results of the conducted survey, we recommend further 
research of the effectiveness of the programme, including, in particular, activ-
ities carried out through intersectoral cooperation. It is necessary to identify 
best practice in this respect that may be employed not only by local self-gov-
ernments and enterprises from the Opole region. This is also relevant in the 
light of the Opinion of the European Committee of the Regions (EU, 2017) 
which reads that the current EU’s response to demographic challenges is lim-
ited and poorly developed, while regions and cities should perceive the 
demographic change not only as a barrier but as a development opportunity 
related to the silver economy.

Further research should be carried out and more effort should also be 
taken to promote the awareness of the programme and the knowledge of its 
framework, especially among local self-governments, and the need for con-
scious participation of both local self-governments and enterprises in the 
implementation of programme’s objectives.
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