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  Between NGOs and the State: Turkish Social Services Sector in post 

1990s1 

 

  Abstract 

This paper will analyse the state-civil society partnerships in the Turkish Social Services Sector 

after the 1990s. This approach is embraced in Turkey paralel to the approaches of the 

international organizations such as the World Bank and International Monetary Fund.  In this 

new model, state is one of the partners rather than a regulator who provide public services. In 

Europe this new model of welfare meant the de-structuration of an existing welfare system. 

However Turkish social policy environment in general and the Turkish social services 

understanding in particular had a different structure than Europe. The Turkish social work 

sector since its early days in early Twentieth Century was considered to be within the realm of 

the civil society and voluntariness. This new welfare model is integrated into the existing 

structure of Turkish Social Services Institution as a strategy to cope with the new poverty. 

Consequently, new social services institutions were established through protocols signed 

between the NGOs and Turkish Social Services. Society Centers which is the focus of this study is 

one of those institutions.  These are institutions of Turkish Social Services Institution established 

in 1993 with an aim to ease the integration of migrants in urban areas, through projects that 

will be conducted jointly with the NGOs. The primary source of this study is the in-depth 

interviews conducted with the social workers and SHÇEK administrators . The social workers 

interviewed were employed in Society Centers. These interviews were analyzed from two 

different lines. First, the ways in which the social workers perceive the bureaucratic structure of 

the institution is discussed. Second, the ways in which they perceive to work together with the 

NGOs and volunteers is discussed. The emphasis will be on how project-mode of service 

provision influence the ways they perceive their job. This study argues that discomfort of the 

social workers, manifested as the loss of institutional trust and not being able to define their 

role in the institution, is not resulting from a new structure wıthin the institution, rather it is the 

new form of poverty they try to respond with the vaguely defined borders between the state 

and the civil society. 

                                                           
1 This article is supported  by  Galatasaray University Scientific Research Projects (SRP) Committee  

with the project code: 11.104.001. 
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1-Introduction 

This paper examines how the ideological shifts that took place in the 1990s 

which paved the way to the blurring of boundaries between the state, civil society 

and the private sector were experienced in the Turkish social services sector. 

However the social services sector in particular and the social policy in general in 

Turkey has been considered to be areas which are outside state‟s responsibility 

sphere from the late 19th century onwards.
2
 Thus, the shifts that took place in the 

1990s were experienced differently compared to the states in Western Europe 

where the social policy was an area that was considered to be under the 

responsibility of the state.  

The new welfare model in Turkey is appropriated as a way to cope with the 

challenges that emerge after the 1980s. These challenges include mainly the 

changes in the population structure of big cities such as İstanbul, Ankara and İzmir 

as a consequence of the migration from South East Turkey in the course of the 

1990s. This wave of migration hand in hand with the change in the employment 

patterns with the increase of outsourced employment created a new type of 

poverty.
3
 This study mainly focuses on how the social workers, perceive the 

appropriation of this new welfare model. The focus of this study is one specific 

institution of the Social Services and the Child Protection Agency, hereafter 

referred as SHÇEK, the Society Centers (Toplum Merkezleri)
4
 that were 

established in 1993, the timing of which coincides with the discussions on the 

changing role of the state that were briefly summarized above.  

 By focusing on the Society Centers of SHÇEK the paper aims to show how  

the new model of welfare which is characterized by the civil-state partnership is 

appropriated in the Turkish context, as a response to the new challenges in the 

urban areas stemming from the persistent and increasing unemployment, migration 

and changing employment patterns from 1980s onwards which is referred as the 

“new poverty”. How this appropriation process is experienced  by the ones who are 

providing the services, namely the social workers will be the main focus of 

research. 

The analysis of how the social workers position themselves, the institution 

and the other actors in the process of coping with  new challenges   that are taking 

                                                           
2 For a detailed discussion on the Turkish Social Policy environment from early republican era onwards 

see Buğra, Ayşe.  “Poverty and Citizenship: An Overview of the Social Policy Environment In 

Republican Turkey”, IJMES, 39 (2007) 

3 For the implications of the “new poverty” in the Turkish Context see. Ayşe Buğra. and Ç. Keyder, 

“New Poverty and Changing Welfare Regime of Turkey”, Ankara:UNDP, 2003 pp.20-24 
4
 Equivalent in the Anglosaxon usage is Community Centers. However the word  “Toplum” in Turkish 

means society. During the article those centers will be referred as “Society Centers”. 
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place in the social services environment in Turkey in the 1990s will provide an 

opportunity to understand in what ways the partnership, “flexibility” of 

bureaucracy is reflected in the actual practices of the social workers.  

 While attempting to make sense of how the global discussions on 

governance are reflected in the Turkish context ,it is crucial to take into account 

that SHÇEK (Social Services and Child Protection Agency) became a state 

institution in 1983 with a law defining its duties and institutional structure.
5
 When 

it was established as Himaye-i Etfal Cemiyeti (Association for Protection of 

Children) in 1921 in Ankara it was defined as an association, not a state institution. 

In 1937 with a decision of the board of ministers, Çocuk Esirgeme Kurumu (Child 

Protection Institution, hereafter referred as CEK) was accepted as an institution 

which worked for the public benefit. The perception of the services to be provided 

by this institution was not regarded as among the responsibilities of the state. This 

study will take into account this characteristic of SHÇEK while analyzing the 

accounts of the social workers about their experiences in the working of the society 

centers.  

The fact that SHÇEK initially was established as an “association” the main 

source of sustainability of which  was volunteers and the donations and that its 

transformation into a state institution took place after more than 60 years of its 

establishment is a reflection of the Turkish social policy environment.  Throughout 

the article while analyzing the accounts of the social workers whose main points 

are concentrated on the lack of a continuous support of the state and the 

dependence on the volunteers and civil society is taken into consideration. 

However as will be discussed further in the article, while the social workers   made 

claims on how the system should work they at the same time did this without a 

reference point. This is a consequence of the “nature” of the institution since its 

early days. 

The main question of the article being in what ways the new model of 

welfare which is an outcome of the de-structuration of the Western welfare regimes 

in which the state was the main sponsor of the public services, is appropriated as a 

response to the “new poverty”. The word appropriation will not refer to including a 

totally new structure throughout the article. Rather, the appropriation of the new 

model of welfare is the embracing a model which emerged as a de-structuration of 

a model which had not been existent in Turkey.  

To be able to discuss the implications of this situation which is summarized 

above, firstly a discussion on the change of bureaucracy in the Western context 

with  the new role of the state as a partner and catalyzer will be provided.    

The third section is on the history of the social services sector in Turkey. 

Due to the scope of the article, the history of the social services will be narrowed 

down to the early 1990s when the Society Centers were established.   

The fourth section of the article is devoted to the analysis of the primary 

sources, which are the interviews with the social workers. Initially the ways in 

which the social workers perceived themselves will be discussed to provide an 

introduction to the institution and the interviewees. Second, the ways in which the 

social workers perceived the bureaucracy and the structure of the institution will be 

                                                           
5
 Law no 2828 on SHÇEK (Social Services and Child Protection Agency) was published in May 1983 in 

Resmi Gazete (Official Newspaper). 
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included. Their perceptions are categorized in three subsections: Bureaucracy as a 

safe medium, as a constraining mechanism and an insecure structure.  Third, the 

ways in which the social workers perceive working with the NGOs and the 

volunteers and the project mode of providing services will be discussed. 

 

2-Methodology 

 

The interviews were conducted with social workers who were working or 

who had worked at the Society Centers in Istanbul.The interviews were conducted 

in the offices where the social workers work, which allowed for observations how 

the centers work and where they are located. During July and August nearly most 

of the projects and programs which were conducted in collaboration with the NGOs 

were not running, thus there were very few clients in the centers while the 

interviews were conducted.  

Eight social workers were interviewed, five of whom were still working in a 

Society Center, both as a professional and an administrator, and these centers were 

Gazi Mahallesi, Koca Mustafa Pasa, Zeytinburnu, Yakacik and Umraniye Society 

Centers.
6
 Except for the social worker in Koca Mustafa Pasa, the social workers 

that were interviewed had been working in the center since its establishment which 

allowed them to have an overall picture of the place of Society Centers in SHÇEK 

and the way this relates to the social services environment in Turkey.  

For Bağcılar and Sultanbeyli the interviews took place in different contexts. 

The social workers who had worked nearly eight years in those centers were 

appointed to other institutions of SHÇEK. For these two centers the previous social 

workers were interviewed as they were the ones who  had witnessed the changes 

from the foundation until recently.  

Besides interviewing the social workers, making observations in the centers 

provided the opportunity to witness the daily habits, concerns and impacts of the 

otherwise abstract terms such as “shifts in bureaucracy”, “the new actors of social 

services” and even “governance”. Especially the obligation to have a permit from 

the General Directorate of SHÇEK to be able to conduct interviews while at the 

first instance seemed more of an obstacle, along with the time passed in the general 

directorate, turned into a part of the study which helped me to understand the 

administrative part of the institution. 

Apart from social workers three administrators of SHÇEK were 

interviewed, two of whom were no longer working at SHÇEK. One of the 

interviewees was the previous Director General of SHÇEK, while the other one 

was the previous Director of Istanbul Provincial Directorate, and the third 

administrator was currently  one of the vice-directors of SHÇEK Istanbul 

Provincial Directorate. The interviews with these three administrators aimed to 

provide an overall picture of SHÇEK. While the current administrator provided the 

consequences of recent regulatory changes, the two previous administrators 

provided accounts from “outside” ,which allowed them to provide a critical stance.  

The last group of interviewees consisted of three people who worked with 

SHÇEK as affiliates of an NGO or an international organization, during a project. 

                                                           
6
 The real names of all the interviewees were concealed. 
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Even though the scope of this study is limited to the consequences of the 

governance regime on the “state” part , these three interviewees were included in 

order to understand how the impacts of the collaboration between the state and civil 

society were experienced from the non-state part. Two of the interviewees were 

from an NGO the project of which was turned into a program Mother Child 

Education Foundation (Anne Çocuk Eğitim Vakfı-AÇEV), and became continuous. 

The third interviewee was responsible for a two-year project of the ILO 

(International Labour Organization),  which had been concluded recently when the 

interview was conducted and the chances of restarting was almost none. Thus these 

three interviews provided two different experiences by the non-state actors who 

worked together with SHÇEK in the Society Centers on temporary and permanent 

basis.  

The interviews were semi-structured, and they were approximately one hour 

in length. The questions aimed to understand how the social workers and the 

administrators positioned themselves in SHÇEK, how do they experience the 

changes that are taking place in the institution since the early 1990, how they 

perceive their profession and how they think they are being perceived both by the 

outsiders and also within SHÇEK and how they evaluate working together with 

non-state actors as partners. For the interviewees who were affiliated with AÇEV 

and ILO the questions focused on the points where the differences between them 

and SHÇEK emerged in approaching the clients, designing the services and how 

they evaluate the working together with a state institution. 

 

3-Conceptual Framework 

 

This section provides an overview of the implications of the state becoming one 

of the actors among the civil society and the private sector, the implications of the 

“good governance”
7
. Thus the aim is to briefly discuss the welfare model that is 

appropriated in the Turkish context as a response to new poverty rather than as a 

consequence of de-structuration of an existing welfare system like in the Western 

Europe. 

In the first part of this section the discussion will be on how the partnership 

among the state and the civil society which is portrayed by the World Bank reports of 

1997 and 2001 are critically evaluated with regards to its implications in the change of 

the bureaucratic structure of the state institutions.  

In the second part of this section the focus will be on how the civil society as a 

partner of the state has been transformed as a consequence of the new roles attributed to 

that sphere. In addition to this, a discussion on the micro-ized, project-ized provision of 

public services will be included in the discussion. 

The title of the 1997 World Development Report of the World Bank is “The 

State in a Changing World.” The purpose of this report is to look at “ the role of the 

state what the state should do how it should do it and how it can do it better in a rapidly 

changing world.”
8
  The role of the state according to the report should be changed as no 

longer it was no longer possible for the development to work with the almighty state or 

                                                           
7
 For a discussion of this concept see Bob Jessop , 'Capitalism and its future: remarks on regulation, 

government and governance', Review of International Political Economy, 4:3, 561 –581 
8
 World Development Report 1997 “The State in a Changing World” Oxford University Press p. V 
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with a minimal one. The common features of successful developing countries were 

stated to have three common properties in the report: civil society partnerships and 

private transactions are supported by these states, the corruption is taken under control 

and the state neither shrinks nor dominates. 

This new system replaced the “Washington Consensus” by which the 

development formulas were imposed directly by the international organizations. “Good 

governance” became the central theme of the paradigm of the 1990s.
9
 The public-

private partnerships became the ways through which good governance is realized. In 

other words, the shift in the understanding of development resulted in a more complex 

picture which increased the number of actors who “governed”.  However, the emphasis 

when this new paradigm was introduced was  on how to make the state more efficient 

through these new actors as stated in the initial part of the 1997 World Development 

Report.  

In other words the key to development is to transform the state one of the actors 

of the new good governance system. In the report it is stated that:   

„An effective state is vital for the provision of goods and services and that allow 

people to have healthier and happier lives. Many said much the same thing fifty years 

ago but then they tended to mean that the development should be state provided. The 

message of experience since then is rather different: that the state is central to economic 

and social development not as a direct provider of growth but as a partner, catalyst and 

facilitator.‟
10

  

The same call for the effectiveness is repeated in the World Development Report 

of 2001: “Sound governance, competition and markets - and free entry for multiple 

agents whether government, non-government or private are essential for effective 

service delivery, especially to poor people.”
11

  

The state to become effective should meet certain criteria which, according to 

the World Development Report 1997, should vary for each state. But as a principle the 

capabilities of the state should match its role, what will vary from state to state is the 

how this matching is made. The effectiveness of the state is not maintained according to 

the report by providing all the services by itself.
12

 On the other hand, the state leaving 

the scene totally is not considered to be an efficient solution. The new governance is 

defined as “Bringing the State Closer to the People”
13

 Becoming close to the people 

would be achieved through the partnerships with civil organizations and allowing 

competition for the provision of public services. 

The shift that occurred in the 1990s which favored complex networks among 

numerous actors -one of which was the state- resulted in efforts to define this grey area, 

neither governed only by market forces nor calling for a fully state planned growth and 

development. The term governance according to Jessop started to be used in the social 

sciences to “...reject dichotomies that inform social sciences, including market vs 

hierarchy in economics; market vs plan in policy studies; private vs. public in politics 

                                                           
9
 Ayse Buğra,  “Polanyi‟s Concept of Double Movement and Politics in the Contemporary Market 

Society” in Reading Karl Polanyi for the 21
st
 Century: Market Economy as a Political Project, A. Bugra, 

K. Agartan (eds) Palgrave, 2007 p.2 
10

 World Development Report “The State ın a Changing World” Oxford  University Press1997 p.1 
11

 World Development Report 2001, Chapter 5 p.85 
12

 World Development Report 1997  p.3 
13

 World Development Report 1997 p.10 
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and anarchy vs sovereignty in international relations.”
14

  The networks and practices 

intermediate between the state and the market  existed also back in the years of 

“Atlantic Fordism”, however, the naming of these mechanisms, actors between the state 

and markets became pronounced and underlined after the disenchantment with the state 

planning in the 1970s and markets in the 1990s.
15

  

The ideological shift in the 1990s resulted in the methods through which the 

public services were provided. The manifestations of the changes that were a 

consequence of the “good governance” can be seen in the way bureaucracy is 

experienced by its employees in both state and the corporate structures. In the previous 

bureaucratic structure, the predictability was high, both those who were providing and 

receiving the services were able to have a wider view span for the future. The previous 

bureaucratic structure, here refers to the idealized definition of bureaucracy dating back 

to Nineteenth Century. 

The long-termed decision making of the system summarized above brings a 

predictability and sense of secureness to employees. Richard Sennett argues that with 

the “fresh-page hypothesis” of the post Bretton Woods period, along with flexible 

production also the possibility/ability of planning was no longer possible as it had been  

in the Fordist period. According to Sennett,  with these changes, “… institutions which 

enabled a life narrative thinking melted into the air.”
16

  The security that had been 

provided by the bureaucracy started to be challenged with adjustments to make the state 

institutions a partner, a facilitator of the civil society and the capital. As stated by 

Sennett, one of the basic securities of bureaucracy the predictability is hard to achieve in 

this new paradigm.
17

 The claim of the bureaucracy in which the officer learns to think 

about the future reward no longer existed in this new form of bureaucracy. 

The loss of continuity in bureaucracy was a consequence of short-termed 

contracts that were used in the new working culture, which resulted in the loss of 

institutional authority. Short-termed contracts also resulted in the weakening of the of 

institutional knowledge by the officers as the perception of work as life long 

disappeared in this new structure.
18

 This loss of loyalty can be seen as  a consequence of 

staying for a short and uncertain time in the office which dis not allow for neither a 

specialization nor a belonging to the institution one has for the institution. The 

autonomy defined by M. Weber depended on the long term plans made by the 

employees which aim to substitute a revolution as the “machine” would have the 

capacity to change itself when needed. 

The continuity, predictability and long-sightedness all point to 

institutionalization. In the period of  the 1990s which can be called “Post-Bretton 

Woods”
, or 

 “Post Washington Consensus”,
19

 the loss of these qualities is the result of 

the changes that took place to adopt the bureaucratic structure to the “good 

governance.” The provision of the services and responsibilities were dispersed among 

                                                           
14

 Bob Jessop  “The Rise of Governance and the Risks of Failure: The Case of Economic Development” 

Unesco 1998 p.31 
15

 ibid p.32 
16

 Richard Sennett, The Culture of the New Capitalism, Yale University Press, 2007 p.24 
17

 Richard Sennett, The Culture of the New Capitalism, Yale University Press, 2007, p. 32 
18

 ibid p.63 
19

 Bugra, Ayse and Adar, S. “Social Policy Change in Countries Without Mature Welfare States: The 

Case of Turkey” in New Perspectives on Turkey, special issue on social exclusion, n.38, Spring 2008. 2 
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the NGOs, the private sector and state, resulting in difficulties of coordination among 

these actors. In other words, it is possible to claim that on the one hand there was the 

experience of the change for the state bureaucracy, and on the other hand, the “civil 

sphere” had to adjust itself to this new form of relationship.  

Additionally, the private-public partnerships did not first emerge in the 1990s, 

but the discourse of the necessity of such partnerships is a phenomenon of the 1990s.
20

 

Thus to put the issue as only a transformation from the public provision of social 

welfare to a public-private partnership would be simplistic. Within the academic debate 

there is an invitation to consider the new paradigm   “...when addressing evolutionary 

logics , the crucial point is not the partnership between the state and the voluntary sector 

or the participation of the civil society in the social welfare sector as such, but the 

transformation of this partnership including the form of civic participation.”
21

 The most 

consistent quality of this new welfare regime according to Bode
22

 is the blurring of the 

boundaries among the sectors.  

The governance which is defined as the inclusion of the non-state actors became 

visible especially in the provision of public services. As mentioned earlier, the emphasis 

of the World Development Report of 1997 and 2001 was on the significance of the 

partnership model as an efficient method of development. The new welfare regime 

shaped after the 1990s in line with this paradigm shift was marked with this new 

understanding. The following section will focus on the implications of this new mode of 

public service provision, discussing both how this new paradigm transformed the 

understanding of civil society and how the provision of public services through short-

termed projects took place.   

Civil society as an actor of development was defined in the post-1990s‟ “good 

governance” paradigm as a partner to work together with the state.
23

 Civil society was 

attributed with the role of providing the public services which had until then been 

regarded to be the responsibility of the state. 

The two main discussion points that were mentioned above are intermingled 

with each other when these two roles of “civil society” are considered together. In close 

relation to the new governance paradigm the role of the civil society is transformed. 

Civil society for developmental concerns is attributed the role of providing the services 

which are defined to be in the state‟s sphere of responsibility. Extensive funds are 

transferred from developed countries to developing ones, which can be shown as an 

indicator of the significance attributed to their role in development. The transfer of 

funds from Northern to Southern NGOs showed an increase after the 1990s, according 

to the UNDP‟s Human Development Report 1993. In 1990, Northern NGOs provided 

7.2 billion $ which equals 13% of the net disbursement of official aid.
24

 The 

proliferation of civil  society while welcomed extensively after the 1980s and 1990s and 

                                                           
20

 see World Development Report  1997 
21

Ingo Bode, p.348 Bode, “Disorganized Welfare Mixes: Voluntary Agencies and New 

Governance Regimes in Western Europe”, Journal of European Social Policy, 16, (2006:4): 

346-359 
22

 ibid p.347 
23

 World Development Report 1997 
24

 Human Development Report 1993 (New York, United Nations Development Programme and Oxford 

University Press) cited in Gerard Clarke NGOs and the Politics in the Developing World, Political 

Studies 1998, p.37 
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was shown as an alternative to improve the development and improvement of social 

services.  

The proliferation in the amount of funds made available through the NGOs and 

the new roles attributed to them resulted in the extensive kinds of organizations that are 

classified under the same category: NGO.  This is the first problematic issue about the 

NGOs and the development of public services through them as it is not plausible to 

define clearly what an NGO is.  William F. Fisher states that  “There is little agreement 

about what NGOs are and perhaps even less about what they should be called.”
25

 The 

starting point of the civil society, which is to create an alternative sphere where the 

rights of the citizens would be defended against the state, is challenged with the new 

situation when state and civil society become partners. 

Neera Chandoke states that with the new position of the non-governmental 

organizations towards the state the initial claim is no longer possible. The groups that 

are named as “civil” are left unable to perform their role as defenders of citizens rights 

against the state as they become partners of the state. Second, Chandoke states that the 

concept of civil society loses its strength as there is a broad level of consensus regarding 

it:   

„When concepts become consensual they become problematic. Indeed if a 

variety of dissimilar groups such as international funding agencies, non-governmental 

organizations (NGOs) and institutions of the state on the one hand and left leaning 

liberals , trade unions and social movements on the other subscribe equally to the 

validity of the concept, it is time to worry.‟
26

  

 The problematic situation related to the consensus is visible when the civil 

society organizations are attributed the role of providing or improving public services. 

Public services which are meant to be improved by the civil society would become 

vulnerable to the political and ideological biases of the members of civil society. 

Additionally the approach of the state to civil society for the provision or improvement 

of public services would be influenced by the ideological position of the government. 

Consequently the starting point of civil society  being  a third sphere independent from 

the state and the capital would be challenged as the selection to reach to people  who 

would be impacted by the viewpoint of the representatives of the state.  

The challenges that are mentioned above, on the other hand, can be traced to the 

paradoxes of civil society from the early introduction of the concept, independently 

from the new governance paradigm. That is to say , the incompatibility between the 

state and civil society lies at the very heart of the constitutional dynamics of civil 

society. As argued by Neera Chandhoke, “The very state that civil society supposedly 

positions itself against, enables the latter in the sense that it provides the legal and the 

political settings for the sphere to exist and maintain itself.”
27 

The existential contradiction between the two spheres poses a challenge for 

collaboration between the two which is communicated by the World Bank Development 

report as an alternative recipe for development. Having to collaborate with an institution 

                                                           
25

 Neera Chandoke “Doing Good The Politics and Anti Politics of NGO Practices” Democratization, 

Vol:8 No:2 Summer 2001 p.447 
26

 Neera Chandhoke “The „Civil‟ and the „Political‟ in Civil Society”‟ Democratization, Vol:8 No:2 

Summer 2001 p.1 
27

 ibid, p.8 
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which is funded by the enabler prepares a context in which both sides become 

vulnerable to each other.  

The vulnerability of the civil society organizations results from the fact that their 

involvement in the partnerships is set by rules that the state makes. However the 

vulnerability which is more striking is the one of the representatives of the state to the  

NGOs who do not have any say in the policy making and who need funding from civil 

society to continue the provision of public services.  

The role of civil society as described to be defending the rights of  citizens 

acquired a new facet which was defined as the provider of the social and public services 

as a partner of the state. This new role of civil society as mentioned earlier in this 

section, resulted in the dependence of civil society organizations on the providers of 

funds and the state officers such as the social workers on the volunteers and NGOs who 

will bring in the funds they receive from outside sources. 

According to Tendler
28

 the tendency of the international community to 

projectize and micro-ize social policy does not differ in the parties from the left or in the 

right of the spectrum of the donors. Rather the process of designing and funding 

projects became the modus operandi of international funders.
29

 In this environment the 

public and private partnerships become volatile and heterogeneous, civic action 

becomes more sporadic.
30

 However, this new welfare mix is also contradictory as this 

multiplicity of actors has the potential to bring creativity.
31 

Second, as argued by Tendler, the projectizing and micro-izing of the social 

duties of the state are experienced as the abandonment of these duties as services which 

were provided systematically beforehand. Related to this the continuity of these services 

is impacted in a negative way. The NGOs, on the other hand, acquire in this system a 

new position which when compared to the post Second World War era, is characterized 

by “ a good deal of ambiguity concerning the sources of representational powers of the 

non-governmental actors or the rules that define the nature of their relations with the 

state.”
32 

The projectized mode of funding is becoming a new trend which does not 

consider the state as the sole party responsible for social welfare maintenance. Rather, 

the state in this new system needs a “helping hand from elsewhere... which is referred to 

a transfer from government to governance.”
33

 In this new regime of welfare governance 

the main characteristic is the ambiguous character of the relations that are formed 

between the state, civil society and the public sector. To claim that these new networks 

have a homogenous structure would be far from the existing situation. The consistent 

element of this new regime of governance is this very oscillating character and the 

transformation that takes place is characterized by the experience of this oscillations 

which occurs in various ways, but creates a similar process of transformation. 

                                                           
28

 Tendler, Judith, “Why social policy is condemned to a residual category of safety nets, and what to do 

about it: thoughts on a research agenda.” In: Social Policy in a Development Context, edited by Thandika 

Mkandawire, Palgrave, MacMillan:NewYork, 2004 p.118 
29

 ibid p.119-120 
30

Ingo Bode, “Disorganised Welfare Mixes: Voluntary Agencies and New Governance Regimes in 

Western Europe”, Journal of European Social Policy, 16, n. 4, 2006 p.347 
31

 ibid p.347 
32

 Ayse Bugra “Kapitalizm, Yoksulluk ve Turkiye‟de Sosyal Politika” Istanbul: İletişimYayınları, 2008 

p.10 
33
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4-The 1990s and Society Centers in Turkey 
 

1990s was while being a period of shift from the pro-market approach to a “good 

governance”
34

 which favored prioritizing solving the social problems and controlling 

the market. The suggestions for the developing countries that were provided in the 1997 

World Development Report reflect this shift in which a partner, catalyzer state is 

favored rather than a minimal one. While the role of the state modifies into a regulator 

of the markets the regulating role is absent in combatting poverty and the provision of 

social services, while in those areas the emphasis is on volunteering and non-

governmental organizations.
35

 SHÇEK as mentioned throughout this section is an 

institution through which the approach of the governments from the single-party era to 

the 1990s about social services could be traced. The 1990s, while being a period marked 

with the initiation of the state becoming a partner with civil society and private sector 

does not bring a very novel phenomena to the social services in Turkey. As stated by 

Bugra“...the collaborations between the state and NGOs from the single party era 

onwards created a familiarity with the new governance regime.”
36

 Society Centers are 

significant in understanding the above-mentioned dynamics -which result in leaving the 

responsibility to non-state actors- as they are classified as a “preventive” in the founding 

regulation; for clients whose needs are not as “immediate” as the ones in shelters for 

children or the elderly.  

However, this is not to say that the distinction between preventive and 

rehabilitative is considered separately in this study. That distinction is mentioned in 

order to demonstrate how the differentiation among the services took place within 

SHÇEK in the 1990s. In the remaining part of this section, a brief overview of the 

foundation of Society Centers and the services provided in them will be presented.  

The establishment of the Society Centers took place in 1993,
37

 following the 

change in the SHÇEK law in 1991 which included the unity of the family within the 

sphere of responsibility of the institution.
38

 The new institutions that were to be 

established within the framework of this new law were addressing families, children and 

had a “preventive” concern different from the previous institutions of SHÇEK.  The 

first Society Center in Turkey was founded in 1993 in Altindag, Ankara, and was 

followed by the Canakkale Society Center. At present there are 76 Society Centers in 

Turkey.  

According to this regulation the Society Centers were established as a response 

to the rapid urbanization and its consequences and aimed to enable individuals to 

become a part of urban life.
39

 The idea of these centers was declared in 1966 in the 

Special Commission Report for the Social Services.
40

   
                                                           
34

 1997 and 2001 world development reports and see Jessop (1998) for further discussion of the shift to 

good governance. 
35

 Ayse Bugra (2008) ibid. p.222 
36

 ibid. p.223 
37

 Toplum Merkezleri ile ilgili Yonetmelik(Regulation of Society Centers) 1993 
38

 law number 3703 14.3.1991 
39

 “Toplum Merkezleri” (society centers) www.shcek.gov.tr  

40
 Devlet Planlama Teskilati, „Sosyal Hizmetler Ozel Ihtisas Komisyonu Raporu” Ankara: 1966 
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The places that the Society Centers would be established in gecekondu
41

 

neighborhoods, places with a priority of development, and any other place which may 

be in need.
42

It is stated in the regulation that depending on the needs of the 

neighborhood in which the Society Center was established, SHÇEK would make 

protocols with NGOs, pubic institutions and universities either during the foundational 

process of the Society Center or during the projects that were initiated by the NGOs. 

The first Society Center in Istanbul was established in 1998 in Gazi Mahallesi 

with a protocol signed with Social Aid and Solidarity Foundation and  Istanbul 

Provincial Directorate of Social Services, Sultanbeyli Society Center in 1998 was 

established with the same type of protocol. KocamustafaPasa, Umraniye and Yakacik 

Society Centers were founded with protocols signed between SHÇEK and NGOs, 

respectively with Cagdas Yasami Destekleme Dernegi (Association for Support of 

Modern Life), INSEV (Human Health and Education Foundation) and Turk Kadinlar 

Birligi (Association of Turkish Women) in 1998. Bagcilar Evren Mahallesi Society 

Center was founded with a protocol signed with INSEV  in 2002. However, due to 

financial constraints, the protocol was cancelled. The last Society Center was founded in 

2002 in Zeytinburnu with a protocol signed with the district governance of Bagcilar.  

The services that were provided in these centers in line with the starting point of 

the Society Centers, which aimed to increase the participation and ease the integration 

of the rural migrants to the city. The main group of subjects were stated to be children 

and women in its regulation.
43 

In the regulation of the society centers their budget was allocated from the 

SHÇEK budget.  However, as will be referred to in the next section, according to the 

social workers  who were interviewed in the  Society Centers do not receive an 

allocation from the SHÇEK budget including the building. The main expenses were 

maintained through local sources, or the NGO with which the protocol was signed. 

In the Society Centers, one administrator with social work education, one social 

worker, a child development specialist, a lawyer and a member of staff for  technical 

assistance were needed, according to the founding regulation.
44

 However, similar to the 

budgetary concerns apart from one social worker, the remaining staff listed above 

worked in the centers on a temporary basis. The social worker who was at the same time 

the administrator was the only state officer. The remaining members of the center were 

recruited through outsourcing. This employment pattern in SHÇEK in general and in 

Society Centers in particular was made possible through the changes made in the law in 

1991which allowed for recruitment of staff through contracts rather than as state 

officers.
45

 The main activities, the projects and programs on family, children and 

                                                           
41

 squatter settlements 

42
 Toplum Merkezleri Hakkinda Yönetmelik, Kurulacak Yer Seçimi (The Regulation of Society 

Centers) 1993 

43
 Toplum Merkezinin Kurulus Amaclari: Toplum Merkezleri Yonetmeligi (Regulation on 

Society Centers: The Aims of the Centers)1993 

44
 Toplum Merkezleri Yönetmeliği (Regulation of Society Centers) 

45
 Ethem Çengelci ibid. p.61 
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women in the centers were realized by the social worker and students from high-schools 

or universities who require an internship for the completion of studies.  

The programs that were conducted in these centers varied according to the needs 

of the area. The needs wer decided after a preliminary study conducted in the area 

before the establishment of the center, and later on was shaped according to the demand 

of the clients. As stated before, in the most general sense, the programs and projects 

aimed to provide material and nonmaterial help to especially women and children. Thus, 

the main activity of those centers could be summarized as the provision of education for 

better parenting, improving family relations, which in consequence would maintain the 

cohesion of the family.
46 

The main programs that were outlined by SHÇEK are ACEP (Mother-Child 

Education Program/Anne Cocuk Egitim Programi), Badep (Father Support Programme-

Baba Destek Programi), Benim Ailem (My Family-Support Program for families with 

children aged 0 to 6), KIHEP (Kadinin Insan Haklari Egitim Programi, Women‟s 

Human Rights Education Program). As for children the content of the programs applied 

change but the aim of the activities was to help the academic success of children by 

support, providing day-care facilities, preschool education programs, sports and cultural 

activities.
47 

Along with the programs mentioned above, one-day seminars, one-to-one 

consultation with the social worker on familial problems took place. The guidance 

services aimed to address of from the establishment of the community centers the 

familial problems of the clients, provide guidance on health services,and the care of the 

elderly and handicapped.
48

  

Apart from the provision of services that were summarized above, the centers 

were also responsible for administrative work in which they worked as intermediaries 

between the citizens and the General Directorate of SHÇEK. The most recent example 

of this has been the evaluation of the applications for the family care pension for the 

handicapped since October 2006.
49 

Society Centers as summarized in this section stand at the intersection of the 

citizens, NGOs and the state. The realization of the above-mentioned programs and 

projects that were on assistance to children and women for adaptation to urban life are 

funded by the NGOs.
50

  The basic expenses including the rent is covered by varying 

                                                           
46

 Toplum Merkezleri Hakkinda Yönetmelik (Regulation on Society Centers)1993 

47
 “Toplum Merkezleri” (Society Centers) from www.shcek.gov.tr   

48
 “Toplum Merkezleri” (Society Centers) from www.shcek.gov.tr  

49
 26679 sayili Bakıma Muhtaç Özürlülerin Tespiti ve Bakım Hizmeti Esaslarının Belirlenmesine 

ilişkin Yonetmelik Resmi Gazete 23.10.2007 

50
 ACEP and BADEP is funded and realized by Anne Cocuk Egitim Vakfi, KIHEP is funded and 

realized by Kadinin Insan Haklari Yeni Cozumler Dernegi. These three programs, in the centers are 

continuing since the establishment of the centers. However, projects that require a higher amount of 

material support like the project on the Working Children by ILO (International Labour Organization)- 

which took place between 2005-2007 in Gazi Society Center Istanbul cease with the expiration of the 

project unless the social workers of the center are able to find funding for the sustainability of the 

projects.  
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sources in each Society Center. The Centers are as mentioned before places in which the 

controversies of the new governance regime can be observed as on the one hand the 

regulations and the planning of the services are centralized and controlled by the state 

while the presence of the state is not present for the sustainability and the realization of 

the services.   

These latest developments in the institution are the consequence of the need to 

respond to the problems posed by the new form of poverty in Turkey during the 1980s 

and 1990s. The next section is on how the ways through which to cope with the new 

poverty is experienced from within the institution. While to cooperate with the civil 

society and volunteers is not a new phenomenon for SHÇEK as mentioned in this 

section, the rationale for the need of this cooperation is different in the period that is the 

concern of this study, namely the 1990s.  

Thus the focus of the following section is how the appropriation of this new 

welfare model was experienced within the institution. This appropriation is considered 

in the following section not as a shift like the experiences of the European Welfare 

states but on the other hand an effort to embed the new model into the old structure 

which depended more on volunteering and civil society than having a consistent support 

of the state. 

 

5-Views from  within: How the Social Workers Perceive the Institution? 
 

The rationale behind the choice of this specific institution, as mentioned in the 

introduction part, is related to their establishment structure and the period in which they 

were founded, namely the 1990s, a decade during which partnerships between the state 

and the civil society increased. 

 The period of the 1990s is crucial for understanding the timing of the 

search for a new model of public service provision. The change in the SHÇEK Law that 

took place in 1991 is an indicator of those efforts in the Turkish Social Services Sector. 

This law paved the way for the establishment of new institutions which has different 

working patterns than the previously founded ones namely the child and the elderly 

shelters. These new institutions such as the Cocuk ve Genclik Merkezleri (Child and 

Youth Centers)  and Society Centers aim to cope with the problems in the urban areas.  

The need for the appropriation of the partnership and more “flexible” structures 

in the social services sector is a consequence of the novel needs in the urban areas that 

emerged from 1980s onwards. The “new poverty” refers to the situation in which it is 

no longer possible to argue that the “... economic systems would with time find jobs for 

people and the employment opportunities would lead to social integration.”
51

 Thus the 

“new poor” remain socially excluded from the urban context as well as the economic 

relations.  

As summarized by Bugra and Keyder (2005) the groups that are effected from 

the “new poverty” phenomenon are faced with exclusion from the urban context. They 

also risk to remain jobless or in informal jobs permanently, the family labor and self 

employment is disappearing as a consequence of globalization and the housing issue 

can no longer be resolved through gecekondu
52

 as there are no land available for the 

                                                           
51

A. Bugra and C. Keyder, “New Poverty and the Changing Welfare System of Turkey” p.21 
52

 squatter settlements 
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migrants.
53

 The forced migration that took place in the early 1990s in Turkey from the 

Southeast Anatolia added also an ethnic dimension to the exclusive consequences of the 

new poverty in addition to its impact in increasing the number of the migrants in the 

major urban centers. The establishment of the Society Centers along with the other new 

social services institutions aim to respond to the new challenges of the urban life that 

has been summarized above.  

 In the first section the way the social workers perceived themselves and the 

institution will be discussed. This section acts as an “introduction” to the institution 

through the accounts of the social workers. The second part of the section is on how the 

bureaucracy, in other words, the working of the institution (SHÇEK) is perceived by the 

interviewees and how they experienced the changes in their profession to cope with the 

new challenges. The main aim is to understand how the partnerships with non-state 

actors had concrete consequences for them. The third section is specifically on the 

experiences of both social workers, administrators with the NGOs, volunteers and the 

projectized mode of service provision. 

 

I-(Self) Perceptions of Social Workers 

 

The first part of this section is devoted to the ways in which social workers 

define themselves professionally. This discussion will be another aspect of how the 

partnerships and short-termed service provision affect the way they perceived their 

profession, the institution in which they worked and the larger institution SHÇEK. In 

other words this section is designed to provide the reflections of the consequences of the 

new bureaucracy on the professional lives of social workers. 

One of the most emphasized points by the social workers during the interviews 

as will be mentioned several times in this article, was that they were not taken serious 

by the administrators. Their role is regarded as insignificant actors of SHÇEK. The role 

of Society Centers is regarded to be vague and not useful; thus,  they are perceived as 

people who just come and go to fulfill their duties to remain in the office during the day. 

These self perceptions should be regarded as a sum, a consequence of the themes 

that will be discussed throughout this section on insecurity, the uncomfortable 

relationships with the NGOs and volunteers and with the process of finding funding. 

Yelda Kurt, during the interview when asked how does she placed Society Centers and 

herself within SHÇEK provided the following answer:  

„Within SHÇEK the Society Centers are step-children. We are perceived as 

places in which nothing is done. The social workers who work there are regarded as 

people who only pass time there. They say, what you do? Just having literacy courses, 

some projects... Not only other social workers but most people who work in SHÇEK 

deny that we are doing a useful job here! But we reach people whom they cannot reach, 

we reach a much broader group of people! This has implications when the General 

Directorate allocates members of staff, are never given priority. If they make a research 

it will be obvious that fewer children or adults are in need of SHÇEK‟s institutional care 

where there are Society Centers.‟
54

  

                                                           
53
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 Yelda Kurt Interview by the author, tape recorded, August 2007  
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The fact that the service that was provided in the Society Centers had more than 

one type of addressee, unlike the child and women shelters, resulted in their vague 

perception by the other employees of SHÇEK. Selma Orkun summarized this issue in 

the following way: 

 „The difficulty of working in a Society Center compared to another SHÇEK 

institution is that you cannot concretely show and/or see the results of your work. For 

example here in the Youth Center there are more tangible goals like rehabilitating the 

children living on the street. Because of this I believe that Society Centers will not be 

able to be appreciated fully enough within SHÇEK.‟
55 

Due to the reasons that were stated above that the social workers are not 

regarded to be performing a very significant tasks by their colleagues and the fact that 

they cannot reach as much clients as they aim related to the lack of financial resources 

which cause the in-sustainability of the projects, throughout the interviews the most 

frequently encountered remark was the self justification of the social workers. In other 

words in an office where they are alone, performing multiple tasks such as 

administrating, giving counseling, finding sponsors and doing the extra paperwork of 

the Provincial Directorate but still not being appreciated and not provided the 

employees and funding as much as they need, they had the tendency throughout the 

interviews to persuade me that they are doing a very useful and crucial job even though 

I had no prejudice at all.  

I want to conclude this section by the own words of social workers on the 

significance of their duty in Society Centers through which they try to persuade also 

themselves that they have a good reason to stay in the office. 

 “Our aim in the Society Centers is to prevent people to be in constant need of the 

SHÇEK institutions. We try to help families stay unified through the programs we 

make.”
56 

“What we do here in the Society Centers is not the teaching handcrafts but to 

bring a consciousness to people, to organize them rather than teaching them.”
57 

 „After attending the projects, some of the clients said that they would love to be 

social workers if they had the opportunity to study.‟
58 

 

II-The Perceptions of Bureaucracy by Social Workers: Safe, Disappearing and     

Constraining 

 

Max Weber defines the term bureaucracy as a system which works 

autonomously and provides the same path for the bureaucrats to climb the career ladder. 

In his terms the Bismarckian model is a recipe for predictability and long sightedness as 

well as equality. In an environment where the job descriptions are not clearly defined 

and the institutional knowledge and loyalty are lower than before due to the “flexibility” 

of the state involvement, where the state becomes a partner of civil society, defining 

what SHÇEK does and where the social workers stand become challenging questions. 

This study is an attempt to understand how in an institution which was from the 
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 Selma Orkun, Interview by the author,Tape Recorded, July 2007 
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 Hasan Baykal Interview by the author, tape recorded July 2007.  
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 Yelda Kurt Interview by the author, tape recorded July 2007. 
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 Yelda Kurt Interview by the author, tape recorded July 2007  
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beginning defined as a state controlled volunteer, experienced the flexibility in the 

1950s.  

The term bureaucracy for the concerns of this study has references to three 

different meanings attributed to the working of SHÇEK. Bureaucracy throughout the 

interviews was defined as a big system in which they perform their professions. At 

times it was defined by the social workers as an ambiguous, intangible entity. This 

section provides reflections of this intangible entity through the interviews and the 

observations of the author throughout her permission seeking process.  

The main changes that took place in the new governance discourse were as 

mentioned in the introduction part and the first section of the article are the role of the 

state changing towards a catalyzer, a partner among civil society and the capitalists 

rather than a night-watcher state of the 1980s or a regulatory state of the Keynesian era. 

However, if we look at the Turkish case for the social services, the role of the state has 

never been placed as the main actor. Rather poverty issues have been regarded as in the 

sphere of volunteers. The changes that were experienced in the working of SHÇEK  

cannot be claimed to be a transition from a state supported services to a more “flexible” 

way of organizing the services among the state, civil society and the private sector. 

Even during the early republican era during the establishment years of the Cocuk 

Esirgeme Kurumu(The Child Protection Society), the institution was defined by the law 

as a civil society association which works for the public good.  

The transition that the institution underwent can be described as a new form of 

relationship the state formed with civil society and private sector rather than the creation 

of a relationship that did not exist before.
59

 

In the following parts the three aspects of bureaucracy as inferred from the 

interviews will be discussed considering the concepts of shortsightedness, projectization 

and micro-ization of the social services. These three aspects respectively are safe, 

constraining and insecure bureaucracy as perceived by the social workers and the 

administrators.  

         

 

 

 

Bureaucracy as an Equivalent of Safety: Longings of Social Workers 

 

The state throughout the interviews, which was represented by the general 

directorate of SHÇEK in Ankara for the interviewees (the social workers)was perceived 

as an entity which carried a potential to be an important support for their professions but 

which moved further away from this position with the changing regulations. In this first 

part of the bureaucracy section the longing for a more safe bureaucratic structure for the 

social services on the part of the social workers and administrators will be examined, 

through the interviews.  

By the word safety what is referred here is the ways through which the social 

workers described the ideal working of SHÇEK according to them. The ideals changed 

from their early years in the profession onwards. One of the most clear remarks was 

made by Selma Orkun: 

                                                           
59 See Ayse Bugra “Poverty and Citizenship: An Overview of the Social Policy Environment In Republican Turkey”, IJMES, 39 (2007)
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„Turkey is not ready yet to leave the social services completely to NGOs, even 

now these partnerships experience difficulties as the criteria for the provision of services 

are not set in Turkey, thus the services to be provided by the municipalities and NGOs 

will not be same everywhere. I don‟t know why I think like this probably it has to do 

with my age, with not being a student anymore and becoming more ulusalci[a term 

which used to refer to a secularist nationalist standing], the state leaving the social 

services does not sound very secure to me anymore.”
60 

 

The shift in the opinion of Selma Orkun is significant for this study as the 

Society Center was her first working place in the social services sector, and her 

perceptions of the social services and how they should work evolved during the eight 

years she had worked there. In other words the demand for a higher regulation of state 

became an ideal solution because of coming across challenges which resulted from the 

lack of standards, lack of institutionalization and the vague borders between the state 

and the civil society.  

This approach idealized the presence of a stronger regulation which does not 

exist at the time, which existed since the early years of the social services sector in 

Turkey, but became more problematic after the pro-partnership approaches of the 

1990s.   

While the 1983 regulation created a centralized structure of the social services 

by the establishment of a directorate, this regulation placed the social services in an 

even less safe position as this sector still regarded to be dealt with the contribution of 

volunteers who would be regulated by the state.  

„We know who will be conscripted, how many children are going to be enrolled 

to primary school but we do not know how many handicapped people are in need of 

wheelchairs, or how many people are in need of social aid schemes.‟
61

 Says Ahmet Kara 

and adds: 

 “As a consequence the services that are delivered but without any prior 

information on the needs of the areas.”
62

  

In addition to the points that were made by Selma Orkun who was emphasizing 

the significance of financial stability through state regulation, Ahmet Kara pointed out 

the significance of state regulation on information collection to be able to  set objectives 

for the area in which they work at.  

This ambiguity besides the flexible and short-termed nature of the project-ized 

social services had a potential to lead to an uncertainty among the social workers about 

what to accomplish in the Society Centers which may have led to the  loss of trust in the 

institution.  

In the following part of this section the impacts of the working of SHÇEK on  

the social workers will be analyzed. The constraining and insecure facets of bureaucracy 

refer to how SHÇEK worked according to the social workers while the facet that was 

mentioned above refers to how they thought it should have been. 
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Bureaucracy as a Constraining Mechanism for Social Services 

 

This intangible word bureaucracy during the interviews also referred to an 

obstacle which stops the social workers performing their jobs. The way SHÇEK was 

governed constrained them in two ways. First, the amount of paper work that the social 

workers and the administrators were responsible from left them a limited amount of 

time in which to achieve their duties as social workers which included the design of the 

projects, providing counseling to clients. Second,  the inconsistency among the different 

level of administrators in their demands from the social workers is another constraining 

aspect of the bureaucratic structure of SHÇEK, as they are loaded with responsibility 

from both sides.  

Last, and the materially most constraining part was the lack of financial 

resources provided for the Society Centers. Even though in the regulation of Society 

Centers the budget of the centers were stated to be provided by the Directorate General 

of SHÇEK in the regulation. However,  all the centers that were visited for this study 

had to find the initial resources before the official opening of the centers. The initial 

resources included the building of the center, the basic furniture, requirements of the 

office. The lack of stable financial resources left the social workers with the 

responsibility to search for sources of funds which is now both a reason for the 

instability and a limitation as the role of fund raising leaves limited time to them to 

work as social workers. Ahmet Kara explains the financial status of the Society Centers 

in the following way. 

„The approaches of administrators of SHÇEK who are responsible for deciding 

on the budget allocation for the Society Centers determines the amount of funds they 

will receive. But it is more of a structural problem rather than depending on the 

decisions of the administrators, the Society Centers do not have a budget for 

themselves.‟ 
63 

 

 

The requirement of fund raising in certain cases is handled more easily when 

local sources are available, but there is no security for every Society Center for each 

year to be able to pay the rent and cover the basic expenses of the office. In other words, 

the financial situation depends not on the institutions but on the individuals that are 

working in the municipality, in local businesses and the very personal relationships that 

are formed among them and the social worker in the Society Center.  

The Society Center where Yelda Kurt worked has a stable contract with the 

founding partner NGO that covered the daily expenses of the Society Center. She 

summarized the situation of the Society Center she worked for in the following way: 

„We have no funding. When we have an immediate need we receive 500 YTL 

from Social Assistance and Solidarity Fund, for bigger expenses we use the funds that 

come from bigger institutions we have protocol with.‟
64 
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 On the other hand for the Society Center in which Sernaz Bayram worked the 

situation was quiet different. The founding partner NGO withdrew from the protocol 

and she was not able to find any support from the local resources. Funding was 

allocated by SHÇEK only as the very last resort: 

„SHÇEK provided us resources only when the NGO totally withdrew from the 

protocol and we could not take the support of the municipality there at all as the mayor 

believed that the Society Centers should be closed.‟
65

  

Besides the financial challenges the communication among the Society Centers 

and the Directorate General in Ankara was a very commonly emphasized topic during 

the interviews. This issue became more concrete for the author of this study after her 

own experience at the SHÇEK Provincial Directorate of Istanbul. 

The first response that the author of this study received in the Istanbul Provincial 

Directorate of SHÇEK was that the permission to conduct interviews with social 

workers in the Society Centers could be received at least in three weeks, as all had to be 

sent to Ankara. The permission was issued seven weeks after the third application. The 

first two were rejected as the research project had not formatted in the way the unit of 

Education in SHÇEK directorate asked it to be but without providing a sample 

beforehand, which caused the process to go on longer than it should have. 

The obligation to let Ankara know all the decisions that are taken in the centers 

resulting in a loss of time was one of the most frequent remarks that was made during 

the interviews. The amount of writing and permissions had increased in SHÇEK even 

more after the inclusion of non-state partners through protocols and projects.
66

 The 

discourse of making the state a more efficient body through modifying it into a partner 

had according to this increase contradicting reflections in the actual working of the 

institution. One of the social workers, Sernaz Bayram ,mentioned the process that she 

went through when she had to solve a problem regarding a protocol with the former 

partner NGO. 

„We had a problem with the protocol we signed as one of the founding partners 

withdrew.  I demanded from the Directorate General in Ankara to find a solution, as 

there was a funding problem. They wrote us back answers, we wrote back to their 

answers and this went on and on... I don‟t know what the situation is there now.‟
67

  

In this case, what bureaucracy means for the social worker was a mechanism 

that limits the area of movement. However, through the presentation of such a remark 

the intention is not to support the discourse of the state being an insufficient and 

ineffective actor without the inclusion of a non-state partner. On the contrary, the 

contradiction between the central structure of SHÇEK and the claim of the same 

institution to create communal leaders and the cohesion of community through Society 
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Centers who would ideally decide on their own their partners and projects is the source 

of the constraints that was referred to throughout the interviews. 

Faik Yilmaz, an administrator of SHÇEK, points out this significant amount of 

time required by the paperwork related to protocols and outsourcing in the following 

way: 

„As administrators while we are dealing with the paperwork of 

outsourcing,protocols etc, we hardly find time to do our real job, for example if our real 

job is the care of children, we never arrive at that point!‟
68

    

The administrative and financial constraints resulted in the decrease of 

productivity in the Society Centers. Related to this, these institutions were perceived to 

be of little use and were loaded with administrative duties for which they were not 

responsible. This limited those institutions more and they had less time for projects, 

which in the end produced a vicious cycle. In the following section on the insecure 

bureaucracy, the discussion will focus on how the social workers perceived the short-

termed provision of services, the relationships with the clients under such 

circumstances, in other words the reflections of the uncertainties resulting from the 

limitations they face on the way they perform as social workers. 

 

New Bureaucracy as an Insecure and Unknown Medium 

  

 In the previous two sections the two meanings that were attributed to 

bureaucracy were discussed from the social worker‟s points of views. In this last part of 

the section on perceptions of bureaucracy the discussion will be on the ways in which in 

the institution they feel insecure. The insecurity of social workers refers to not being 

able to assess their place within the institution, not being able to foresee the ways in 

which they would be performing their jobs in long-term and in what ways they were 

contributing to their clients.  

 The three most common points that emerged from the interviews that led to this 

perception of insecurity were the changing structure of SHÇEK through privatization, 

the dependence on the individuals in the policy making process and the lack of clarity 

on the roles attributed to the Society Centers. 

During the interviews even though the main focus was on the Society Centers 

the changes that the social workers experienced were conveyed from within a larger 

framework, the one that concerned SHÇEK. Privatization was the strongest concern 

among those related to SHÇEK.  

The main implication of privatization according to the social workers was the 

loss of an institutional identity as the recruitment was done for certain posts
69

 via 

private firms, and those employees as they were not state officials and tended to resign 

more easily. This issue is mentioned by Selma Orkun in the following way: 

„I think contracted people are controlled more easily that is the reason they are 

preferred. It is easier to fire them as they have fewer rights compared to state officers. 

The worst aspect about having contracted people is that they are not permanent. 
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Especially when you work with children even if the person is not the best employee for 

that position it is wiser to improve him/her rather than hire someone else. Because when 

new people arrive they have difficulty in understanding the system which leads to bad 

performance and change of the employees. The outcome is unfortunately 

temporariness.‟
70

  

 

The other very significant implication of privatization is the weaker commitment 

to the institution due to the short-sighted nature of employment. The employees rather 

than embracing their jobs with a lifelong commitment regard it as a solution until they 

find a better one. 

 It is worth mentioning that there was a strong tendency of the social workers to 

justify their con-privatization standings. While on the one hand they asserted that this 

new mode of half-outsourced recruitment brought a short-sighted ways of providing 

services as mentioned above, on the other hand they emphasized the change in their 

views on the structure of SHÇEK from the early years of their careers onwards such as 

Yelda Kurt: 

„SHÇEK as an institution is not ready for privatization. Some things should still 

be done exclusively by the state, because of this I am very statist. I guess this is 

something very personal for me... There will be unjust things happening in privatization 

I strongly believe. It has already started in SHÇEK, the state should be doing this.‟
71 

The second most commonly emphasized factor that led to insecurity among the 

employees of the SHÇEK was the dependence of the continuation of services on 

individuals rather than long-term effective policies. This factor even though may not 

seem quiet different from the shortsightedness that stemmed from the project-ized 

provision of services it required to be mentioned on its own as the making and abolition 

of certain policies, the appointment of administrators, the protocols that were signed 

with the non-state institutions as inferred from the interviews depend highly on the 

individual choices of the administrators. Thus the permanence of those services 

depended on the time the administrators remain in their offices. Ahmet Kara mentions 

this issue in the following way: 

„Every politician has sensitivities on certain issues for example for Hasan 

Gemici the development of Sosyal Yardimlasma ve Dayanisma Vakfi and the aids they 

provided, the COGEMs(Child and Youth Centers) were very important. However 

nowadays the emphasis is on the child shelters, the alternative child centers established 

by foundations. In other words the priorities of the institution change according to the 

personal interests of the administrators.‟
72 

 

The lack of consistent funding or a standardized budgetary scheme was the 

reason behind the dependence on the individuals in both finding partners to have 

protocols with and funding. In other words, the working of the institution was made 

possible through personal efforts. One of the main concerns of the social workers that 

were interviewed was the possible transfer of the social services to the municipalities 

which was mentioned in the draft of new law for SHÇEK. The funding issue being 
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already a problem that each social worker had to solve on their own they asserted that   

transfer of the social services to municipalities would increase the disparities in terms of 

the quality of the services:  

„I know what it means not to get the support of the municipality for five years 

and how hard it was for me. I always had to go to other municipalities and explain 

myself why I need their resources instead of the municipality where the Society Centers 

in. I had no answer to give. For example if they transfer the social services to 

municipality I guess the mayor might even kill me!‟
73

  

Besides the dependence on the choices and approaches of local governors and 

the administrators of SHÇEK for the working of the Society Center, the approach of 

social workers was also a factor that creates difference in the quality of service 

provision. In other words the continuity of the services depend on the individual efforts 

of social workers. Yelda Kurt who said that there are resources only if she sought for 

them emphasized this point in the following way: 

 “This year I did not search for extra resources, it is a personal choice, I wanted 

to work less. I said it is enough I will work less. Normally when we look for extra 

resources we can make summer school for around 250-300 kids but this year we do for 

a smaller group.”
74 

The vagueness of definition first, stemmed from the naming of those institutions 

as mentioned earlier. While the similar institutions in North America and Western 

Europe were named Community Center in Turkey the name means Society Center. 

While SHÇEK defines the goal of the Society Center as “... making the people capable 

of solving their own problems and use the local resources.”
75

 the name has references to 

a more centralized structure.  

This paradox of local and central administration demonstrates the confusion of 

the goal for establishing such an institution. The problems related to continuity of the 

provision of services was explained by this uncertain establishment by social worker 

Ahmet Kara: 

“The Society Centers are established in line with the potential resources that 

could be allocated to them rather than responding to the needs of the area. First of all 

there is not a very clear criteria in deciding what makes an area in need of a Society 

Center. For example, here there are so many problems in this area, but because of the 

lack of definition of the mission of this institution it is hard to set goals and take 

action.”
76 

 This unclear situation led to the perception of those institutions were of 

insignificant use within SHÇEK, and the social workers there, were expected to perform 

excess administrative duties as mentioned in the previous sections. The argument of the 

colleagues of social workers who were employed in Society Centers that they were not 

performing any tangible task is caused by the lack of a clear definition of the duties of 

the social workers. 
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The last subsection about the perceptions of the social workers on bureaucracy 

was on the consequences of what is taking place in the institution. In this section 

devoted to the projects and volunteering within SHÇEK; however, the aim is to 

understand the way that leads towards those consequences mentioned in the previous 

part of this section. The NGOs and what is attributed to the practice of volunteering by 

the social workers will be discussed in this section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

III-Projects and Volunteering 

 

Understanding Projects  

 

The mainstream understanding of projects as cited by Tendler is that they 

provide a dynamic and innovative approach to public services.
77

  The major criticism of 

the “projectized” provision of services is that they create short-sighted and temporary 

solutions for long-termed problems. In this part of the subsection on projects and 

volunteering firstly a brief information on what the projects consist of and how they are 

implemented in the Society Center will be mentioned.  

Here projects refer to services provided with human and financial resources 

which are available for a limited time. The projects that are implemented in Society 

Center were realized through partnerships that are established among SHÇEK and 

NGOs or other public institutions. 

The projects that were implemented in the Society Center continue for  three to 

24 months. They are funded through the means the NGO that proposed them. One of the 

most important criteria for a project to receive funding from European Union funds is to 

be able to guarantee its sustainability after the project ends. Thus a partnership with a 

state institution is very crucial to be able to receive funding from European Union 

Funds. Hence having SHÇEK as a partner is fulfills the sustainability criteria for the 

funding. 

The most emphasized point about the projectization of the services in the 

Society Centers during the interviews was that the social workers after the project were 

left alone. They remain with the responsibility to find the funding and to explain to 

clients that they cannot continue due to lack of financial resources when they are not 

able to find necessary financial resources. Hasan Baykal explains the challenge for in-

sustainability in the following way:  
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„It is in the nature of the projects that they last only for a limited time. As a state 

institution what is important for us is the sustainability.  People get used to the things 

that are done during the projects, they want them to continue but as the financial 

resources do not allow us we cannot continue after the projects which disturbs the 

institutionalization of the Society Centers.‟
78

  

 

The main tension arose from the permanency of the institution and the 

temporariness of the projects. As already mentioned in the previous part of bureaucracy 

and will again be mentioned in the following section on NGOs and volunteering the two 

actors state and civil society perceive each other as obstacles. One of the most frequent 

remarks by the social workers is that SHÇEK becomes a tool for receiving grant from 

the projects as mentioned in the previous quote. As for the NGOs even though for this 

study only a very limited number of interviews were conducted, there was an emphasis 

on the responsibility of the SHÇEK employees to find funding and sustain the project 

afterwards. An Employee of ACEV who works in the father education program with 

Society Centers emphasizes this point in the following way: 

„When a project finishes the most crucial thing for sustainability is whether the 

institution embraces the project or not. It is crucial if the institution is even with a  small 

budget to be motivated to sustain the project. If they embrace they will be able to find 

solution to sustain.‟
79 

 

On the other hand the social workers approached their relationship to the 

projects different from the NGOs. As mentioned earlier in this section social workers‟ 

concerns are stemming from the fact that they are left with the responsibility to sustain 

the projects but without the guarantee of financial resources. A former employee of a 

Society Center Hulki Bayburt states that: 

„Some NGOs want to be visible in media, but leave the whole burden on the 

social workers. They want to receive only the applause. I think the populist approach of 

some politicians towards NGOs is the cause.‟
80 

 

Leaving aside the individual problems that the social workers experienced with 

the NGOs the project by itself contradicts permanency concern of the social workers as 

a state officer. Hasan Baykal told about his concerns on project-ized work in the 

following way: 

„We ever had the similar problems with the projects. Project is only for a limited 

period, at most it lasts for 24 months. After the project ends for the sustainability we did 

not have the financial resources. During the projects as well we had a problem, I was the 

only one who had the training for the project but I also had responsibilities as the 

administrator of Society Center.‟
81

  

 

 

The finances and lack of employees were emphasized as the most visible 

challenges of sustainability by the social workers. However the sudden change of 
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bureaucrats and social workers that are appointed to a Society Center when intertwined 

with the short-termed nature of projectized mode of providing services the 

shortsightedness gained a new dimension which is summarized by Selma Orkun in the 

following way: 

“Financing is not the only short-termed thing about the projects in Turkey. 

Everything is short-termed. Sometimes you have the funding, you have clients who 

wants to participate but suddenly the administrator or the social worker is appointed to 

somewhere else”
82

  

 

The other challenge about the projects was the assessment difficulty of the needs 

of the area. As stated earlier in this section the social workers emphasized that the 

Society Centers rather than according to the needs of the area were established in line 

with the available resources. Thus the lack of a specific knowledge on what was needed 

in the area may lead to situations where the project is not relevant to the clients of that 

specific area.  

„The sustainability in the projects depend on the clients and the social worker. 

But there are some projects for example clients do not really regard it as a need and as 

there is no demand we cannot continue the project.‟
83 

 

After mentioning the concerns of the social workers on working with projects it 

is possible to claim that the main tension arose from a very essential difference between 

the project as a limited, temporary solution while the office where the social worker was 

in is always there and had to find or create other shortsighted solutions when the current 

one expires. This contradiction will be elaborated further in the next subsection on 

NGOs and volunteering. To emphasize this very contradiction between two modes of 

providing services, it is meaningful to conclude this subsection on projects with a quote 

from social worker Hasan Baykal. 

„When a project proposal arrives we immediately start thinking about the 

aftermath, the sustainability. But unfortunately we only can think. After 18 months 

people get used to this project and keep coming to Society Center and after that for us it 

is very hard to say it is over, because we are an institution and permanent here, I just 

cannot say, my money is over, project is over World Bank is not giving money 

anymore...‟
84 

 

                                

NGOs, Volunteering, and SHÇEK 

 

 

The last subsection on the projects had the intention to provide the social 

workers perceive the projects as a mode of working. In this subsection the focus is on 

how the social workers perceived NGOs and working with NGOs. However before the 

discussion it is useful to provide on what basis the discussion will take place, hence the 

way in which the interviewees presented the NGOs. This note is provided intentionally 
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here rather than the previous section, as the previous part aimed to focused on how the 

social workers perceived the project as a “mode” as a temporary status without 

problematizing the absence of certain pieces of information within their answers. 

The most interesting part of the interviewing process for me was the answers 

that I received on the projects and NGOs. While the majority of the social workers 

whom I interviewed complained about the projectized mode of service provision, like 

providing training or health services for women, for limited periods of time, when asked 

about the specific name of projects, they hesitated and did not specifically tell about a 

project which could not be sustained. Besides this, when asked about specific 

experiences with NGOs and the way they work together the answers that were received 

were generalizations rather than specifically chosen cases. 

Even though the main concern of this study is how the short-termed social work 

is having an impact on the way social workers performed their jobs and the way they 

position themselves for clients rather than having a list of unsustainable projects and the 

NGOs that proposed them, it is still crucial to point out this gap of information. It 

creates a vagueness to their discourses as even though the main themes around which 

the interviews evolved were about the projects and NGOs they remained invisible.  

First, among the social workers there is a constant need for self legitimization 

and the need to persuade the interviewer to the fact that their presence is important for 

the area where Society Center is located. Thus, making broad generalizations and 

complaints is a strategy to narrate the story in the way they want. Second a, the fact that 

social workers were state officers made them hesitant to provide names and names of 

institutions during the interview with the concern of receiving a warning from 

administrators, in other words the hierarchical structure of SHÇEK is a barrier for them 

to express their opinions openly.The remaining part of this section will be devoted to 

the ways in which social workers perceive NGOs and volunteering for the social 

services sector.  

During the section on the projects the main paradox between Society Center as 

an institution of SHÇEK and the project mode of service provision is stated to be the 

temporariness of the former and the by definition permanency of the latter.  Keeping 

this contradictory positioning of the two institutional structures in mind, in this part  the 

manner in which the social workers evaluate the NGO‟s standing in the social services 

sector will be discussed. 

First, as emphasized in the earlier part of this section on the bureaucracy as a 

safe medium the majority of the social workers while criticizing the project-ized service 

provision to social services pointed out that they had became statist after starting to 

work on the field after they experienced the relationship between the two different 

institutions. The answers they provided to the question on what they think of the remark 

on the Eighth Five Year Development Plan on the Social Services Sector about the 

necessity to leave the social services completely to municipalities, NGOs and private 

institutions as soon as the conditions are ready
85

 was against the view point of the 

report.  This question aimed to assess the extent to which the social workers trust the 

NGOs and how they place them in their sector. The majority of the answers emphasized 

their concern of injustice in the case of such a transfer. This concern is an indicator of 

the lack of trust they have for the ways in which NGOs get involved in the social 
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services sector.  Yelda Kurt‟s statement summarizes those concerns in the following 

way: 

„SHÇEK can collaborate with the NGOs on certain areas but the main duties 

should be fulfilled by only SHÇEK especially on the area of child protection. For 

example now, there are many collaborations with private foundations and NGOs to 

open child shelters, we don‟t know who they are, what they do...‟
86 

 

Additionally Yelda Kurt also pointed out that her main concern about this 

transfer is the justice issue: “We will have many problems because of nepotism, we 

need to develop objectivity and justice first.” 
87 

The explanation of the mistrust of the social workers for the NGOs can be found 

by remembering their insecure perception of bureaucracy in the early parts of this 

section. The ambiguous division of the roles between the state and the civil society is 

not a recent discussion. According to Ahmet Kara this division is one of the main 

problems of SHÇEK as the borders between these two institutions: 

 

„The Law of 2828 of SHÇEK defines the social services as an area which is 

governed by the state however it is still kept available to the provision of services by 

civil society and private sector possible. After 1983 until the 1990s there is not a 

discussion going on about the sharing of the duties among the state and the civil society. 

However after 1999 earthquake with the expanding number of NGOs, the discussion of 

whether to leave the services totally to NGOs would be a good solution started to be 

considered.‟
88 

 

The blurred line between civil society and SHÇEK was not the only concern 

social workers had. The problems related to NGOs according to the social workers stem 

from the lack of institutionalization. Second the social workers pointed out that the lack 

of a collaboration habit between the civil society and state is another reason which 

makes the relation between the two a challenge.  

While the civil society had ever been involved in the social services sector, the 

increase after the 1990s with the establishment of new types of institutions which 

encouraged collaboration more than before, consequently in a very short time the 

visibility of the NGOs increased. Ahmet Kara explains this situation in the following 

way: 

„After the 1999 earthquake there was an enormous increase in the number of 

NGOs in Turkey, nearly everyone became a part of an NGO and they even claimed that 

they are supported by the state. As a consequence the discussion of whether state should 

leave the social services to the NGOs has started, and the number of protocols made 

between SHÇEK and NGOs increased. But as this process was very fast the NGOs 

couldn‟t institutionalize. If we leave out certain exceptions like TEGEV and ACEV - 

who do not have any financial problems-they became institutions whose priority is to 

sustain their own financial stability rather than providing services.‟
89 
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Besides the institutionalizing issues of the NGOs the lack of the  habit of 

working together was another emphasized issue for the NGOs. While mentioning the 

projects and the way social workers think about them the main stress was on the 

“natural difference” between the two modes of service provision. Here when we look at 

the accounts of social workers on the institutional relationships between SHÇEK and 

the NGOs it can be observed that the main tension raises from the fact that there is a 

power struggle between the two and the main challenges arise from the fact that both 

sides rather than collaborate try to dominate each other. Derya Halis a social worker 

who is working in a Society Center in Istanbul since its establishment tells about her 

opinions about the protocols with NGOs and institutional identities in the following 

way: 

„There is no habit of collaboration in this country. Everybody sticks to their 

institutional identities. When you are member of an NGO that identity comes before 

everything, or when you are an officer of SHÇEK that is the dominant identity. 

However when you start to collaborate the priority should be given to this collaboration 

but people are too conservative to overcome this. Protocols are not taken seriously here 

in Turkey. Both of the sides do not act according to the contract. People sign the 

contracts thinking that once they have it signed they can do whatever they want.‟
90 

 

Before concluding this section on NGOs and volunteering last, the way 

volunteers and donors affect the professional practices of social workers will be 

discussed. Different from what has been mentioned in the previous part on NGOs the 

relationships between the volunteers and donors develop in a Volunteers refer to the 

people who allocate time to the Society Center without any legal binding protocol and 

without any expectation of a material benefit. Donors on the other hand refer to people 

who contribute materially to Society Centers.  

The views of social workers on volunteering and donation show similar points as 

they did for the projects.  The material donations and the time the volunteers allocated 

for social services are regarded to be temporary and inconsistent. In other words like the 

statements made for the projects they find volunteering problematic as it is a temporary 

discontinuous as opposed to the permanency of the institution and permanency of its 

needs. Second different from the ways in which  they are uncomfortable with the 

projects, they regard both time and material allocations of the volunteers arbitrary and 

that by definition the relationship that was formed between the donors and them were 

hierarchical. 

This hierarchical relationship between the giver and the taker created one of the 

main tensions between the social workers and the donors. The social workers being the 

representatives of the “takers” first because of discontinuity and secondly because of the 

lack of information the donors have on the real needs of the institution and their clients. 

The discomfort of the social workers who were involved stemmed not from the 

presence of the donors or the volunteers but their dependence on them as they were not 

provided with a stable budget or necessary number of  employees.  Yelda Kurt when 

asked how they compensate the lack of a stable budget explained in the following way: 

                                                           
90

 Derya Halis Interview by the author, Tape Recorded April 2007 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 31 of 38 

„During Ramadan or in other Bayrams they bring some gifts to SHÇEK 

institutions, it is to satisfy themselves or to fulfill their religious duties. But social 

services is much beyond those concerns.‟
91 

As for the hierarchical issues Faik Yilmaz pointed out that because they are the 

ones who give donors do not consider the needs of the institution but rather bring what 

they think is necessary and useful for the institution: 

“They bring chocolate all the time for example to child shelters and want to give 

it themselves. I try to tell them that they cannot decide the time when to give it, they 

accuse of not letting them help to children. Just because they are the ones who give they 

think they can give whatever they want whenever they think is appropriate!”
92 

Besides the arbitrariness that was mentioned above and the fact that the social 

workers perceived donors as people who were there more to satisfy themselves rather 

than to contribute to the institution there is one more aspect that make the relationship 

between the two sides problematic. The volunteers that come to Society Centers do not 

have a binding relationship with the Society Centers which means they can cease to 

come anytime without any explanation and the social worker would again be left alone 

to solve the problem of not having enough people in the center to sustain the project. 

Sernaz Bayram who worked as a social worker in a Society Center in Istanbul for eight 

years tells her experience about the volunteers which exemplifies what is stated above: 

„As the Society Center I used to work for was far away from the city center and 

there was not very much public transport after few times the volunteer university 

students did not show up. I cannot say anything they are right it was not very secure the 

way back home when it was dark. They are volunteers they come one day and when 

they do not come you cannot say anything‟
93

  

                    

The intention of mentioning the perceptions of the social workers on 

volunteering and donating is to be able to demonstrate how the dependence on the 

human and material resources outside the state influence the professional experiences of 

social workers.  

One of the aims of the Society Centers as stated in the online-booklet is: “The 

Centers according to the services they provide coordinate the NGOs, municipalities, 

other public institutions in the area to use the resources in an efficient way and to create 

new resources.”
94

 However the creation of those resources depend on the personal 

relationships among the administrations of those institutions, the differences among 

their political standings, the priorities they had, the location of the Society Center and 

many other factors that are beyond the control of the social worker who is supposed to 

“coordinate”.  

To sum up, the major problem was not the presence of those new or “recently 

more visible” actors, but the new relationship that the state formed with its citizens by 

leaving the responsibilities to be handled by inconsistent and unstable solutions, which 

was not new but more visible.                                                   

               

6- Conclusion 
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This article aimed to analyze how the partnerships between the state and the civil 

society was perceived by the social workers who work in Society Centers in Istanbul. 

Those centers established in the early 1990s with the aim of integrating the migrants to 

the urban life. The social services in Turkey had a hybrid character since its 

establishment in the early 20th Century. The partnership structure to the social services 

sector in other words is not a new phenomenon for the social services. However, the 

backgrounds of the clients that applied to the social services differed, the persistent 

unemployment and the deprivation from the urban resources which can be classified as 

“new poverty” resulted in the need of a different strategy to cope with the new situation.  

The establishment of the Society Centers depending on the protocols signed with 

non-state bodies like municipalities, civil society organizations and depending on those 

institutions for the funding matters can be considered to be a new form of the already 

existing voluntary based structure of the social services institution in Turkey. Hence, 

rather than the de-structuring of an existing state sponsored social services system to 

cope with the challenges that were the consequence of the new form of poverty resulting 

from the less employment possibilities which  deprive the people from economic and 

social life the like the Western European countries, the partnerships, flexible funding 

models, providing services in the forms of projects were embedded in the existing 

system in the Turkish case. 

The main goal while doing this was to use the social services sector as an 

example to understand how the strategies that are appropriated to respond to the new 

urban poverty. Even though the voluntariness and hybrid structure of the social services 

in Turkey is not a new phenomenon, the stronger emphasis of this mode of service 

provision worths attention. The perceptions of the social workers were analyzed in order 

to make sense of this appropriation process. As the model that is tried to be embedded 

in the existing institution is an outcome of the de-structuration of the Western state 

funded public services provision the model is placed within the Turkish social services 

sector as there has not been a model to dismantle as such of the Western counterparts. 

This new outlook for governing that was appropriated in Turkey has a discourse 

of having a network of actors rather than having one governing state changed the 

relationship between the state and the citizens as well as the state and civil society. The 

theoretical discussion was included to understand the evolution of the bureaucracy and 

the consequences of the new governance of welfare related to this evolution. The 

discussion provided  the possibility to understand the new model of welfare that was 

appropriated in the Turkish social services sector after the 1990s.  

The theoretical discussions of this article included the discussions over the 

concept of governance and what it has changed in the bureaucratic structure especially 

after the 1990s . The second axe of theoretical discussion is on the changing civil 

society with the new roles attributed to it.  

Civil society was regarded to be a sphere through which the rights of citizens 

were defended against the state. However the new role that was attributed to civil 

society by making it a partner with the state not only contradicts with the definition of 

civil society but makes state and the civil society vulnerable to each other. When the 

civil society is attributed the role of providing and improving social services it leaves 

the position of being a critical actor faced with state, on the contrary it has to have a 

consensual relationship. On the other hand the state officials who have no say in the 
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policy making process become vulnerable to the civil society organizations as they 

provide human and financial sources for their institution. 

Besides the problematic relationship between the civil and state spheres, the new 

form of providing public services, for the case of this study social services impacts the 

relationship between the state and the citizens. The major characteristic of the service 

provision in this model is the temporary funds that are provided to state institutions the 

civil society organizations or by corporations. These funds are provided in relation to a 

project that is proposed by an NGO who would realize this project in collaboration with 

a state institution. As a consequence, the social services including literacy courses for 

women, rehabilitation for the children working and living on the streets are realized 

through those funds. The major implication of such a projectized mode of service 

provision is that it is short-termed in terms of goals and it does not have the potential to 

be “institutionalize” as it depends on the allocations of the funds.  

The case that is chosen for this study is examined under the light of those 

discussions on the new governance and the impacts of the micro-ized provision of social 

services. The Society Centers, which are institutions who provide services in the areas 

of big cities where there is a intense flow of migrants work through the principle of 

partnership between the state and civil society organizations.  The article aimed to look 

at the implications of the new governance system in the Turkish social services sector 

through the accounts of social workers that are employed in those centers.  

The significance of the case of this article is that in contrast to the critical 

literature on the governance, which tells a transition from a Bismarckian bureaucracy to 

a more fluid, blurred boundaries between the state and the civil society, the Turkish 

Social Services Institution (SHÇEK) can not be easily classified as a state institution 

with a clear definition of its budget and employment structure.  When SHÇEK was first 

founded in 1921 it was defined as a civil society organization that worked for the public 

benefit. The main source of the finances of the institution was the donations and one of 

the first main decisions taken by the executive committee being to send the chair of the 

institution to the US to collect donations from the Turkish migrants is an indicator of the 

charity character of the institution from its early days onwards. This study while aimed 

to understand the impacts of governance through the partnerships in Society Centers 

considered the specific historical background of the institution. 

The way the institution is formed since its establishment with the dependence on 

the volunteering the remarks that are made by the social workers on the changing mode 

of relationships with the volunteers and the NGOs did not surface as a demand to return 

to a more structured bureaucracy. The law that was made on 1983 which made SHÇEK 

a state institution did not erase the foundational characteristics of the institution. The 

increasing partnerships and project mode of service provision likewise found 

themselves place in the existing dynamics of the institution. In other words the 

ambiguity of the remarks and the complaints which in the first instance seem to be not 

having a reference point is stemming from this foundational characteristic of the 

institution. As mentioned earlier it is not possible to argue that there is a shift in the 

bureaucracy, rather there is an appropriation of the partnership mode of service 

provision in order to respond to the problems in the urban areas that were not 

encountered before. 

This study aimed to understand the implication of this appropriation through the 

interviews conducted with the social workers who were employed in Society Centers in 
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Istanbul. As most of the interviewees were working in the institutions since the 

beginning of the 1990s and since the establishment of Society Centers their accounts 

helped to understand the ways in which the new forms of relationships between the state 

and the non-state actors on the institution. 

The interviews were analyzed according to two main axes. The ways in which 

social workers perceived the new bureaucracratic model and second, how they perceive 

and experience the increasing involvement of the non-governmental organizations and 

volunteering in the social services sector.   

The perception of bureaucracy by the social workers revealed their 

vulnerabilities both against the NGOs with whom they engage in partnerships and with 

the local politicians. The bureaucracy  referred to the ways in which the institution is 

working and the framework within which they perform their professions. The social 

workers  were reluctant throughout the interviews about providing the names of the 

NGOs or volunteer organizations with whom their relationship was problematic. The 

lack of information proved to be a data in itself demonstrating the vulnerability that was 

caused by the new system.  

The other aspect of the vulnerability of the social workers on the other hand is a 

consequence of the dependence on the local politicians. In other words the appropriation 

of a model in which the state is a catalyzer among the civil society and the private sector 

caused the work place to be perceived n insecure medium where the changes that took 

place were realized for the sake of having less formality but resulted in a structure 

where there is power without authority.  

The partnership with NGOs and other public institutions in the Turkish context 

acquired another dimension as the social services sector in Turkey was since the late 

Ottoman and Early Republican Era was considered to be in the realm of volunteers 

including the Single Party Period which is regarded to be the most etatist era of the 

republic. The inclusion of the project mode of service provision, establishment of 

institutions without a constant flow from the budget, intertwined with the continuing 

regulation and control of the General Directorate during and after the 1990s.  Despite 

the discourse of decreasing the bureaucratic load of the institution this new situation 

created new constraints to the social workers and discontinuity of the services as the 

services that were provided were limited with the time of the projects and the finances 

of the Society Centers depended on the ability of each social worker to find donors from 

the local sources. 

The ideological shift from government to governance in the 1990s resulted the 

state to become a partner with civil society. This study through the accounts of the 

social workers aimed to understand the reflections of appropriation of this new model in 

the social services sector in Turkey which has been since its establishment regarded to 

be in the realm of the volunteers and donors.  

While the perceptions of the clients of those institutions are missing in this 

study, it is possible to conclude that within the new bureaucratic structure the efficiency 

and dynamism claims are experienced as short-sightedness and insecurity . The 

constraints and the vulnerabilities on the other hand can be claimed to be a consequence 

of the partnership structure in which the power relationships limit the employees and 

clients of bureaucracy from multiple sources.   
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