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Abstract

The demographic data from the last census (2021) in the Republic of Croatia 
show that the proportion of older people in the total population will increase, as 
already predicted. With a larger number of older people, the likelihood of needing 
help with activities of daily living in later stages of life increases, especially among 
the population of 80 years and older, which leads to an increase in the number of 
services for the older people. With the development of social services for older 
people, different methods and approaches are being developed to meet the needs 
of older people in the community in which they live. During the doctoral studies at 
the Faculty of Social Work at the University of Ljubljana, the author gained new 
insights into working with older people that had not previously been researched in 
Croatia. The aim of this paper is to examine whether there are methods for working 
with older people that are used by different service providers for older people in 
Croatia. The article presents the methods of social work used by various service 
providers for older people and how they are based on concepts of social work with 
older people. The study used a qualitative approach with the interview method and 
the data was processed using the qualitative analysis method. The study involved 
12 people who work in institutions and associations that provide services for older 
people. The results show that different methods of social work are present in the 
practise of working with older people and that the concepts of social work with 
older people are represented by service providers in which older people actively 
participate in the design of activities and services.
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Introduction
According to the latest data, experts predict that the number of older people in 

the world will exceed one billion by 2030 and even 1.6 billion by 2050 (United 
Nations, 2023). In the European Union, the number of people over 80 has already 
doubled between 2002 and 2022 (Eurostat, 2023), confirming the fact that demo-
graphic change can be considered a civilisational achievement for the first time in 
human history (Mali and Grebenc, 2019). The development of different forms of 
care for older people throughout history is a reaction to social and demographic 
changes in society. The intensity of the development of services for older people 
often depends on the political will of the state to recognise the need to develop care 
for older people and on the strong will of the community to propose and create new 
forms of care. In the Republic of Croatia, care for the older people has become a 
public issue in recent decades, and instead of the traditional informal way of care 
for the older people, an increasing development of the formal way of caring can be 
observed (Jedvaj, Štambuk and Rusac, 2014). The development of new services 
for older people opens up new possibilities for the deinstitutionalisation process 
and has a direct impact on the reduction of institutional forms of care (Grebenc, 
2014, p. 135). The first beginnings of the development of care for older people 
were recorded in the fifties of the twentieth century, when a significant increase in 
the number of older people was observed in Croatia. Since the middle of the last 
century, the ageing of the population has been considered a constant challenge for 
social policy, which most experts only began to address in the 1990s (Šućur, 2003). 
Until 1990, care for older people was concentrated in homes for older people lo-
cated in larger cities (Šućur, 2003). Non-institutional care was at the beginning 
of its development and most care services for older people were left to the family 
(Laklija and Dobrotić, 2009, p. 59). At the end of the 1990s, Croatia began the 
process of deinstitutionalisation. The focus was on expanding the service network 
for all user groups and reducing the institutionalisation of people who need support 
with everyday activities in their own homes. The Ministry’s plan was to support 
as many services as possible for users in their own homes in order to reduce insti-
tutionalisation (Ministry of Demography, Family, Youth and Social Policy, 2018). 
After the 1990s, the answer to the lack of care options for older people was found 
in the growth of providers of services for older people and the expansion of non-in-
stitutional services (foster care for older people, family homes for older people2, 
day care for older people and home care services). From 2000 until today, services 

2 Family homes for older non-institutional form of accommodation run by a family member who 
provides services for 5 to 20 older people in a family home. The new Social Welfare Act (NN 
156/23) will abolish this form of care and it is expected that family homes will be converted into 
private homes.
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for older people have developed in Croatia, with a lack of transparency in terms of 
the prices of services, the criteria for placement in a home for older, lack of public 
application, etc. (Dobrotić, 2016, p. 33). According to the latest data from the Min-
istry of Labour, Pension System, Family and Social Policy (2021), most counties 
have some kind of accommodation capacity for the older people (private or pub-
lic) and the statistics show that 3.68% of the older people are accommodated in 
homes for older people. At the time of writing, home care is being implemented as 
a project activity at all levels of the local and regional community and it is assumed 
that such a service is currently available to all older people. The expert group that 
developed a comprehensive plan for the development of services for older people 
concluded that the capacity of services is insufficient and is associated with uneven 
regional development. The recommendations of the National Plan with regard to 
the sustainability of social services are aimed at improving the legal framework, 
the transparency of funding, the digitalisation of the system and the development of 
a uniform assessment methodology (Ministry of Labour, Pension System, Family 
and Social Policy, 2021). Recent studies (Penava Šimac, Štambuk and Skokandić, 
2022, p. 206) point out that each country should take into account the cultural and 
social context in which older people live when developing services for older peo-
ple, but we do not yet have precise data on this. Croatia’s accession to the European 
Union opens the space for the development and revitalisation of existing services 
for older people, financed by projects under the European Social Investment Plan 
(Babić and Baturina, 2016). According to the latest data, in Croatia there are 3 state 
homes for older people (under the jurisdiction of the state), 45 decentralised homes 
for older people (under the jurisdiction of the counties), 121 private homes for 
older people and about 379 family homes for older people (Ombudsman’s report, 
2021). Exact information on the number of day care centres for older and home care 
providers is not known. The development of care for older people should include 
formal, informal, and combined forms of care for older people (Hlebec, Srakar and 
Majcen, 2019), and these different forms of care should be based on the concept of 
social work with older people. Previous studies (Mali, 2013b) see the increase in 
the number of older people as an opportunity to explore new ways of working and 
living with the older population.

Methods in social work are not static and immobile; they are supplemented and 
changed over time (Flaker, 2003). They are defined as specific techniques and ap-
proaches that social workers use when working with users (Teater, 2011), i.e. ev-
erything a social worker does in direct contact with a user (Chukwz, Chukwu and 
Nwadike, 2017). Theories help to predict or understand certain phenomena, and 
methods determine what to do in situations in which one is confronted with certain 
phenomena (Teater, 2011). In practical work, social workers identify facts that they 
associate with a certain theory without often realising it (Knežević, Miljenović and 

Suzana Tomašević



82

Ревија за социјална политика, год. 17, бр. 20, декември 2024

Branica 2013, p.46) and act according to the facts they have identified (they use dif-
ferent methods). Theories in the field of social work methods should offer a range of 
possibilities and not a network of ideas in which social workers become entangled. 
Therefore, it is important to choose a relevant theory that is best suited to a particu-
lar situation (Lub, 2019). With the increase in the number of older people, space has 
opened up for considering a critical approach to social work, where social workers, 
together with older people and other professionals, can change the discourse on 
ageing in society and institutions and thus influence the development of care for 
older people (Duffy, 2017). Demographic change has shown that it is necessary to 
accelerate the development of services for older people that are based on the needs 
of older people and not on assumptions about general needs in old age. Services for 
older people have not yet been researched in Croatia, especially in terms of social 
work methods of working with older people. The fact that the exact number of ser-
vices for older people and whether they are equally available in all parts of Croatia 
is still unknown. It is interesting that in the National Plan for Combating Poverty 
and Social Exclusion for the period from 2021 to 2027, the Government of the Re-
public of Croatia emphasises the greatest development challenge for civil society, 
which is reflected in the lack of additional knowledge and skills that would enable 
it to continue working and developing (Marković, 2022).

The aim of the study is to gain at least a partial insight into the working ap-
proaches of various service providers for older people who apply to participate in 
the study. The data on the different approaches to working with older people will 
provide insight into the existence of concepts of social work with older people.

Social work methods and concepts of social work with older people
Concepts of social work with older people should be based on society’s obliga-

tion to care for its older members in such a way that they can continue to live in 
the environment in which they have spent most of their lives (Mali, 2012, p.61). In 
1991, the United Nations defined principles for older people that should guide all 
member states. These include the principles of independence, dignity, participation, 
care, and self-fulfillment (United Nations, 46/91). The authors Burack-Weiss and 
Brennan (1991) have defined concepts on which work with older people should be 
based, namely seeking strengths, promoting maximum functioning, promoting the 
least restrictive environment, promoting ethical practises, treating older people with 
dignity and respect, respecting cultural differences and working with a systems per-
spective. At the Faculty of Social Work, University of Ljubljana, these principles 
are further articulated as follows: partnership, power perspective, anti-discrimina-
tory orientation, social network, and community care and represent a specific area 
of social work with older people (Mali, 2009). The concept of partnership implies 
the equal participation of users and social workers in the work process, the perspec-
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tive of power refers to the mobilisation of users’ resources and power, especially 
their knowledge, possibilities, resources, etc. The practise of anti-discrimination 
aims to counteract prejudice, undesirable relationships and inappropriate treatment 
of others. For older people, the influence of the social network is of great impor-
tance and is defined as a two-way process that should be taken into account when 
working with older people. Community care is related to the process of deinstitu-
tionalisation, where services for older people are based on their actual needs (Mali, 
2011). Concepts of social work with older people can be implemented through so-
cial work methods (Miloševič Arnold and Poštrak, 2003, p. 100). There are various 
definitions and classifications of methods in social work in the literature. Some 
authors explain methods as procedures that must be carried out to achieve a certain 
change (Pincus and Minahan, 1973, p. 90), as a sequence of actions that we carry 
out in order to achieve the objectives (Flaker, 2003, p. 8) or as specific procedures 
and techniques that help to achieve tasks and goals (Teater, 2011, p. 1), in which 
all the basic elements of social work are manifested and realised (Miloševič Arnold 
and Poštrak, 2003, p. 100). Methods represent everything the social worker does 
with the user (Chukwu, Chukwu and Nwadike, 2017).

Social workers use various methods in their work with older people in order to 
achieve a specific goal and thus demonstrate competence in their work. As the pro-
fession of social work has developed, so have the methods of working with users, 
which confirms the claim that social work is a profession that should be flexible and 
provide answers to specific life situations (Zaviršek, Zorn and Videmšek, 2002). 
The first division of methods in social work was into basic and auxiliary methods, 
with basic methods including work with an individual, work with a group and work 
in the community. The auxiliary methods included cooperation and coordination, 
the method of professional development, the method of research in social work 
and administration (Miloševič Arnold and Poštrak, 2003). Lymbery (2005, pp. 27-
33) lists the needs of older people where he recognises the need for social work 
intervention. The needs include the following areas: illness, disability, and physical 
frailty; dementia, depression and other cognitive impairments; working with carers, 
transition and change, grief and loss; abuse and protection; and confronting and 
challenging oppression.

McDonald (2010) distinguishes between different areas of work with older peo-
ple in which social workers use different methods: working with individuals, work-
ing with families and groups, and working with communities.During the COVID-19 
pandemic, social work methods were developed in response to the current situation 
in working with older people, e.g: online methods, walking appointments, volun-
teers, etc. (Brennan, Reilly, Cuskelly and Donnely, 2020). Over the last decade, 
researchers have emphasised the importance of developing social work methods to 
influence the development of services for older people that meet their needs (Mali, 
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2013b; Mali, 2019; Mali and Grebenc, 2019). Some authors divide the methods 
of social work into primary (which refer to direct work with the user) and second-
ary (which refer to indirect work with the user) (Chukwu, Chukwu and Nwadike, 
2017). Direct methods include working with an individual, working with a group 
and working in the community; indirect methods include social action, administra-
tion, and research in the field of social work. 

This paper identifies concepts of social work with older people based on the 
presence of direct and indirect methods of social work in various service providers 
for older people.

Methodology
When we talk about methods in social work, they are approached through social 

work theory, with each specific theoretical approach advocating a particular ap-
proach to work (Pincus and Minahan, 1973; Miloševič Arnold and Poštrak, 2003; 
Knežević, Miljenović and Branica, 2013). With the increase in the number of older 
people in the world, there is a need for research on methods of working with older 
people in order to define a specific area of social work - working with older people. 
There are several reasons for this: increased life expectancy means a growing num-
ber of older people in retirement, who will play an important role in ensuring social 
balance in the future; social workers will work directly with older people regardless 
of their field of work; the importance of synergies between general and special-
ised social work and the greater involvement of older people in social work (Mali, 
2013b). The aim of this study is to examine the existence of methods of social work 
with older people used by different providers of services for older people. Accord-
ingly, the following questions were asked in this study: What methods are used in 
working with older people in social work practise? Which of the methods used in 
working with older people are based on concepts of social work with older people?

The data obtained from this research will contribute to the research being con-
ducted as part of the PhD studies at the Faculty of Social Work at the University of 
Ljubljana. For a more comprehensive and better understanding of the relationship 
between methods and concepts of social work among different service providers 
for older people, a qualitative research approach was chosen that allows access to 
individual experiences (Lamza Posavec, 2021, p. 61). The research strategy in this 
study is based on a qualitative approach (Mesec, 1998) and enables insights to be 
gained into the methods of working with older people and their connection with 
the concepts of social work with older people. A semi-structured interview (Lamza 
Posavec, 2021) was used for the research, which covered specific topics (direct and 
indirect methods of working with older people and concepts of social work with 
older people) with sub-questions for further clarification of specific phenomena, 
methods, etc.
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The sample of respondents is convenience (Lamza Posavec, 2021). Various pro-
viders of services for older people were included in the study: public and private 
homes for older people and associations, which cooperates with the Faculty of Law 
in Osijek by organizing a practical course for students of all years as part of their 
social work studies. During their education, students of undergraduate and post-
graduate social work programmes in Osijek take part in practical courses every 
academic year, which are organised in institutions and organisations that cooperate 
with the programme. This study included 9 institutions and associations with which 
the faculty cooperates and which are active in working with older people (three 
public homes for older people owned by county, five associations providing home 
services and day centres for older people, and one private home for older people). 
From the institutions and associations mentioned above, 12 people (11 women and 
1 man) took part in the study: five social workers, the director of a home for older 
people, three presidents of associations for older people (a retired educator, a re-
tired nurse and lawyer) and three coordinators in associations (lawyer, economist 
and caregiver). The age of the interviewees ranged from 25 to 73 years and their 
experience in working with older people from 1.5 to 35 years. The interviews were 
conducted with experts from various profiles live and via the Zoom application in 
March and April 2023 and the data collected was processed using the qualitative 
analysis method (Mesec, 1998). Before the start of the study, all interviewees were 
informed about the purpose of the study, the protection of their identity, the method 
of data processing and the possibility of withdrawing from the study at any time. All 
respondents voluntarily agreed to participate.
The limitation of the conducted research lies in the sample, which refers to the 
available service providers and cannot be identified and generalised for all service 
providers on the territory of the Republic of Croatia. Conducting the interview 
enabled direct contact with service providers in the area where services for older 
people are provided, which may affect the increased subjectivity of the interview-
ees in relation to working with older people.

Results
Research has shown that there are various direct and indirect methods in work-

ing with older people, and the intensity of their use depends on the needs of the old-
er people and the service provider. The concepts of social work with older people 
are reflected in social work methods that actively involve older people in the work, 
methods in which older people are not passive participants. The research findings 
are presented in two sections: Methods of social work with older people in different 
service providers for older people and Methods of social work based on concepts of 
social work with older people.
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Methods of social work with older people at various providers
The interviewees stated that in their direct work with older people, they work 

with individuals and usually solve the everyday difficulties faced by older people 
on an individual basis, offering them help and finding solutions to get out of the 
situation they find themselves in. In homes for older people, social workers have 
scheduled time to work with older people and in most cases, older people come 
to the social workers for help and support. “From some trivial things (...) to the 
exercise of some of their rights or the solution of problems or some basic things of 
life.” (P2) Working with a person is mainly about providing help and solving dif-
ficulties. Some of the interviewees who work in associations stated that they reach 
out to older people through personal contact, contact through relatives and friends 
and by telephone and work with the older people to find a way to help them. “My 
direct contact with them was mainly aimed at concretely solving some of their dif-
ficulties.” (P1) When working with individuals in institutions and associations, the 
focus is on supporting older people with the activities of daily living.

Method of group work is recognised by all service providers for older people. 
In homes for older people, social workers state that group work with older people 
takes the form of meetings aimed at solving the difficulties and problems that the 
older people in the home face on a daily basis. “We do group work once a month on 
the floors of the home, they present us with some of their problems in terms of living 
together, and our aim is to improve the living conditions in the home.” (P2) In asso-
ciations, group work is carried out through creative activities, education, exercise, 
etc. The group work is led by various professionals. Older people are involved in 
all activities and have the opportunity to actively participate and contribute to the 
development of some new activities that were not previously part of the associa-
tion.” We promote the recycling of materials among the older (...) we have different 
sewing workshops where they show their handiwork and how to master a certain 
technique.” (P9) Group work is recognised as an indispensable component of vari-
ous service providers for older people. In institutions, group work relies mainly on 
occupational therapists as implementers, and in associations, group work is carried 
out by leaders of activities for older people, association chairpersons, older people 
who have certain knowledge and skills, and various experts who can contribute 
with their knowledge to improve services for older people (e.g. kinesiologists, law-
yers, nurses, etc.)

Community work is based on the commitment of individuals, groups and organ-
isations working in the environment of the various service providers (Miloševič 
Arnold and Poštrak, 2003). There are several reasons given by the interviewees for 
networking with different actors in the community: connecting generations, collab-
orating on projects and improving services within an institution or association. For 
social workers in homes for older people key of cooperation lies in local authorities 
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and institutions (e.g. pre-school, primary school, high school, etc.). The involve-
ment of volunteers in the work of the institution and the organisation of various 
activities by different actors in the community is very important. “In this respect, I 
have to admit that it’s something we like to boast about. So, it’s not like we just set-
tle down with an older person and that’s it, but we’re really active and you can see 
that on social media.” (P5) Interviewees in the associations stated that they involve 
all interest groups from the community who want to get involved and contribute to 
the association’s activities: “A group of people from other places come here to hang 
out, or we have different days that we celebrate: holidays, senior day, family day, 
volunteer day. We have volunteers who play guitar or harmonica, and that’s always 
very good.” (P6) When analysing the direct methods, it was found that they are in-
terconnected and mutually dependent. When we talk about the method of working 
with the individual, we cannot exclude the group and the community. 

Indirect methods are mostly covered by administration. The majority of respon-
dents in homes for older people (social workers and the director) pointed out that 
administration is an integral part of the daily work of staff in such institutions and 
relates to record keeping, work plans, individual plans and reports. “We use Google 
Sheets and documents where all departments are linked together, from the direc-
tor to the social workers to occupational therapy, where different records are kept 
about personal data, about communication, about what we did on which day with 
the users, about what we talked to the families about.” (P5) Although some pre-
vious research (Štambuk, Sučić and Vrh, 2014) has shown that social workers are 
overloaded with administration and that this affects the reduction of direct work 
with older people, this research has shown that some social workers use different 
ways to organise information about the user so that all professionals have the nec-
essary information at the same time (e.g. Google documents). Respondents from 
the various associations confirmed that the amount of administration is high and 
that data is often kept in paper and computerised form, which takes up more time. 
“Well, that’s a slightly more difficult part of the job, the administrative...it’s really 
demanding...a lot of associations give up for these reasons...They don’t apply for 
projects because it’s a problem for them...”(P7). The majority of respondents con-
firmed that administration is a burden on their work and that they often do not know 
what and how to write. The preparation of documents for different projects is often 
demotivating (especially for associations) as they are not familiar with the appli-
cation forms of the project documents. The reports often have to be adapted to the 
submitted administrative bodies, which requires additional work.

The results of this research have shown that most institutions and associations 
are involved in research whose purpose is to collect results for the preparation of 
graduate and doctoral studies, to survey people’s satisfaction with certain services, 
etc. “We participate in a lot of research, but we do not actually have any feedback 
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from that information. Mostly this research is done with the aim of improving the 
quality of life of older people.” (P12) The above statements confirm the fact that the 
connection between research and real changes in certain service providers has not 
yet been recognised. The consequence of this phenomenon can also be attributed 
to the insufficient knowledge of the researcher and his role, the unclear objective 
of the research, where the contributions of the research and the passive role of the 
interviewees are not clearly stated. The majority of respondents who work in asso-
ciations associate research mainly with projects and project activities and analysing 
the success of the activities carried out. Research is experienced through evaluation 
processes in which the satisfaction of the end users of a service is recorded. One of 
the examples of research that has influenced change in the work of the organisation 
is the issue of violence against older people. “We participated in the research... 
The prevalence of violence among older people... it has been used to create some 
new programmes and projects... a lot of people have referred to that research.” 
(P9) Some of the aims of research in social work are to improve practise (Chuk-
wu, Chukwu and Nwadike, 2017), i.e. working with older people, to acquire new 
knowledge about working with older people and to develop new methods. Research 
opens the space for some new topics that have not yet been discussed in the practise 
of working with older people.

The method of social action includes different strategies and tactics to achieve a 
specific change that is important for a better life for older people (Chukwu, Chuk-
wu and Nwadike, 2017). Radical approaches (Knežević, Miljenović and Branica, 
2013) to advocating for change were not observed in this research, but there are 
certain changes in the community that we can identify as crucial for working with 
older people. Respondents who work in homes for older people tend to focus on 
the work and functioning of the institution where older people are accommodat-
ed. “Mostly we seek through some practises... and some of our experiences that 
we all decide together... that we might change some ways of working... something 
that maybe would improve the quality of the users’ stay in our facility.”(P11) The 
majority of respondents stated that transparency in institution is key to provide the 
necessary information, making joint decisions and representing older people when 
there is a possibility of being cheated by third parties (e.g. when paying for certain 
services that are not the responsibility of the care home). The interviewees who are 
active in associations consider it important to promote examples of good practise 
and to draw the attention of the relevant institutions to the fact that the criteria for 
exercising the right to services contain certain inconsistencies. “Iam promoting the 
day care centre as a place where senior citizens can make good use of their free 
time, and I have also told the social workers that.” (P6) The respondents in this 
study mainly use strategies of negotiation, persuasion, co-operation and balancing 
to achieve a particular change for older people in the community. Most associations 
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use a strategy of persuasion to find a way for authorities to make certain services 
that have proven useful to older people permanent and sustainable.

The direct and indirect methods of social work presented in the results point to 
the need to integrate and combine all methods of social work. Each method cannot 
be considered separately, but should include all others in parallel.

Social work methods based on concepts of social work with older people
The research has shown that concepts of social work with older people (partner-

ship, power perspective, anti-discriminatory practise, social network and communi-
ty care (Mali, 2009)) are present in different social work methods. The partnership 
and power perspective as one of the concepts of social work is present in the direct 
methods of social work (working with an individual, working in a group and work-
ing in the community). The respondents who work in associations stated that the 
involvement of older people in the organisation of activities and events is essential 
to the work of the association. Older people are respected in associations as equal 
members who contribute to the work of the organisation. “People get lost in these 
projects, it’s more about the administrative part, the accompaniment... and when 
you have to reach people, they are somehow a bit far away from all that. With us, 
the situation is different... a person can come, they can express their opinion, they 
can vote.” (P7) The perspective of partnership and power is expressed above all in 
associations where older people work as activity leaders, employees and in the po-
sition of association president. Respondents who work in institutions mostly recog-
nise that older people come to them for help and to solve problems. The strength of 
older people and the ability to solve certain difficulties themselves is not recognised 
in older people.

Anti-discrimination work with older people should be based on an understanding 
of old age as a phase of life in which older people should be granted independence 
and autonomy (Mali, 2009). Respondents working in homes for older people stated 
that the greatest difficulty in working with older people is finding enough time for 
direct work, that it is sometimes a great challenge to move an older person from 
one department to another and that co-operation with the family plays an important 
role. “A particular challenge is some of their demands and needs that we cannot 
currently fulfil, as well as some conflicts between them that we cannot resolve be-
cause they are older people.” (P8) Time is an important indicator that influences the 
equal treatment of older people. Research has shown that older people with reduced 
mobility do not have the same opportunities as people who are mobile in a home for 
older people. For example, people with reduced mobility do not have much contact 
with professional staff because they are not able to seek out professional staff when 
they want to (they are dependent on the help of others), and social workers cannot 
take the time to work directly with an older person who is less mobile due to the 
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heavy workload in their daily work. Respondents from the associations stated that 
the challenge in working with older people is finding the time and that it is crucial 
that the person providing a particular service to older people is motivated to help 
a person in need. Most of the respondents in the associations are approaching old 
age or are already old. They therefore explain that the following is important when 
working with older people: “A person can come, he can express his opinion, he can 
choose that direct communication is most effective.” (P7) Involving older people 
in a particular service and activity enables the active participation of older people 
(Mali and Grebenc, 2019), creates a time when older people can become indepen-
dent and self-reliant, and enables the provider of services for older people to use 
social work methods successfully.

Social networks (formal and informal) are an indispensable part of everyone’s 
life, regardless of age. With increasing age, we experience that the intensity of con-
nection with other people in the community decreases due to the functional changes 
of an older person (Mali, 2012). In this research, the interviewee was told that it 
is important to involve family members, volunteers and professional staff in the 
daily life of an older person (if the older person is accommodated in home for older 
people or is a member of an association that employs professional staff) who can 
complement the life of an older person in some way. Some associations went a step 
further and recognised the need to involve family members, not only at the level 
of association work, but also offered support to family members caring for people 
with dementia. “There is a lady who cares for her husband and occasionally comes 
to the counselling centre, where she is supported by a psychologist. During this 
time, her husband is with us in the living room, and after the psychologist’s support, 
the couple stay together in our room for some time.” (P6) In most cases, an older 
person’s social network is informal and consists of family, neighbours, relatives 
and friends. The example of supporting an informal network is a big step towards 
providing services for older people.Support for informal caregivers confirms the 
fact that formal and informal care cannot be separated. They should be intercon-
nected and complementary, because on the one hand they utilise the social network 
of older people and on the other hand they enable older people to grow old in the 
community to which they belong (Hlebec, Mali and Filipovič Hrast, 2014).

This study has shown that community care is developing more intensively in 
associations that provide services for older people. Most associations and some 
homes for older people offer a home care service for older people who need such 
support. The respondents who are employed in homes stated that there is poten-
tial for the development of non-institutional services for older people, but that this 
currently only relates to meal preparation. Homes for older primarily organise ac-
tivities in the home that are aimed at the residents, although occasionally other 
associations, institutions and individuals who wish to do so also take part. With 
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regard to care in the community, associations have developed activities (creative, 
educational, sporting, cultural, etc.) to influence the activation of older people in the 
community. They are always looking for new, innovative ways to help older people 
stay in their homes for as long as possible while organising the services they need. 
“We have two people who come to us to volunteer or work for the common good... 
we bring them together with people who have not received home services” (P1). 
Often, providers of services for older people have to outline the need for a particular 
service, which in most cases ends up with the project through which it was funded: 
“Our transport service will be discontinued at the end of 2020 because the project 
is coming to an end. However, we have been trying for several months to promote 
this service and its importance for older people to various donors. We are hoping 
for a positive response.” (P9) The above comments confirm that respondents in the 
associations are finding new ways to maintain services in the community, advo-
cate and represent older people and represent key stakeholders in the development 
of care for older people. The analysis of the respondents’ answers revealed that 
concepts of social work are more prevalent in associations that provide services 
for older people, that develop support and assistance programmes for older people 
and that are more flexible in terms of the intensity of the development of services 
and activities than in institutions that provide residential services. Older people’s 
involvement in associations is based on partnership, anti-discrimination practise, 
social networking and community care.

Discussion
In recent decades, there has been increasing talk about the growing number of 

older people and the need for social work to specialise in working with older peo-
ple. In order to be able to talk about specific social work that complements the gen-
eral knowledge of social work, it is necessary to develop methods of social work 
in working with older people (Mali and Penič, 2022, p. 204). In Croatia, there is 
no research on the application of methods in social work practise that are based on 
concepts of working with older people. This research has shown that there are direct 
and indirect methods of social work with older that are present in various service 
providers in Croatia (homes for older people and associations). Direct methods 
usually include working with an individual, working in a group and working in 
the community (Chukwu, Chukwu and Nwadike, 2017). Work with the individual 
is recognised in the area of support for older people in a particular life situation. 
Sometimes this involves difficulties with activities of daily living and sometimes a 
new situation that the older person is unable to cope with (e.g. changed conditions 
for exercising a particular right). Social workers see themselves as an important 
person who can help an older person at a particular moment. Other professionals 
such as lawyers and economist recognise the importance of their knowledge which 
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they implement in social work methods. The study on the power perspective, part-
nership and anti-discrimination practise (Mali, 2009) in work with older people 
does not provide a revealing picture. The reason for this could be the aforemen-
tioned research, which has shown that the legal framework regulating the activities 
of homes for older people does not recognise the importance of the role of social 
work in working with older people (Štambuk, Sučić and Vrh, 2014, p. 187) and old-
er people are seen as passive recipients of help (McDonald, 2010, p. 25). The small 
number of social workers employed in homes for older people represents the lack of 
a system that accommodates a large number of older people. This means that social 
workers do not have enough time to apply social work methods based on social 
work concepts. The recommendations of previous research are that it is important 
to bring flexibility into the work of the institutions (especially in institutions where 
a small number of older people are accommodated), to pay attention to the individ-
ual experiences of older people and to be aware of the different cultures and hab-
its in a place (Mali, 2008b, p. 442). Considering that working with individuals in 
practise cannot be seen as a stand-alone method, but as a method that also includes 
the method of group and community work (Urbanc, 2006, p. 25), the interviewees 
from the associations clearly pointed out that the involvement of older people in 
the organisation of work for older people is essential. Greater involvement of older 
people can contribute to the development of new methods and skills in social work 
(Mali, 2013b, p. 38), as research has shown. Associations as service providers for 
older people showed a high degree of flexibility and openness to cooperation. They 
often stated that they are guided by the interests of older people when creating ac-
tivities and that people are at the centre of the association’s work, which represents 
the development of a partnership between older people and professionals. Group 
work, which mainly takes place in associations, is a place where older people can 
be helped to achieve certain goal (solving a problem, meeting new people, etc.). 
The objectives are primarily focussed on gaining knowledge about specific changes 
(e.g. living and care arrangements, older abuse), developing creativity and con-
necting with others in the community. Group work helps older people to connect 
with other people and groups in the community. This means that they deal with the 
changes in society and raise awareness of the phenomenon of ageing (Mali, 2013b, 
p. 25), which finds its sources of knowledge about old age precisely among older 
people (Mali, 2013a, p. 121). Self-help groups for older people in Slovenia are an 
example of good practise aimed at reducing loneliness and isolation and influenc-
ing intergenerational bonding (Mali, 2013b). In both cases, the groups can be both 
subject and object, and their common feature is the empowerment of older people 
(Flaker, 2022). Indirect methods include the areas of administration, social action 
and research. The results of the study have shown that these methods are interlinked 
and cannot be considered separately. Most of the interviewees see administration in 
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working with older people as a difficulty and an obstacle that takes up most of their 
work. Previous research has shown the need for better organisation of work with 
users and a way of managing it (Štambuk and Sučić, 2014, p. 191). Documentation 
in work with older people should provide a range of valuable data about the people 
we work with directly (Zaviršek, Zorn and Videmšek, 2002). Documentation in so-
cial work is a source of information, a practical tool in the work, contributes to the 
visibility of a specific problem, leaves a written trace of an example of good prac-
tise, etc. (Čačinovič Vogrinčič, Miloševič Arnold, Poštrak, Stefanovski and Urek, 
2011). The method of research in social work has only been recognised in research 
through its inclusion in theses and dissertations and through the implementation of 
various measures of quality and satisfaction with the service provided. The benefits 
of conducting research involving experts, users and researchers (McBeth, Austin, 
Carnochan and Chang, 2021) help to identify and understand problems and create 
improved or new forms of services (Chukwu, Chukwu and Nwadike, 2017). Some 
studies have shown (Mali and Grebenc, 2019) that by applying action research in 
social work practise, certain changes can be achieved in the community in which 
older people live. The method of social action is the result of direct work with older 
people. To achieve a particular change, experts use various methods to advocate for 
older people (e.g. negotiation, co-operation, persuasion and compromise) (Chuk-
wu, Chukwu and Nwadike, 2017) to enable older people to live with dignity. Re-
spondents in this study gave many examples and ways in which they struggle with 
a system that is often unresponsive to the needs of older people. The purpose of ad-
vocacy in social work is to influence decisions or changes that are not in the user’s 
favour (Zaviršek, Zorn and Videmšek, 2002, p. 80), social work should contribute 
to positive change in the different forms of care for older people (Mali, 2014). This 
opens up the possibility for the social worker to take on roles previously defined in 
the literature: the role of facilitator, advocate, activist and mediator (Mali, Mešl and 
Rihter, 2011). Based on the analysis of the direct and indirect methods, it was found 
that the methods should be considered as integrated, one method complements and 
influences the other, and by integrating the methods, spaces are opened for the 
development of specific working methods.The results of this research confirm the 
importance of involving older people in the creation of services and activities for 
older people. Teamwork is a key moment in working with older people. The differ-
ent professional groups contribute to the development of services for older people 
from their professional perspective. The need for flexibility in working with older 
people has been shown in this study to be important, especially in moments of ill-
ness and frailty of older people, the time that needs to be available for older people 
and their level of mobility.
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Conclusion
Social work methods are most prevalent in the literature on social work theory 

and social work interventions. The professionalisation of social work is reflected 
in the development of social work methods. Social work is a science and a profes-
sion that constantly examines certain phenomena, changes, etc. and searches for 
solutions (Mali, 2013b, p. 25) and accordingly the categorisation and definition 
of methods in social work cannot be definitive. They evolve in line with societal 
changes and the needs of individuals, groups and communities. In this study, meth-
ods were considered through the prism of direct and indirect work with users. The 
results of the study show that direct and indirect methods intertwine and comple-
ment each other in daily work and that concepts of social work are more present in 
those service providers where older people actively participate. One of the interest-
ing facts was that the interviewees in this study were various professionals provid-
ing services to older people, social workers and managers of home for older people, 
as well as employees in associations who previously had other professions (e.g. 
economist, lawyer, nurse, educator). Two of the people involved in the study are 
older people and presidents of associations. Co-operation between different experts 
in the field of social work is extremely important. Teamwork can reduce the burden 
of some ethical dilemmas that arise in daily work, consult each other to create new 
perspectives on the challenges of working with older people (Sobočan, 2021). Var-
ious experts in this study, especially in associations, showed that regardless of their 
formal training in working with older people, they are highly motivated to work, 
recognise the needs of older people and think in the background that they too will 
one day be in a similar situation. Collaboration between different professions opens 
up space for creative connections and the development of new work methods that 
will be more efficient, diverse and interesting (Mesec and Stritih, 2015, p. 298). 
Their direct work with older people creates new knowledge about old age, which 
they indirectly pass on to the community in which they work. The research showed 
the integration of direct methods of social work with different service providers for 
older people and the lack of indirect methods such as research. Future research in 
the field of social work methods and concepts should include older people in order 
to gain the perspective of older people as recipients of services. Different service 
providers need to think about how they can network with researchers working on 
different aspects of ageing to bring about change in service delivery and influence 
the development of services in line with the needs of older people. The most im-
portant step to change current social work practise would be to consider how older 
people can be involved in the social work process with different service providers.
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