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Abstract

This paper examines the strategic pathways for transforming structural social vulnerability into community
resilience within Romania’s post-industrial regions, emphasizing the critical role of integrated local social services and
multi-stakeholder engagement. In economically transitioning areas, persistent challenges such as poverty, economic
insecurity, school absenteeism, dropout, and social isolation severely undermine long-term sustainable development and
social cohesion. Approaching vulnerability as a dynamic, systemic process, this study adopts a community-centered
perspective to explore how coordinated local interventions strengthen both individual and collective adaptive capacities.
Utilizing a qualitative case study design focused on Hunedoara County, complemented by extensive documentary
analysis of public policy frameworks, the research evaluates the impact of integrated educational, psychosocial, and
family counseling support systems. The findings indicate that robust partnerships among non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), public authorities, and educational institutions reduce immediate social risks while fostering
sustainable community resilience. Furthermore, the study highlights that high levels of social capital, active volunteer
engagement, and cross-sector collaboration are essential for maintaining and scaling these positive social outcomes.
Ultimately, this paper argues that scalable, community-based models grounded in multi-stakeholder participation offer
a vital strategic mechanism for sustainable social development in Romania, providing transferable insights for similarly
affected post-industrial and post-mining communities across Central and Eastern Europe.
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1. Introduction

Sustainable social development has become a central priority within the global policy agenda,
particularly in the context of the United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Across
Europe, and especially in post-industrial and economically transitioning regions, persistent social
vulnerabilities continue to challenge efforts to achieve inclusive growth and social cohesion.
Romania represents a compelling case in this regard, as it faces significant disparities in income
distribution, access to education, and availability of social services, particularly in marginalized and
former mining communities. These vulnerabilities are often manifested through poverty, school
dropout, social exclusion, and limited access to essential services, creating cycles of disadvantage
that hinder long-term development.

Within this broader context, the transition from vulnerability to resilience emerges as a key
pathway toward sustainable social development. Resilience, understood as the capacity of
individuals, families, and communities to adapt to and overcome socio-economic challenges, is
increasingly recognized as a critical component of social sustainability. Community-based social
services play a vital role in this transformation by providing integrated support mechanisms that
address immediate needs while fostering long-term empowerment and inclusion. In Romania, local
initiatives led by public institutions, non-governmental organizations, and community partnerships
have begun to demonstrate the potential of such approaches in mitigating social risks and
strengthening community resilience.

In the Romanian context, the literature highlights the socio-economic consequences of
industrial decline and the need for diversification strategies to support community regeneration.
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Consequently, establishing sustainable pathways out of vulnerability requires a comprehensive
framework where integrated social services operate in tandem with broad stakeholder engagement.
By leveraging the collaborative efforts of public authorities, NGOs, and local educational networks,
these co-created strategies effectively bridge immediate risk mitigation with long-term, community-
led socioeconomic transformation.

2. Literature review

In sociological and public policy literature, social vulnerability is no longer treated as a simple
individual deficit, but rather as a multidimensional phenomenon generated by structural inequalities
and regional industrial decline. Analyzing the structural dynamics of the workforce in Romania,
Slusariuc (2025) addresses labor market challenges and demonstrates how demographic decline,
skills shortages, cross-border migration, and shrinking economic opportunities in small towns
generate an administrative paradox: the existence of acute shortages of qualified personnel occurring
simultaneously with high rates of regional social vulnerability.

This structural perspective is grounded internationally by prominent researchers such as
Cutter and Finch (2008), whose seminal studies on social vulnerability highlight that economic and
social hazards do not affect populations equally, but rather concentrate disproportionately depending
on resource access and the quality of local infrastructure.

Within the specific context of Eastern Europe, Andrioni and Slusariuc (2025) emphasize that
major socio-economic transitions, even when aiming for long-term ecological sustainability, risk
deepening social inequalities in the absence of active protection measures. This regional imbalance
is empirically confirmed by the comparative analyses conducted by Berescu, Alexandrescu, and
Anghel (2021), which highlight how marginalized communities in Romania face severe risks of
exclusion and material deprivation during periods of systemic crisis.

To overcome the fatalistic view centered solely on identifying deficits, modern social work
has embraced the paradigm of community resilience. This defines the capacity of a social ecosystem
to absorb shocks and reorganize while maintaining its core functions. In this direction, Slusariuc
(2022) explores strategic directions for mitigating youth unemployment among Generation Z,
revealing that the reduction of social risks intrinsically depends on the capacity of institutions to
support adaptability, skills development, and rapid labor market insertion as key factors of individual
resilience for youth in transitioning communities.

The intimate mechanisms of this collective adaptive capacity are often explained through the
lens of social capital. In a highly impactful conceptual paper, Norris et al. (2008) define community
resilience as a set of networked adaptive capacities, where social networks, mutual trust, and
information resources form the core of a community's survival in the face of decline.

From an administrative efficiency perspective, the fragmented management of protection
policies has failed to break intergenerational cycles of poverty.

In the same line, Brinza (2023) evaluates strategies for reducing social inequalities in
Romania, demonstrating that modern assistance must reduce vulnerability by encouraging long-term
investments in education. Internationally, Kuhlmann and Wollmann (2019) show that
decentralization and the integration of services at the local public level represent the only effective
way to deliver assistance in European states undergoing structural reform [8]. The effective
prevention of risks, such as school dropout, demands a shift toward multi-stakeholder governance
where the non-profit sector possesses, as Anheier (2014) argues, a unique flexibility and capacity for
social innovation, acting as a binder between rigid authorities and the personalized needs of families.

An exceptionally relevant empirical contribution to this area is made by Slusariuc, Soica and
Itu (2026), who analyze the vicious cycle generated by the interdependence among demographic
decline, youth migration, and housing stock degradation in the Jiu Valley. They emphasize that
territorial attractiveness and quality of life can only be restored through integrated interventions,
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where urban regeneration and economic diversification are actively supported by the strengthening
of community-based social and educational services.

At the international level, academic attention granted to this region has been significant.
American anthropologist Friedman (2016), in studies of the Jiu Valley coal basin, analyzes in depth
the psychosocial dimension of industrial decline, documenting how the loss of miners' socio-
professional status generated widespread states of collective anxiety and welfare dependency.

3. The role of community-based social services, ngos, and local communities in supporting
vulnerable children and building social resilience

In contemporary Romania, social vulnerability is no longer viewed as a mere static individual
deficit, but rather reflects a complex interaction of structural inequalities, regional economic
mutations, and unequal access to essential services. In post-industrial regions and marginalized
communities, these processes directly affect the child population, exposing children to acute risks
such as school dropout, social exclusion, and limited opportunities for harmonious development.
Within this fragile economic environment, community-based social services, non-governmental
organizations (NGOs), and informal local support networks play a decisive role in mitigating social
risks and fostering collective resilience.

Community interventions are distinguished by an integrated approach to the child's needs,
encompassing simultaneous educational support, psychosocial counseling, and structured
socialization activities. These mechanisms not only diminish immediate, short-term risks but also
contribute directly to developing those adaptive capacities necessary for sustainable social integration
and long-term quality of life improvement.

Non-governmental organizations have become indispensable actors in the architecture of
social service delivery, demonstrating proactivity particularly in territorial areas where state
institutional capacity is deficient. Due to operational flexibility and a high capacity for local
adaptation, associative structures design specific programs that respond punctually to the pressing
needs of vulnerable children and their families.

Beyond formal interventions, the local community acts as an informal yet robust system of
social protection. Local actors—including teachers, neighbors, community leaders, and volunteers—
actively contribute to the early identification of risk situations and the rapid mobilization of proximity
resources. VVolunteering represents a central component of these endeavors, offering children exposed
to exclusion the opportunity to interact with empathetic and engaged adults. The presence of these
positive behavioral role models generates a direct increase in self-esteem, ensures emotional security,
and establishes relationships based on mutual trust.

The transition from vulnerability to resilience occurs through a set of interdependent
mechanisms addressing the educational, emotional, and social dimensions of child development.
Educational support provides stability and daily learning routines, directly countering the risk of
absenteeism. Psychosocial counseling develops emotional competencies and coping strategies,
allowing minors to manage stress and adversities within the family environment. In parallel, group
activities facilitate social integration and the acquisition of cooperation skills.

Trust-based relationships established with significant adults provide emotional support and
reinforce a sense of belonging. The active involvement of the community creates a supportive
environment that sustains long-term development, extending the positive impact of interventions
beyond the direct group of beneficiaries. These mechanisms operate synergistically, generating
visible transformations in children's daily behavior, school participation, and overall degree of
inclusion.

The impact of these community interventions can be rigorously evaluated through
educational, socio-emotional, and behavioral indicators that reflect developmental progress. In the
educational domain, increased school attendance rates and improved homework completion indicate
deep engagement in the learning process. Children who previously exhibited chronic forms of
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absenteeism and academic adjustment difficulties demonstrate consistent participation and enhanced
academic motivation after undergoing integrated support programs.

This study adopts a research design based on a qualitative case study methodology, aiming to
analyze how community-based social services convert structural vulnerability into resilience in the
post-industrial regions of Romania. The research framework integrates direct qualitative observation
with the analysis of progress reports and local social indicators, providing a comprehensive
perspective on the outcomes obtained and their implications for sustainable social development.

Case Study: Community-Based Social Services in Valea Jiului

Jiu Valey, a post-industrial region in Hunedoara County, constitutes a highly relevant
empirical area for a deep examination of social vulnerability and community resilience. The abrupt
economic decline, generated by mass restructuring and the gradual closure of the coal mining
industry, has left deep marks in the form of structural unemployment, massive migration of the young
workforce, and severe socio-economic instability. These systemic transformations have directly
affected family stability, intensifying the risks of school dropout, pauperization, and social isolation
among children.

In this restrictive socioeconomic environment, proximity social services represent
intervention levers of strategic importance. The operational profile of this framework is concretely
demonstrated by the activity of a local social day center in Hunedoara County, which provides
continuous integrated assistance to a fixed cohort of 50 children facing severe vulnerability. The
center functions as a multi-functional protection infrastructure, simultaneously addressing basic
physiological needs and educational development.

The case study analysis highlighted the presence of several interconnected forms of vulnerability
affecting these 50 children:

. Irregular school attendance and severe learning difficulties (determined by the
accumulation of cognitive gaps);

. Pronounced emotional insecurity and extremely low self-esteem;

. Social isolation and the manifestation of conflictual behaviors relative to the peer
group;

. Chronic lack of basic material resources and the absence of educational support within
the family;

. Reduced or entirely absent parental supervision, resulting from the economic

migration of parents or daily pressures to ensure subsistence.

These correlated vulnerabilities generate cumulative disadvantages that block the natural
evolution of minors and affect their long-term social inclusion. To break this vicious circle,
community services in Valea Jiului address these issues through integrated strategies of stakeholder
engagement, interconnecting the center's efforts with those of local schools, Public Social Assistance
Directorates, and the community:

« Remedial educational support: Daily assistance with homework and pedagogical activities
to recover gaps, ensuring the stabilization of the academic path;

« Psychosocial assistance: Counseling activities oriented toward emotional autoregulation and
learning peaceful conflict management techniques;

e Recreational and group activities: Socio-cultural programs designed to stimulate
cooperation and group cohesion;

« Health education and independent living skills: Practical workshops intended to develop
personal autonomy and a sense of responsibility;

« Basic nutritional support: The provision of a daily hot meal for the 50 children, an
element of critical importance in combating material deprivation and stimulating daily participation
in the educational program;
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« Active involvement of volunteers: Co-opting university students and local mentors to offer
children value benchmarks and positive attachment models.

These cumulative measures create a highly structured and secure environment, capable of
facilitating psychological adaptation and optimal child development. Evaluating the results across
the sample of 50 beneficiaries reveals significant improvements in multiple dimensions: a substantial
increase in school attendance and interest in learning, a visible amelioration of interpersonal
relationships (with a major decrease in the aggression index), increased emotional stability, the
development of personal autonomy, and activated participation in local community events. These
data confirm the capacity of integrated social services to function as genuine vectors of resilience
and social inclusion.

4. Conclusions

The findings of this study confirm with strong empirical arguments that community-based
social services play a crucial role in the equation of transforming structural vulnerability into social
resilience within Romania's post-industrialized regions. By simultaneously addressing the
educational, emotional, and material needs of children through integrated actions—clearly
exemplified by the success of the day center model in Hunedoara County supporting 50
beneficiaries—these services generate a direct contribution to sustainable social development and
quality of life improvements in communities affected by industrial restructuring.

The process of metamorphosing vulnerability into resilience does not occur automatically or
by itself, but represents the direct result of highly coordinated local interventions based on
community solidarity and close inter-institutional collaboration. From this perspective, a major
conclusion of the research highlights the necessity of shifting from fragmented social interventions
toward a multi-stakeholder governance model. The long-term success of remedial programs directly
depends on articulating a functional and strategic partnership among local public authorities,
educational units, non-governmental organizations, and the volunteer corps, with each actor bringing
a surplus of legitimacy, resources, and operational flexibility.

For these positive local results to gain sustainability and macro-social impact, this paper
formulates two strategic public policy recommendations:

1. Ensuring financial sustainability through public procurement mechanisms: It is
imperative for municipalities and local councils in disadvantaged areas to move beyond the stage of
temporary funding based exclusively on short-term projects run by NGOs. Public policies must
encourage the internalization and co-financing of these day centers from local public budgets by
directly outsourcing and contracting services to licensed private social assistance providers.

2. Scalability of the model at regional and national levels: The integrated model
successfully applied to the cohort of 50 children in Valea Jiului (providing a hot meal, homework
assistance, and psychosocial counseling under the same roof) possesses a high capacity for
replicability. It should be utilized as a social policy matrix by the Ministry of Labor and Social
Solidarity to be scaled and prioritized across all former mono-industrial and post-mining basins in
Romania, serving as a strategic measure to combat the intergenerational transmission of poverty and
to reconstruct human capital.

Ultimately, community-type social services represent a strategic investment in sustainable
social development, contributing not only to ensuring the immediate well-being of at-risk children
but also to consolidating the long-term resilience and cohesion of Romanian society as a whole.
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