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ABSTRACT
Although current literature highlights the importance of civil society (CS) for families, 
its implementation in local policy has proven difficult. This study uses the “What’s the 
problem represented to be” (WPR) policy analysis framework developed by Bacchi, to 
explore the implementation of CS in youth care policies of four superdiverse urban 
areas in the Netherlands. The WPR framework assumes that social policies (i.e., as 
reflected in policy documents) represent problems constructed by stakeholders. We 
conducted an analysis of 14 recent policy documents on Dutch youth policies. Our 
analysis indicates that recent publications frame CS as a universal and preventive 
policy where community members bear the main responsibility for implementing CS 
in practice. However, implementation is complicated by a lack of operationalisation 
of the broad CS concept in the policies, thereby having negative effects on families 
in practice. We discuss the need to translate the broad concept of CS in policies into 
concrete strategies and actions at local level for families and social work practice.
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INTRODUCTION
The concept of the civil society (CS) has become prominent in national policies 
throughout the world (e.g. Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 
2011; World Bank, 1998), especially in Western welfare states (Balazard et al., 2017; 
Brandsen et al., 2014; 2017; Jessen, 2019; Loga, 2018). The concept refers to grassroots 
activities of citizens, as well as to the official realm between the state and the market 
(Muukkonen, 2009). It covers cooperatives, voluntary organisations, informal networks 
and other informal groups, including families (Bush Zetterberg, 1996). Governments 
in Western welfare states fulfil a vital supporting role within CS, as well as in the 
development of implementation strategies (Brandsen et al., 2017; Jessen, 2019). 
For example, in Denmark, a ‘Civil Society Task Force’ was established to develop 
strategies for enhancing the efficiency of and restructuring welfare services, including 
CS organisations, networks and partnerships (Jessen, 2019). Similar developments 
accompanied the introduction of the Big Society in the United Kingdom, with the aim 
of empowering communities (Balazard et al., 2017; Verhoeven & Tonkens, 2013), and in 
Norway, to emphasise the importance of community work in fostering CS (Loga, 2018). 
In the Netherlands, the CS debate has devoted considerable attention to the personal 
responsibility of families (e.g. parents, youth) and their social networks in shaping 
their lives, with support from formal (e.g. social work) and informal (e.g. voluntary 
initiatives) organisations (Hermanns, 2014; Rijksoverheid, 2013; RMO/RVZ, 2009). The 
national contexts of these efforts illustrate how governments focus on community and 
social work as an important stakeholder in strengthening the implementation of CS.

For parents and youth, CS is often highlighted (e.g. Geens & Vandenbroeck, 2014) as a 
cohesive community with connections between the family and significant others from 
formal and informal networks (e.g. social work professionals, volunteers; see Rumping 
et al., 2021; Geens & Vandenbroeck, 2014), providing social support and promoting 
well-being. Despite the emphasis on CS in policy, its implementation is complicated 
by the need for special attention to the active roles of community members, as well as 
by a lack of knowledge concerning how to translate CS goals into concrete actions in 
the community (Jansen et al., 2021; Khan & Khandaker, 2016). For example, how should 
social work professionals build close relationships with families in order to support 
them (Ponzoni et al., 2021)? This is particularly relevant to larger cities and metropolitan 
regions characterised by super-diversity—defined as ‘a dynamic interplay of variables 
between increased new community members (…) with differentiated backgrounds’ 
(Vertovec, 2007, p. 1024). Super-diversity affects social policies and social change 
in cities (De Corte & Roose, 2020; López Peláez et al., 2022; Trienekes & Groot, 2016; 
Vertovec, 2007). For example, at the policy level, CS requires policy frameworks that 
address the variety of cultural backgrounds in urban populations. At the professional 
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level, it requires specific competences on the part of social workers whose daily work 
involves families of diverse cultural backgrounds (Ambrosini, 2017; Geldof, 2017). The 
process of implementation by social workers is also influenced by the variability of 
local governmental contexts (e.g. municipalities; see e.g. Jansen et al., 2021), including 
problem representations (i.e. how policies shape problems; Bacchi, 2009; Brandsen et 
al., 2017; De Corte & Roose, 2020; Jansen et al., 2021; Javornik et al., 2019). Examining 
how local contexts shape policies that target families and influence social workers 
requires greater understanding of social policy implementation at the local level 
(Bacchi, 2009; Jansen et al., 2021).

THE DUTCH CONTEXT
In the Netherlands, the concept of CS (particularly within the context of education; see 
Kesselring et al., 2012; De Winter, 2008; 2011) played a central role in efforts to transform 
the Dutch youth care system in 2015. The transformation involved changes in both 
vision and governance. Since the 1980s, knowledge has accumulated on risks and 
protective factors in the development of children, including the role of parents. As a 
result, greater attention has been directed towards a more preventive approach for at-
risk families (RMO, 2011). The previous problem-oriented approach was regarded as too 
likely to contribute to the medicalisation of youth and family problems. Child or family 
dysfunctions were approached largely as resulting from an accumulation of risks and 
pathology, thereby increasing specialised youth care (De Winter, 2011; Rijksoverheid, 
2013; RMO, 2011). Protective (positive) factors have received less attention, and the 
primary criticism of the risk-based approach to youth care policy has been its lack of 
a preventive youth care system for ‘normal’, non-severe problems (Hermanns, 2009; 
Rijksoverheid, 2013; De Vries & Wolbrink, 2018).

One result of the shift towards a focus on prevention was that the governance of 
the youth care system was decentralised from the national to the local (municipal) 
level. Municipalities were assumed best suited to shaping local youth and family 
policies and preventive youth care systems (Netherlands Youth Institute (NJi), 2019). 
This was intended to strengthen the responsibilities of youth, parents and their 
social networks, with both formal and informal support (RMO/RVZ, 2009; Hermanns, 
2014; Rijksoverheid, 2013). The shift in governance and strength-based policy, and its 
elaboration for all community members is challenging, however, and it can create 
tension in local implementation (e.g. Jansen et al., 2021), especially in super-diverse 
areas (López Peláez, et al., 2022). The situation in the Netherlands provides a relevant 
case for exploring how underlying mechanisms may influence and shape local 
policies and strategies in super-diverse areas (Friele et al., 2018). Such insight could 
enhance understanding of how local policy tensions influence families and social work 
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professionals, while contributing to the development of implementation strategies 
(Bacchi, 2009; Jansen et al., 2021).

PRESENT STUDY
This article contributes to the discussion of CS policy implementation and its effect 
on families and social work professionals in super-diverse areas. We explore the 
implementation of the Dutch Child and Youth Act (CYA) in the policies of four super-
diverse areas in the Netherlands (Amsterdam, The Hague, Rotterdam and Utrecht, also 
known as the ‘Great 4’ or ‘G4’), where ethnic populations (including Dutch) constitute 
numerical minorities (see Crul & Lelie, 2019; Geldof, 2017; Gemeente Utrecht, 2016 on 
majority-minority cities). These cities belong to the G4 network, in which they share 
knowledge and organise collective advocacy (VNG, 2021).

METHOD
We applied the ‘What’s the problem represented to be’ (WPR) framework developed 
by Bacchi (2009) for social and policy analyses to analyse Dutch G4 policy documents 
addressing the implementation of the national CYA. The basic premise of this framework 
is that social policies represent problems constructed by governments at the national 
and local levels (Bacchi, 2009). The WPR framework is a useful tool for exploring how 
these policy problems are described and reflecting on social policy developments. 
It aims to question established concepts and problem representations, thereby 
enhancing understanding about how policies are shaped (Bacchi, 2009; Horsell, 2020).

The WPR framework consists of six interrelated questions for examining problem 
representations in policies (Bacchi, 2009, p. 2): 1. What is the ‘problem’ represented 
to be in a policy (or set of policies)? 2. What presupposition or assumptions underly this 
representation of the ‘problem’? 3. How has this representation of the ‘problem’ come 
about? 4. What is left unproblematic in this representation of the ‘problem’? (including: 
Where are the silences? Can the problem be thought about differently?) 5. What effects are 
produced by this representation of the ‘problem’?; 6. How/where is this representation of the 
‘problem’ produced and defended? How could it be questioned, disrupted and replaced? 
In this study, we reflect on recent policy developments by using these questions 
as a heuristic tool to explore how ‘problems’ regarding youth care prevention are 
represented in G4 policy documents.

SEARCH STRATEGY
First, the websites of the G4 governments (e.g. www.denhaag.nl) were examined 
for G4 youth policy documents, and the first two pages were screened. Second, 
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we conducted a Google search using the search profile: jeugdbeleid (youth policy) 
AND [city names]; beleid jeugd (policy youth) AND [city names]. The title, summary 
and introduction were screened. Third, we complemented our systematic search by 
retrieving policy papers found by colleague researchers. Two inclusion criteria were 
applied: 1. primary focus on prevention in youth care; 2. open access. The search yielded 
a total of 21 relevant policy documents, seven of which were excluded for not meeting 
the inclusion criteria. The final sample comprised 14 documents (see Supplementary 
Material): Amsterdam (N=4), Rotterdam (N=4), The Hague (N=3) and Utrecht (N=3).

ANALYSIS
The policy documents were coded by the first author, in order to analyse their 
content and underlying problem representations. The coding was conducted using 
the qualitative analysis program MAXQDA (Version 22, Kuckartz & Rädiker, 2019). The 
coding and analysis were structured according to Bacchi’s six questions. For example, 
the first question provided insight into data concerning what the represented problem 
would be. The second question provided a better understanding of how the problem 
was represented, and included definitions of important policy concepts to distinguish 
the assumptions and political visions embedded within the policies (Bacchi, 2009). All 
bottom-up codings (see also Hsieh & Shannon, 2005) were related to prevention in youth 
care. Examples of codings included personal strengths, responsibility and neighbourhood.

The results were discussed with the second and third authors at monthly meetings 
between September and December 2021, to check the intermediate results of the 
document analysis and to guide reflection using the WPR framework.

RESULTS

WHAT IS THE ‘PROBLEM’ REPRESENTED TO BE, AND WHAT 
ASSUMPTIONS UNDERLY THIS REPRESENTATION?
Two main problems are represented in the policy papers: a restricted focus on normal 
youth development and a lack of collaboration between organisations, professionals 
and families, which complicated the provision of youth care support for families. 
According to the documents, these problems increased the use of specialised youth 
care, created long waiting lists for children and parents, and increased the annual 
costs of professional youth care (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2013; Gemeente Den Haag, 
2015; Gemeente Rotterdam, 2014; NJi, 2019). Relatedly, the main assumption of the 
national CYA, which is also articulated in the local G4 policies, is that parents, youth 
and community members should take more responsibility for themselves and make 
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greater use of their own strengths and social networks to solve ‘normal’ parenting 
problems. The central aim of the new policy was therefore to foster family strengths 
and supportive community structures (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2012; Gemeente 
Den Haag, 2016; Gemeente Rotterdam, 2014; Gemeente Utrecht, 2017; NJi, 2019), in 
combination with a more preventive approach of social youth work professionals 
(Gemeente Amsterdam, 2012; Gemeente Den Haag, 2017; NJi, 2019).

The policy documents consistently frame problems and solutions from a CS 
perspective, noting the importance of the social environments of community 
members. The local-level implications of the assumed responsibility of the environment 
nevertheless remain unclear (see also Gilsing, 2019). The description of responsibility in 
The Hague’s (2016) policy paper suggests that the personal strengths of parents have 
a similar meaning to responsibility, while those of Rotterdam and Utrecht emphasise 
the responsibility of community members and social work professionals, with 
interventions focussing on shared visions and responsibilities within neighbourhoods 
(e.g. peaceful neighbourhood; see Horjus & Van Dijken, 2017), assuming that this would 
create opportunities for youth (Gemeente Rotterdam, 2014; Gemeente Utrecht, 2014). 
Amsterdam’s policy (2013) refers to the importance of responsibility and intervention 
of community members in raising children: ‘Information and positive pressure from 
and amongst parents, citizens and professionals clarify what is expected of parents by 
society’ (p. 15). Subsequent policy texts from Amsterdam nevertheless pay no further 
attention to interventions by community members.

Within the context of the CYA, multiple concepts are described with the aim of 
promoting the aforementioned responsibility of citizens: the use of social networks; 
a strength-based approach for parents, children and other community members; 
and prevention. The policy papers often describe these concepts as interrelated 
or overlapping. For example, Utrecht’s policy emphasises early intervention within 
the local neighbourhood context: ‘(…) the creation of adequate collective facilities 
that reinforce the self-reliance and strength of children and families. One important 
auxiliary effect is preventing the need to call upon youth services. It is nevertheless 
important to identify problems early and to arrange customised assistance from the 
neighbourhood teams’ (Gemeente Utrecht, 2014 p. 9).

According to our analysis of policy documents (e.g. Gemeente Den Haag, 2017) 
and literature, the concepts social network and strength-based approach are poorly 
operationalised at both the national and local levels. For example, in The Hague 
(2017), social network refers to people with regular, low-threshold contact with families 
(e.g. relatives, friends, youth workers, teachers). In Utrecht (2014), personal strength 
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(in Dutch: eigen kracht) refers to a ‘focus on opportunities’ (p. 58), assuming that all 
parents and children have networks and/or strengths: ‘Even vulnerable families are 
capable of creating positive solutions, possibly with their own networks or a little 
help’ (Gemeente Den Haag, 2015, p. 8). The assumption that vulnerable families can 
increase their own strengths is questionable, however, given the limited availability 
of social networks for vulnerable children (Nevard et al., 2020; Teunissen et al., 2016), 
specifically in super-diverse areas (Oosterlynck et al., 2018).

The policy documents devote greater attention and elaboration on prevention. For 
example, one Rotterdam policy paper (2021) defines three types of prevention: 
universal, selective and indicated prevention, with universal prevention possibly 
being most consistent with CS. Prevention implies the alertness of professionals (e.g. 
youth workers, youth health nurses and teachers) in recognising potential problems 
(Amsterdam, 2015; Gemeente Den Haag, 2015; Gemeente Utrecht, 2014; 2017), as well 
as the importance of outreach work and the need to strengthen supportive networks 
within the neighbourhood (e.g. Gemeente Den Haag, 2015). Policy papers from all 
municipalities (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2015; Gemeente Den Haag, 2015; Gemeente 
Rotterdam, 2014; Gemeente Utrecht, 2017) mention the importance of skills to support 
collaboration (e.g. with migrant organisations and community members of diverse 
backgrounds). It is nevertheless unclear what roles social work and other youth 
professionals should have, and what parents and children should arrange for themselves.

HOW HAS THIS REPRESENTATION OF THE ‘PROBLEM’ COME ABOUT?
The underlying assumptions concerning the importance of the aforementioned concepts 
may be found in the changing society (Putnam, 2000; RMO/RVZ, 2009), in which the 
social systems surrounding families (e.g. church, neighbourhood, extended family) are 
no longer a given. As the intergenerational transfer of accumulated knowledge and 
insight has become less important, citizens have become less reliant on each other and 
more reliant on professional (or semi-professional) care (RMO/RVZ, 2009; De Vries & 
Wolbrink, 2018). A brief look at recent governmental documents, advisory organisations 
and scientific publications reveals why the G4 policies focus on the importance 
of responsibility, prevention and family strengths and social networks. Increasing 
demand for specialised youth care and budget cuts for youth care have generated 
deficiencies in the execution of such services (Rijksoverheid, 2013). Financial deficits and 
repeated budget cuts have given rise to a more solution-oriented approach, focussing 
on prevention, strengths and community responsibility (Denktank Transformatie 
Jeugdstelsel 2014; Hoek, 2010; Loots & Peters, 2020; Rijksoverheid, 2013; Schout, 2020). 
The assumption of greater responsibility by community members also reflects a 
stronger neoliberal focus on individual citizens in Western welfare states (Thill, 2015).
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WHAT IS LEFT UNPROBLEMATIC IN THIS REPRESENTATION OF THE ‘PROBLEM’?
The G4 policy papers largely ignore multiple problems. One important aspect that is 
not problematised is the transformation of local practices from a problem-oriented 
to a solution-oriented approach. The transformational goals of the CYA (e.g. greater 
focus on prevention) and the implementation of related concepts (Friele et al., 2018; 
Gilsing, 2019; Ponzoni et al., 2021) have proven difficult, especially because of the new 
budget cuts and the lack of time to develop new methods and strategies (Jager et al., 
2021; Ponzoni et al., 2021; De Vries & Wolbrink, 2018). This raises important questions 
about the capacity of local governments to transform the child/youth care system and 
implement the strategies of the national government to support CS.

Another underdeveloped aspect is the level of personal responsibility of community 
members in solving problems, and the role of professionals in this regard. It is difficult 
for professionals to strike a balance between the personal responsibility and strengths 
of families, as they feel a duty to provide support, especially to vulnerable community 
members (De Roo et al., 2019; Ponzoni et al., 2021). Furthermore, the supportive role 
of professionals could be questioned when it is the professional, and not the family, 
who decides whether a network should be involved (Loots & Peters, 2020; Schout, 
2020). For more complex problems, professionals may feel that the involvement of 
the family network could negatively influence their alliance with the parents (De Roo 
et al., 2019). Relatedly, the policy documents tap into the predominantly positive 
approach underlying the notion that families bear personal responsibility for shaping 
their own lives, shared visions and social networks. This positive starting point is not 
problematised by explicitly highlighting the fragmentation of contemporary society 
and the complexity of creating super-diverse networks regarding parenting (e.g. 
Rumping et al., 2021; Oosterlinck et al., 2018), including for more vulnerable families.

WHAT EFFECTS ARE PRODUCED BY THIS REPRESENTATION OF THE 
‘PROBLEM’, AND HOW COULD IT BE REPLACED?
The policy texts contain various implicit and explicit assumed strategies and concepts 
(e.g. responsibility, strength-based approach) for serving the individual and social 
interests of community members. The roles and responsibility of youth social work 
professionals within this new context remain unclear, and this has influenced their 
professional practice and the support provided to families in need (De Vries & 
Wolbrink, 2018; Jansen et al., 2021; Ponzoni et al., 2021). In particular, the focus on family 
strengths may have created tensions between professionals and families. While some 
have argued that this approach is the result of governmental budget cuts, others have 
defended its intrinsic value as a way to empower community members, regarding it as 
an important role of CS (Loga, 2018; Tirions et al., 2018). The framing of these concepts 
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may also lead individuals to experience a negative sense of personal responsibility to 
shape their own lives, instead of empowering or mobilising vulnerable community 
members, including families (Loga, 2018; Verhoeven & Tonkens, 2013).

In the first few years after the introduction of the CYA, few differences were found in 
the implementation of the G4 youth care policies. After about four years, however, the 
documents reflect a shift from general concepts to concrete programme descriptions 
(e.g. Amsterdam, Utrecht, Rotterdam). Rotterdam supplemented its policy with the use 
of an evidence-based model, which emphasised the needs of local neighbourhoods. 
This illustrates the time-consuming nature of implementing CS. Furthermore, the 
implementation of concepts whose meanings are insufficiently clear may have been 
counter-productive, especially combined with a lack of time due to budget cuts and 
implementation strategies. This led to longer waiting lists (Jager et al., 2021) and policy 
changes (e.g. regions were obliged to develop a collaborative vision on/organisation 
of youth care) aimed at relieving the pressure on youth care (Rijksoverheid, 2021).

Transforming the Dutch youth care system has proven difficult. As demonstrated by 
the WPR approach, some problematic aspects have received less attention within 
the context of the CYA and local policy. Due to the insufficient consideration of the 
complexity of implementation in local practice, Dutch policy has failed to address 
the complexity of implementing the CS concept (Loots & Peters, 2020; Schout, 2020; 
De Vries & Wolbink, 2018). Our analysis indicates that changing perspectives in youth 
care will entail an important role for social youth work organisations, professionals and 
community members with regard to the implementation of CS and related concepts.

DISCUSSION
Our analysis of recent prevention-focussed family policy documents from the 
four largest Dutch municipalities (i.e. Amsterdam, The Hague, Rotterdam, Utrecht) 
demonstrates the central importance of the concept of ‘civil society’ (CS) in the 
Dutch Child and Youth Act (CYA). The policy documents emphasise the importance 
of prevention and the responsibility of professionals and families at the local level. 
Within the context of Dutch youth care policies, however, the general concept of CS 
is too diffuse (see also Biekart, 2008) to foster concrete social innovation, with changes 
in social relations and governance (process dimension), increased access to resources 
(empowerment dimension) and the satisfaction of family needs (content dimension), 
as distinguished by Moulaert and colleagues (2005). As an idealised conceptualisation 
of urban communities and their individual members, CS has not served as a guide 
for local initiatives in social work practice (see also Jansen et al., 2021; Loga, 2018). 
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The envisioned CS calls for concrete, realistic expectations for both professionals and 
community members (e.g. Ponzoni et al., 2021), as they are assumed to fulfil new roles 
in relation to families.

Although the CS concept may be helpful in developing a global policy approach, 
it requires choices at the meso and micro levels, including in the policies of local 
organisations and on the required competences of professionals, in order to build 
supportive structures to meet the needs of families. It would therefore be helpful to 
complement national-level advisory reports with good practices from local initiatives, 
preferably with empirical knowledge of important contextual factors for successful 
implementation (Lerner et al., 2000; Pawson, 2006). Furthermore, the concept of 
CS does not yet offer any clear framework for creating implementation guidelines 
(see also Jansen et al., 2021; Loga, 2018), with specific attention to super-diversity. 
This finding is consistent with the increasing focus on the complexity of policy 
concept implementation—as in the case of proportionate universalism (PU) and the 
importance of child and family social work (see e.g. De Corte & Roose, 2020; Dierckx 
et al., 2020; Sandbæk, 2017)—to guarantee an inclusive social system that will provide 
additional support to families most in need, with a particular focus on at-risk groups 
(Jiménez et al., 2019). The policy documents of Rotterdam provide an example of more 
detailed policy, as evidence-based knowledge was used to implement the CYA at the 
neighbourhood level. Strategies and a balance of cooperation with and support for 
social work professionals, organisations and all families in the community are needed, 
as social problems cannot be solved with the help of community members alone.

The framing of an idealised image of CS, with its emphasis on strengths and mutual 
social support, may not fit all members of urban CS (see also Alexander, 1997). In the 
Netherlands, the urban population is highly diverse with regard to socio-economic 
status, Dutch language skills and access to resources and social support (CBS, 2015; 
Geldof, 2017). The perceived autonomy of families in parenting support also reveals 
the limitations of CS (Kesselring et al., 2012), thus highlighting the importance of social 
work (including youth care) for vulnerable families. The encouraging and widely-used 
concept of CS, which seems consistent with the goal of universal prevention, is thus 
apparently less suited to specific prevention. Similar findings have been reported 
with regard to the implementation of PU (see the review by Francis-Oliviero et al., 
2020). Such interventions were used only to reach target groups, and not for universal 
prevention. The super-diverse context of Dutch urban cities calls for a differentiated 
policy approach that considers the wide variations in the individual strengths and 
supportive networks of citizens. Further research could enhance understanding 
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of strategies for exploiting the potential of CS (De Vries & Wolbrink, 2018; Khan & 
Khandaker, 2016; Loga, 2018; Ponzoni et al., 2021).

This study demonstrates that local and regional social policy could be strengthened at 
the macro level. Furthermore, related CS concepts (e.g. responsibility, strengths) may 
be grounded in theories of empowerment and social support (Geens & Vandenbroeck, 
2014; Loga, 2018; Verhoeven & Tonkens), and they are firmly rooted in local contexts in 
several Western countries. According to our findings, however, these concepts do not 
fit within the broader context of recent changes in local youth policy for all families, 
and especially not for vulnerable families. Recent papers (e.g. De Corte & Roose, 2021) 
therefore suggest the importance of social work in developing and implementing policy 
aimed at increasing the visibility of the needs of vulnerable groups to broader society.

As demonstrated by the context of four major Dutch cities, CS is a very broad category 
that must be translated into concrete practice for families in urban communities and 
social work professionals. The ‘What’s the problem represented to be’ framework 
developed by Bacchi proved a helpful tool for the in-depth analysis of Dutch local 
policy documents. More specifically, our analysis describes how grand and often 
inspiring concepts are shaped in local policies in different ways, identifies what remains 
unclear, and identifies empirical knowledge and input from social work needed to 
bridge policy and practice in order to foster gradual improvement over time.


