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Introduction: The focus on future
employment in contemporary social
assistance policy

From the introduction of the first Dutch social assistance law (Algemene
bijstandswet) in 1965¹ to the most recent reform in 2015 (Participation
Act, or Participatiewet), state-provided social assistance has been a
recurring topic of public debate. Although the legal principle that the
government must provide assistance to those who ‘legitimately’ reside
in the Netherlands and lack sufficient means of subsistence remains
unchanged,² the eligibility criteria, purpose and organisation of social
assistance have undergone many changes. In contrast to social insurance
benefits, entitlement to social assistance benefits (bijstandsuitkering) is not
linked to employment status. The right to social assistance does not depend
on one’s employment history, as is the case with ‘unemployment’ and
‘disability’ benefits (werkloosheids- en arbeidsongeschiktheidsuitkering).
For this reason, social assistance is often called the ‘final piece’ (sluitstuk)
of the welfare state. It arranges social security for all, including those
who are unable to generate enough income, do not qualify for other
arrangements, and do not own enough wealth to provide for themselves
(and their families).
Although the right to social assistance does not depend on one’s
employment history, it has come to depend on one’s current activities
to find future employment. At the same time, this future is increasingly
insecure. In return for the right to benefits, social assistance recipients
must participate in activities that teach them how to obtain and retain
paid work in the future (compare Adkins, 2012 for this focus on the
future). The right to social assistance has thus become conditional on
INTRODUCTION
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individual effort to find any kind of ‘generally acceptable employment’
(algemeen geaccepteerde arbeid) as soon as possible (see Watts and
Fitzpatrick, 2018 for an elaborate analysis of ‘welfare conditionality’
across welfare states). To enforce this duty, the Participation Act allows
sanctioning actions deemed to “obstruct obtaining, accepting and
retaining generally acceptable employment” (Article 18, paragraph 4g).
Moreover, the Act specifies the kinds of ‘obstructions’ that require special
attention: “clothing, a lack of personal grooming or behaviour” (kleding,
gebrek aan persoonlijke verzorging of gedrag) (Ibid). Social assistance
today thus entails focussing on future employment by enforcing specific
present-day behaviours and aesthetic presentations among its recipients.³
This is, of course, not coincidentally so and must be understood in
the context of historical developments concerning social assistance and
the labour market. Developments in the Netherlands are not unique,
and parallel those in other EU and OECD countries with well-developed
welfare states, in large part due to the promotion and coordination of
‘active labour market policies’ through transnational agencies like the
OECD and IMF (see for example Standing, 1990; Lødemel and Trickey,
2001; Peck, 2001; Peck and Theodore, 2001; Kenworthy, 2010; Betzelt
and Bothfeld, 2011a; Triantafillou, 2011; Brodkin and Larsen, 2013;
Brodkin and Marston, 2013; Lødemel and Moreira, 2014; Streeck, 2014).
Although this dissertation focusses on the Netherlands, recent trends
observed in this country largely mirror national welfare state reforms
elsewhere – as the above-mentioned literature shows. Later in this
introduction, I will outline my reasons for selecting the Netherlands as
a case to study the focus on future employment in contemporary social
assistance. But given the similarities of Dutch welfare state reforms with
those in other countries, the lessons we learn here apply beyond this
specific case. By studying a single country in-depth, this dissertation aims
to add to the sociological knowledge of the myriad ways in which ‘active
labour market policies’ take shape and affect the lives of citizens around
the world today.
To understand the focus on the future employment of people receiving
social assistance benefits in the Netherlands today, we need to connect it to
the (recent) history of social assistance and labour market developments in
the country. These developments in social assistance policy and the labour
12
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market are part of broader changes in the organisation of social, political
and economic life and are often interpreted as a shift from ‘Fordism’
to ‘post-Fordism’. Fordism is generally used to describe the capitalist
societies of the United States, Western Europe and Japan from the end of
the Second World War until the mid-1970s. It is characterised, amongst
other things, by mass industrial production and mass consumption,
the ideal of the ‘family wage’ earned by a male breadwinner, relatively
strong bargaining power of workers and labour unions, and a Keynesian
(national) welfare state focussed on organising social security through
full employment and various welfare state arrangements (see for
example Jessop, 1992, 1994; Fraser, 2016; see Clarke, 1992 for a critical
discussion of the concept ‘Fordism’). Post-Fordism emerged in the mid1970s and is characterised, amongst other things, by new information
and communication technologies, the development of a globalised
(financial) economy, a growing (interactive) service sector, the ideal of a
‘two-earner family’, declining bargaining power for workers and unions,
and state intervention focussed on international competition through
incurring public debt, privatising public services and fiscal consolidation
(see Streeck, 2014), and promoting citizens’ labour market participation
in ‘flexible’ labour markets (i.e. ‘full employability’ as opposed to ‘full
employment’) (Jessop, 1992, 1994; Fraser, 2016, also see Amin, 1994 for a
more detailed discussion on the concept ‘post-Fordism’).
Considering the intertwinement of social assistance policy and labour
market developments, this dissertation asks: How does the focus on future
employment take shape in the context of contemporary social assistance
policy and the post-Fordist labour market in the Netherlands? What
exactly is required from recipients who are deemed ‘work-ready’ in return
for obtaining and retaining the right to benefits? And what does this tell
us more generally about the politics of social security? To answer these
questions, I will examine the daily practices that constitute contemporary
social assistance in the Netherlands – and more specifically, the ‘labour
market (re)integration’ that is central to it – focussing specifically
on the interactions between those who are responsible for providing
social assistance (in terms of money and services) and those receiving it.
Henceforth, I will refer to the former as ‘case managers’ and the latter
as ‘social assistance recipients’ or, shortened, ‘recipients’. Additionally,
INTRODUCTION
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following other scholars, I will refer to contemporary social assistance as
‘welfare-to-work’.⁴
Understanding social assistance today entails examining the
interactions between case managers and social assistance recipients, as it is
through these interactions – in which case managers teach recipients the
expected behaviours and aesthetic performances, as well as judge whether
recipients are ‘obstructing’ their own path to paid work – that welfare-towork policy takes shape. I will analyse my findings in light of reforms to
Dutch social assistance and developments in the labour market, which I
recount below. I then introduce the theoretical framework that informs
this dissertation, before turning to considerations of case selection and
methods. This introduction finishes with a brief overview of the chapters
that follow.
The history of social assistance in the Netherlands
The 2015 Participation Act stands in a long tradition of private poor relief
and state-provided social assistance in which the aim, and often the duty, of
recipients to perform (paid) work and display ‘civil behaviour’ was (more
or less) always present. Before the social assistance act of 1965, religious
and private charities, and later also local governments, were responsible
for providing material and non-material assistance to those in need. This
‘poor relief’ (armenzorg) was accompanied by far-reaching involvement
in the lives of recipients. In return for receiving assistance, people were
required to do all kinds of things, ranging from working in ‘poor houses’ to
running ‘decent’ households. What are now known as ‘civilising offensives’
(beschavingsoffensieven) were central to the history of Dutch poor relief,
and continued to inform practices well into the twentieth century (De
Regt, 1984; Dercksen and Verplanke, 1987; De Swaan, 1988; Michielse,
1989; Van Houdt, 2014).⁵
According to Marga Klompé, the minister responsible for introducing
the 1965 social assistance act (Algemene bijstandswet), the purpose was to
make a law “to which every citizen could make a claim, with their head
held high”, a law “to which everyone who is in trouble, can make a claim,
without getting the stigma of (…) [being] ‘a failure’” (cited in Mosterd,
2011, p. 303). This law supplemented social insurance arrangements
14
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(werknemersverzekeringen) that (temporarily) provided an income to
workers in case of illness or unemployment. Although these insurances
made families less dependent on the market, it maintained some peoples’
dependence on their relatives (in case of inability to perform paid work)
and married women’s dependence on their spouses. Because married
women primarily performed unpaid domestic and care work and were
economically dependent on their spouses, in case of divorce, they (still)
had to rely on religious and private charities.⁶ The social assistance act of
1965 sought to make (poor) people and (divorced) women less dependent
on their relatives and spouses by making social assistance into a legally
enforceable right for all inhabitants of the Netherlands. It was part of a
broader trend in which the government increasingly came to be seen as
responsible for ‘social work’ (maatschappelijk werk), which included not
only social assistance (bijstand) but also care for families, the young, the
elderly, homeless people and people with impairments (maatschappelijke
dienstverlening) as well as urban planning and community development
(samenlevingsopbouw) (De Haan and Duyvendak, 2002, pp. 110-112).
In contrast to the preceding history of ‘civilising offensives’, this period
witnessed an increased focus on individuals and space for them to
‘develop’ themselves as they saw fit – even if this went against prevailing
norms (Dercksen and Verplanke, 1987; Tonkens and Duyvendak, 2003).
This did not, however, mean unlimited individual freedom. Behaviour
deemed too far from the norm was met with correction, although
this time authoritarian means were accompanied by therapeutic ones
(Dercksen and Verplanke, 1987; Michielse, 1989; Van Houdt, 2014).
Social assistance as economic, political and moral problem

The global economic recession of the early 1980s and falling employment
rates (CBS, 2010, p. 24) swelled the number of people receiving social
assistance benefits in the Netherlands, from 215,000 in 1980 to 583,000
in 1985 (Ibid, p. 42). Claims for other social security benefits grew as well
(although this had already begun in the 1970s), resulting in historically
high social expenditures as a percentage of GDP (Van Vuuren, 2017). This
occurred in many other countries as well. Governments (most notably
in the US and UK, followed by other OECD countries) responded
INTRODUCTION
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by funding social expenditures through public debt (as opposed to
income from taxes) and by gradually cutting social spending (Streeck,
2014). Consequently, as Wolfgang Streeck (2014) writes: “In the 1990s,
governments began to worry about the rising share of debt service in
public budgets, while creditors began to have doubts about the ability of
states to repay their growing debt” (Streeck, 2014, p. 36). This marked
the beginning of intense political debate resulting in drastic reforms of
social security systems to “balance the [public] budget” (Ibid). Social
assistance, as well as other social security arrangements, came to be seen
as an economic problem (‘too expensive’ and ‘unproductive’), a political
problem (‘too much government’) and a moral problem (‘too perverted’,
creating ‘lazy, calculating citizens’) (compare Engbersen, 1990; Fraser and
Gordon, 1994; Duyvendak, 1999).
Although welfare state reform had specific characteristics in each
country, there were notable similarities between them, including the
devolution of public policy, the marketisation of public services, the
individualisation of social risks and the responsibilisation of citizens (see
for example Lødemel and Trickey, 2001; Peck, 2001; Betzelt and Bothfeld,
2011a; Brodkin and Marston, 2013; Lødemel and Moreira, 2014; Watts
and Fitzpatrick, 2018). My choice to focus on the similarities as opposed
to the differences between welfare state developments (see especially
Esping-Andersen, 1990; Hall and Soskice, 2001) – and to look at local
differences within a single national context – is based on the observation
that nation-states are increasingly ‘hollowed out’ (Jessop, 1994) in
the context of a globalised, financialised capitalist system (resulting in
growing competitive pressures on a global scale) and the devolution of
economic and political functions to transnational and subnational bodies
(Jessop, 1994; Streeck, 2014). This is not to say that welfare states or their
specific reforms necessarily (increasingly) look alike, but that the processes
of welfare state reform under post-Fordism look alike (e.g. devolution
of policy, marketisation of services, individualisation of social risks and
responsibilisation of citizens). I contend that to focus on differences
between welfare states and their specific reforms obscures the global
economic and political processes that connects nation-states and the way
they (have to) deal with these processes. In this dissertation, I aim to draw
lessons from the Dutch case that are relevant for other national contexts
16
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by means of connecting my findings to more general processes of welfare
state reform (specifically with regard to social assistance) and labour
market developments.
Dutch social security reform was characterised by three processes:
‘marketisation’, ‘individual liberation’ and ‘responsibilisation’ (compare
Duyvendak, 1999; Tonkens and Duyvendak, 2003; Newman and
Tonkens, 2011a; Van Houdt, 2014). First, ‘marketisation’ encompassed
‘putting’ public services ‘in the market’ (privatisation through tendering);
bringing the market (logic) into public services (i.e. ‘New Public
Management’, ‘contractualism’ (Sol and Westerveld, 2005), accountability
and performance measures); and prioritising citizen participation in the
labour market over their other roles (such as reproduction, care, and being
a democratic citizen). Second, ‘individual liberation’ entailed enhancing
individual ‘autonomy’, which was (and still is) synonymous to being
‘independent’ from social support by the government and the ‘patronising
interference’ of government officials. Finally, ‘responsibilisation’ involved
encouraging and obliging individuals to take responsibility for their own
well-being, without the need of support from the government. These
developments resulted in the paradoxical coming together of, on the one
hand, freedom for individuals to determine their own path in life and,
on the other, obliging and moralising (decentralised and marketised)
interference to ensure that every individual ‘chooses’ the ‘right’ path
(Duyvendak, 1999; Tonkens and Duyvendak, 2003; Ossewaarde, 2010;
Newman and Tonkens, 2011b; Van Houdt, 2014). What came to be
known as ‘welfare-to-work’ (or ‘work-first’, ‘active labour market’ and
‘workfare’) policies is a characteristic example of this.
‘Welfare-to-work’ as the solution

In the 1990s, social assistance policy turned to ‘activating’ social assistance
recipients, whose need for benefits was deemed a problematic form of
‘inactivity’ and undesirable ‘welfare dependency’ (compare Fraser and
Gordon, 1994; Van den Berg, 2016a). ‘Activation’ entailed enhancing and
enforcing the labour market participation of benefit recipients through
measures that assisted them to obtain suitable (subsidised) paid work. With
the reformed social assistance act of 1996 and the new act of 2004 (Wet
INTRODUCTION
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Werk en Bijstand), it became an enforceable duty for recipients to accept
‘generally acceptable employment’ – as opposed to the former ‘suitable
employment’ (Eleveld and Dermine, 2018). Recipients of social assistance
became obliged to accept any type of employment offered to them,⁷ as well
as to participate in what are called ‘labour market (re)integration services’
(voorziening gericht op arbeidsinschakeling or re-integratievoorziening).
The Dutch ‘welfare-to-work’ or ‘work-first’ policy took shape through
these acts (Sol et al, 2008). The aim was to prevent people from claiming
social assistance benefits (instroom beperken) and to increase the number of
benefit recipients finding paid work (uitstroom bevorderen) (Ibid, p. 168).
Besides supporting and enforcing recipients’ efforts to find
paid work, municipalities became responsible for social assistance
expenditures through a new budgetary mechanism, creating strong
financial incentives for municipalities to limit entrance and encourage exit
from social assistance programmes.⁸ The devolution of responsibilities
was accompanied by the marketisation of service delivery. At first,
municipalities were legally required to contract out these services to
private sector providers (Sol et al, 2008, p. 191). This requirement was
later eliminated, leaving municipalities free to choose both the substance
and organisation of labour market (re)integration services (in house
and/or contracted out). In addition to the duty of recipients to find and
accept ‘generally acceptable employment’, as of 2012 municipalities could
demand that they perform ‘socially useful activities’ in return for social
assistance benefits (maatschappelijk nuttige tegenprestatie). Although
this measure was primarily meant as a means for direct reciprocity and a
way to make people ‘active’ in society, not necessarily in the labour market
(Eleveld and Dermine, 2018), it ultimately aimed to bring them closer
to paid employment, or, in other words, to increase their ‘employability’
(Kampen, 2014).
At first, only a minority of municipalities required social assistance
recipients to perform a ‘socially useful activity’. This changed with the
2015 Participation Act, which obliged municipalities to do so (Eleveld
and Dermine, 2018). With this act, people with impairments or caring
obligations – including single parents – receiving social assistance
benefits were no longer exempt from the requirement to obtain paid
employment (Ibid). Depending on municipal policy, exceptions are made
18
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for special circumstances; for this, recipients have to file a request for
temporary exemption. In addition, recipients now have to satisfy more
requirements, as “clothing, a lack of personal grooming or behaviour”
deemed to “obstruct obtaining, accepting and retaining generally
acceptable employment” (Article 18, paragraph 4g) have become grounds
for sanctions. Since 2016, people are also required to be proficient
in the Dutch language or to show progress in this direction (Article
18b). Alongside these changes, social assistance benefits – compared
to the average income – have decreased over the last thirty years, in the
Netherlands as well as in other OECD countries (Van Vliet, 2019). Rules
concerning tax credits for social assistance benefits for couples were
changed in order to ‘make work pay’ substantially more than benefits (see
Geleidelijke afbouw van de dubbele heffingskorting, Kamerstuk 32 777,
nr. 3). Housemates older than 21 years (alongside partners) are now taken
into account (kostendelersnorm) when calculating entitlements, which
can result in lower benefits. The idea is that housemates can share living
costs such as rent and utilities.
In sum, the development of state-provided social assistance into
‘welfare-to-work’ can be summarised as the “individualisation of
responsibility” and “valorisation of paid employment” (Patrick, 2017, p.
207) as people are made individually responsible for sustaining themselves
(and their families) by earning money in the (labour) market. Whereas
the first social insurances decreased families’ dependency on the market
and the social assistance act of 1965 decreased interdependencies within
families (while increasing dependency on support from the government),
later reforms have reversed these developments. With shrinking and
shorter-duration benefits as well as tightened and increasingly complex
criteria for eligibility, social security reform has increased peoples’
dependency on the market and their families.
The right to social assistance – like many other social citizenship
rights – has become something to be ‘earned’ through ‘hard work’; it can
be lost if people do not do their utmost best and make the ‘right’ effort
(Van Houdt et al, 2011; Patrick, 2017). More concretely, the right to social
assistance has come to depend on one’s current efforts to obtain future
employment. In other words, being without paid work means having
to perform unpaid work today in order to potentially land a paid job
INTRODUCTION
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tomorrow (compare Adkins, 2012). To better understand how this focus
on future paid work shapes the unpaid work required of social assistance
recipients as part of their ‘labour market (re)integration’, we need to
examine developments in the labour market, specifically: 1) the decline of
industry and growth of the service sector, and 2) increasing precarisation.
Welfare-to-work in post-Fordist labour markets
Since the 1970s, the affluent societies of Western Europe and North America
have seen industrial jobs moving overseas to countries where wages (and
thus production costs) are much lower. Concurrently, the service sector
became the largest in terms of both employment and economic value
(Harvey, 1990; Kloosterman and Elfring, 1991; Van Zanden, 1997; De
Beer, 2001; CBS, 2001, 2017). Paid work became increasingly precarious
in three interrelated ways: 1) the growth of part-time⁹ and low-paid work,
variable and non-guaranteed hours, temporary and sub-contracted jobs
at the expense of ‘standard’ employment (characterised by permanent
contracts with sufficient, guaranteed hours and substantive employment
and social protection rights); 2) the decline in bargaining power of workers
and labour unions; and 3) the growing demand on employees to be
‘flexible’ in adapting to new tasks and acquiring new skills (Harvey, 1990;
Sennett, 1998; Standing, 2011; De Beer and Verhulp, 2017; Kremer et al,
2017; Rubery et al, 2018).
The surge in service sector employment and the precarisation of paid
work changed the skills required of paid workers. Flexibility, sociability,
appearance and communication (i.e. ‘soft skills’ or ‘twenty-first century
skills’) became pivotal (Urciuoli, 2008). To attain and retain employment,
people now had to perform emotional and aesthetic labour (Hochschild,
1983; Warhurst et al, 2000). As Linda McDowell (2009) argues, these
forms of labour are far from new; what is new is their spread from the
domestic sphere to the market and thus from unpaid to paid labour
(McDowell, 2009). With reforms to social security systems, what is also
new is the inevitability that many people (especially women) in Europe
(and beyond) are performing these types of labour in low-paid, insecure
labour markets (McDowell, 2001, 2009). Melissa Gregg (2011) has
further shown how new technologies bring the workplace to the home
20
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(Gregg, 2011; compare Adkins, 2012). In sum, many people today are
preoccupied by labour – before, during and after official working hours.
In the words of Isabell Lorey, it “demands the whole person” (Lorey,
2015, p. 5).
In line with this, scholars have argued that the post-Fordist labour
market mobilises affects beyond the emotional labour required to
perform paid work (Hochschild, 1983). Paid work has come to be
associated with ‘love’, ‘passion’, ‘happiness’ and ‘belonging’ and must
‘fit’ one’s ‘personality’ (Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005; Duyvendak,
2011; Muehlebach, 2011; De Keere, 2014; Tokumitsu, 2015; Elshout,
2016; Weeks, 2017; Sage, 2019). Others point out that the ‘Fordist’ ideal
of a stable career in which one can develop oneself and attain a secure
future continues to animate both people and social assistance policies –
albeit in terms of successive individual ‘projects’ rather than fixed career
paths (Korteweg, 2003; Boltanski and Chiapello, 2005; Berlant, 2007;
Muehlebach and Shoshan, 2012). According to the Dutch government,
“a job offers people social contacts, self-confidence and the possibility for
personal development”.¹⁰ But paradoxically, labour market ‘flexibilisation’
and the restructuring of social security in many countries led to the growth
of an extremely vulnerable group deemed ‘the precariat’ (Standing, 2011;
Vrooman et al, 2014; Savage et al, 2015; Ballafkih et al, 2017). For them
at least, paid work does not offer “self-confidence and the possibility
for personal development”. Moreover, insecurity and vulnerability
became broader social phenomena as the lives of more and more people
grew increasingly uncertain and unstable. As Richard Sennett already
noted some time ago: “What’s peculiar about uncertainty today is that
it exists without any looming historical disaster; instead, it is woven into
the everyday practices of vigorous capitalism. Instability is meant to be
normal” (Sennett, 1998, p. 31).
For Lorey (2015), this ‘state of insecurity’ is not merely a (new)
mode of capitalism, but a (new) mode of government in which risks
(e.g. unemployment, sickness, poverty) are privatised and generating
well-being increasingly becomes a matter of individual responsibility.
Following the work of Michel Foucault, especially his conceptualisation
of the term ‘government’ (see for example Foucault, 1982), Lorey develops
the concept ‘governmental precarisation’ to argue that precarisation
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“means more than insecure jobs, more than the lack of security given by
waged employment”, rather it is “an instrument of governing” (Lorey,
2015, p. 1) in which state-government and self-government are entangled
in particular ways. With this focus on the way we are governed by others
(including state bodies) and by ourselves, Lorey aims to analyse the
specific techniques that people use to (encourage others to) live with, or
resist having to live with “the unforeseeable, with contingency” in work
and life more generally (Ibid). As opposed to thinking of precarisation as
something that only affects those that are imagined to be at the ‘bottomend’ of the labour market, Lorey contends that precarisation affects
everyone, as current working conditions “demand permanent availability
while cutting labour rights and social rights at the same time” (Lorey,
2015, p. 95), everyone must join “the permanent race for the hopedfor securing of one’s own life and that of one’s immediate social milieu
against competing others” (Ibid, p. 90). Precarisation entails people
governing themselves and others in certain ways; to increasingly think of
precarious working and living conditions as ‘normal’ and to endure and/
or to resist this ‘new normal’. In important ways, then, this ‘governmental
precarisation’ and affectivity towards paid labour can be said to align. For
many people, the way to endure paid work, as it is organised today, is to
see it as a central purpose in life and their current precarity as a passing
condition. In the words of Kathi Weeks (2017), the “acclaim for flexibility
and resilience, the celebration of self-reliance and creative exuberance, is
intended to manufacture workers who will embrace rather than protest
insecure conditions and intensified workload that are increasingly
endemic to the contemporary employment contract” (Weeks, 2017, p. 54;
compare Tokumitsu, 2015).
Welfare-to-work policies thus revolve around the prominence and
promise of paid work in a precarious labour market that requires a
certain type of labour and relation to this labour. Moreover, due to its
conditionality and aim of labour market (re)integration, welfare-to-work
policy renders social assistance itself precarious, necessitating a certain
type of labour outside of the labour market (compare Adkins, 2012).
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Studying welfare-to-work as governmental precarisation
In the Netherlands and elsewhere, the development of welfare-to-work
policies is part of a wider set of policy reforms encouraging and compelling
citizens to be ‘active’ in civil society and, particularly, in the labour market
– both deemed to improve peoples’ lives and society as a whole while
reducing public expenditures. These policy reforms and their implications
have been described and analysed in great detail (see for example Standing,
1990; Lødemel and Trickey, 2001; Peck, 2001; Clarke, 2005; Betzelt and
Bothfeld, 2011a; Newman and Tonkens, 2011a; Muehlebach, 2012;
Brodkin and Marston, 2013; Kampen, 2014; Van Berkel et al, 2017; Watts
and Fitzpatrick, 2018). Scholars have examined how ‘welfare dependency’
has been defined as a problem to which social assistance reform, with its
focus on control and improvement of recipients, is the solution (Fraser
and Gordon, 1994; Dean, 1995; Cruikshank, 1999; Rose, 1999; Dean,
2002). Others have shown how welfare-to-work policies produce classed,
racialised and gendered subjects (Fraser and Gordon, 1994; Korteweg,
2003, 2006; Dubois, 2010; Brady, 2011; Soss et al, 2011; Jensen and Tyler,
2015; Skeggs, 2015; Patrick, 2017; Krivonos, 2018, 2019). Still others have
argued that through stricter eligibility criteria, ‘creeping’ conditionality,
the focus on low-paid work and harsher sanctions, welfare-to-work
policies are slowly closing off social assistance as a way to sustain oneself
outside of the market, thereby undermining its social security function
(Dwyer, 2004; Wiggan, 2015; Greer, 2016). In this way, stigma is built
into welfare-to-work policies as “an object lesson, instructing low-income
populations that even the meanest wages and work conditions are better
than the shameful status of the ‘welfare poor’” (Schram et al, 2010, pp.
739-740; compare Ben-Ishai, 2012; Tyler, 2013).
From a Foucaultian ‘governmentality’ perspective (see Rose et al,
2006), ‘welfare-to-work’ has been studied as an example of the myriad
ways in which citizens are governed today – by others and themselves –
to become ‘entrepreneurial’ individuals focussed on economic success (see
for example Dean, 1995; Rose, 1999; Dean, 2002; Rose, 2006). Scholars
have shown that a broad range of actors, including but not limited to
state bodies, participate in the practices that comprise this ‘governing’
(see for example Cruikshank, 1999; Fridman, 2014). In addition, welfareto-work consists of all kinds of ‘expert’, often pedagogical, practices that
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seek to achieve certain goals (e.g. enhancing social cohesion, individual
happiness, economic productivity and international competitiveness),
based on certain knowledges of individuals (e.g. as bearers of ‘human
capital’ and emotional beings, (not yet) capable of making ‘the right’
choices, in need of ‘soft’ or ‘hard’ paternalist interventions) and the
society in which they live (e.g. organised around paid work and principles
of reciprocity). Welfare-to-work thus encompasses many specific ways
of knowing and thinking about the ‘problem’ of ‘unemployment’ and
‘welfare-dependency’ and how these should be addressed (Fraser and
Gordon, 1994; Dean, 1995; Cruikshank, 1999; Rose, 1999; Dean, 2002;
McDonald and Marston, 2005; Rose, 2006; Newman, 2010; Brady, 2011;
Pykett, 2012; Brady, 2014; Van Houdt, 2014; Whitworth and Carter,
2014; Whitworth, 2016).
This dissertation builds on these insights and brings them into
conversation with the above-mentioned literature on (governmental)
precarisation. This means I will examine welfare-to-work as a political
‘solution’ to the ‘problem’ of ‘unemployment’ and ‘welfare-dependency’,
in which recipients are stigmatised while social assistance as a means to
sustain oneself outside of the market is gradually closed off. In addition,
and following Lorey (2015), I understand welfare-to-work as part of a
wider process of ‘governmental precarisation’ in which labour market
and social security policies together maximise and normalise insecurity
and create a “social vulnerability that is still just tolerable” (Lorey, 2015,
p. 66). My aim is to empirically study this ‘governmental precarisation’
by examining contemporary social assistance and, more specifically, the
‘labour market (re)integration’ of social assistance recipients. Studying
‘labour market (re)integration’ is well-suited to revealing the dynamics of
‘governmental precarisation’ as this is where one way for individuals to
secure their position in society (by means of social assistance benefits and
services) is replaced by another (earning money in the labour market).
To gain deeper insight into what ‘labour market (re)integration’
consists of in the Netherlands today – how it is shaped and lived daily by
those involved – I use ethnographic methods (elaborated below) to observe
and experience the day-to-day practices of ‘labour market (re)integration
services’ offered in three local social assistance offices. By observing and
participating in the practices and interactions of those deemed to be the
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‘problem’ (social assistance recipients) and those deemed central to the
‘solution’ (case managers) of ‘unemployment’ and ‘welfare-dependency’,
I aim to understand how – in the context of welfare-to-work policy –
individuals are made responsible to secure their positions through paid
work in the current precarious labour market.
I study these practices and interactions within the delimited
timeframe and demarcated space of the social assistance office – also
known as ‘The social service’ (De sociale dienst)¹¹ – while realising that
governing social assistance recipients neither begins nor ends there. Social
assistance offices are concrete places that allow us to observe how people
are governed (by others as well as themselves) to become employable in
the post-Fordist labour market. Within these spaces, I focus particularly
on the centrality of future employment: on what case managers teach
recipients who are deemed ‘work-ready’ about obtaining and retaining
(precarious) paid work, and what exactly is required of them in return for
benefits. Ultimately, by analysing the daily practices that constitute ‘labour
market (re)integration’, I aim to contribute to a better understanding of
the particularities of ‘governmental precarisation’ that are central to the
politics of social security today. The following sections elaborate on my
case selection (of the Netherlands, as well as of selected municipalities)
and research methods.
The case of the Netherlands
To understand the scope, variety and impact of welfare-to-work policies
and practices around the world today, we need to study their local
manifestations within their contemporary and historical (inter)national
contexts. Scholars have compared national welfare-to-work policies
(e.g. Peck, 2001; Peck and Theodore, 2001; Lødemel and Trickey, 2001;
Korteweg, 2006; Betzelt and Bothfeld, 2011a; Kananen, 2012; Brodkin
and Larsen, 2013; Brodkin and Marston, 2013; Lødemel and Moreira,
2014; Van Berkel et al, 2017; Watts and Fitzpatrick, 2018) and focussed on
local cases in a single national policy context (e.g. McDonald and Marston,
2005; Soldatic and Meekosha, 2012 in Australia; Korteweg, 2003; Soss
et al, 2011 in the US; Muehlebach, 2012 in Italy; Dwyer and Wright,
2014; Patrick, 2017 in the UK; Kampen, 2014; Sebrechts, 2019 in the
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Netherlands; Pennisi and Baker Collins, 2017 in Canada, and Krivonos
2018, 2019; Haikkola, 2019 in Finland). Like these latter examples, this
dissertation is based on research in a single welfare state context – in which
there can be, due to the devolution of public policy and the marketisation
of public services, many local varieties of welfare-to-work. In order to grasp
this variety, I have chosen to study multiple local cases within a single
national context.
While many countries – as the above-mentioned literature suggests
– are interesting cases to study, I chose to focus on the Netherlands for
several reasons. First, welfare-to-work policy is well-developed as the
Netherlands adopted this type of policy early on (Van Berkel, 2011; PazFuchs and Eleveld, 2016; Van Berkel, 2017). Also, the organisation of
welfare-to-work – which services are offered and how they are offered –
is largely decentralised. Municipalities have ample room to devise local
social assistance policies and practices. The Participation Act requires
municipalities to offer services to social assistance recipients, to demand
active participation, and to impose sanctions if recipients do not fully
meet the requirements. But local policies and practices vary in terms of the
type, amount and intensity of activities that social assistance recipients are
required to do, as well as in the severity of sanctions (Van Berkel, 2017),
allowing us to study a variety of welfare-to-work policies and practices
within a single country.
Second, the Netherlands has one of the most ‘flexibilised’ labour
markets in Europe (De Beer and Verhulp, 2017; Kremer et al, 2017).
Labour market ‘flexibilisation’ has not affected everyone equally.
People with primary and secondary education more often have insecure
employment contracts than people with tertiary education, although
the latter increasingly have precarious contracts as well, especially as selfemployed ‘entrepreneurs’ and unpaid ‘interns’ (Van Vulpen and Van den
Berg, 2016; Dekker, 2017; Van Vuuren, 2017). Finally, long-term poverty
and ‘in-work poverty’ are growing in the Netherlands (Noordhoff, 2008;
Snel et al, 2008; Hoff et al, 2016, 2018; Vrooman et al, 2018). This is no
coincidence: people with precarious contracts run higher risks of falling
into poverty (Van Vuuren, 2017; Vrooman et al, 2018). It is thus timely
to research how, and based on what ideas, social assistance recipients in
the Netherlands are ‘activated’ towards the labour market, given that paid
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work will rarely provide them with a stable footing on which to build a
better future.
Categorisation of social assistance recipients

What is offered to and required of social assistance recipients varies between
categories of recipients. Social assistance recipients are generally categorised
into two groups, within which further subdivisions are often made at the
local level (Van Berkel, 2017). The first group consists of those who are
deemed ‘work-ready’ (or with ‘a short distance to the labour market’, ‘een
korte afstand tot de arbeidsmarkt’) or ‘able to work’ (‘werkfit’), and who
are expected to find paid employment in the foreseeable future. ‘Workready’ social assistance recipients are thus offered (obligatory) ‘labour
market (re)integration’ services geared to exiting social assistance as soon
as possible. The second group is deemed ‘not work-ready’ (yet) due to
‘obstacles’ – such as lack of (recent) employment history, (mental) health
issues, language barriers and/or severe financial problems that require
attention first. They are said to have ‘a long distance to the labour market’
(‘een lange afstand tot de arbeidsmarkt’). In contrast to the former group,
this group is offered (obligatory) ‘social support’ or ‘activation’ services,
ranging from sheltered work places (although these are barely offered
anymore) to ‘volunteering’ and community activities (see for example
Kampen, 2014; Sebrechts, 2019). For this group, ‘social participation’ is
the immediate goal, ‘labour market participation’ the longer-term goal
(Ibid). Under the Participation Act, municipalities can offer additional
services to social assistance recipients with certain impairments, such
as active mediation between recipients and potential employers, and
offering financial incentives to employers in order for recipients to find a
(subsidised) place to work.
The Participation Act has different rules for ‘young’ people (up to
27 years of age) and people of pensionable age (65 years and older). The
former have schooling options while the latter are no longer required to
do paid work. In addition, people who aspire to earn money through
entrepreneurship are offered a separate service (to set up a viable
enterprise) from those who (have to) seek paid employment. My research
focusses on the latter group. More specifically, it looks at welfare-to-work
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policies targeting people between the ages of 28 and 65 who do not have
impairments or suffer from severe health and/or financial issues and are
thus deemed ‘work-ready’. Some have (recently) lost their jobs and are
in need of social assistance benefits as they have exhausted their rights
to unemployment benefits. Others were previously deemed ‘not workready’ but have been ‘activated’; now considered ‘work-ready’, they have
been referred to ‘labour market (re)integration services’. The obligation
to find paid work is expected to be most pronounced for social assistance
recipients who are deemed ‘work-ready’ since they are perceived as healthy,
able members of the labour force who are, more than others, expected to
independently provide for themselves.
Three local social assistance offices
As local governments in the Netherlands are relatively autonomous
in devising and implementing social assistance policies in accordance
with their own political views and purposes, I selected three local social
assistance offices with the aim of maximising inter-municipal diversity
or ‘variation’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The aim of this study is not to compare
municipalities and analyse the observed differences, but to get broad insight
into the various ways in which Dutch welfare-to-work policy works out
in daily practices in different locations. Within the three municipalities,
different services – under the umbrella of ‘labour market (re)integration’
– target social assistance recipients who are deemed ‘ready’ to find paid
employment and thus to exit social assistance in the foreseeable future.
The three local social assistance offices were selected on the basis of
municipal population, number of social assistance recipients, proportion
of recipients compared to the national average, geographical location,
local policy objectives, sanctioning policy, the organisation of (re)
integration services (internal and/or externally contracted) and their
policy instruments (see table 1). The selected cases include two of the four
largest cities in the Netherlands, both with approximately 40,000 social
assistance recipients at the time of fieldwork. While both are above the
national average in the proportion of social assistance recipients relative
to the population, they differ in their policy objectives and frameworks.
The third social assistance office was a partnership between several
28
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Organisation of (re)
integration service

Sanctioning policy

Official policy aim

Location

Percentage of social
assistance recipients

Number of social
assistance recipients

Number of inhabitants

Internal/municipal

Relatively strict

Paid employment as
soon as possible

Urban area (‘Randstad’)

Above national average

± 40,000

> 500,000

Local office 1

Group meetings
Individual meetings

Internal/municipal and
external/contracted
(private organisation)

Relatively lenient

Participation (not
necessarily paid
employment)

Suburban area

Below national average

± 1,400

< 100,000

Local office 2

Internal/municipal

Relatively lenient

Participation (not
necessarily paid
employment)

Urban area (‘Randstad’)

Above national average

± 40,000

> 500,000

Local office 3

Policy instruments

Group meetings
Individual meetings
Unpaid (internal)
‘internships’

Group meetings
Individual meetings
(Un)paid work (at least 8
hours a week)

Table 1: Overview characteristics of selected municipal social assistance offices.¹²
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suburban municipalities (‘gemeenschappelijke regeling’) that together
had approximately 1,400 social assistance recipients at the time of my
fieldwork. The proportion of social assistance recipients is below the
national average while its policy objectives are not as explicitly pronounced
as the other two cases. The three local social assistance offices are described
in greater detail below.
Local office 1

Social assistance office 1, located in one of the four largest Dutch cities,
accommodated several departments offering a range of social assistance
services. At the time I was present, the office employed a four-week waiting
period in which social assistance recipients considered ‘work-ready’ were
expected to do their utmost to find whatever paid employment they could
find (and be able to prove this). This ‘active behaviour’ was necessary to
receive social assistance benefits as well as to retain this right. Once access to
benefits was granted, ‘work-ready’ recipients were referred to a department
focussed on rapid labour market (re)integration. My fieldwork took place
in this department, which employed around 30 case managers. Their tasks
consisted of ‘coaching’ and ‘motivating’ recipients, administering their
cases, ‘matching’ them to available job vacancies and enforcing policy rules.
The department offered all ‘work-ready’ social assistance recipients
living in the city a labour market (re)integration programme lasting
fifteen weeks, consisting mostly of group workshops and (un)paid work.
Recipients were obliged to attend a ‘general information meeting’ and CVworkshop in the first week. During the general information meeting, the
purpose of the programme was explained and recipients were reminded
of their duties and rights (among them the complaint procedure).
The purpose of the CV-workshop was for all recipients to have a CV
with which they could immediately apply for jobs. In the programme’s
subsequent weeks, recipients were required to participate in three-hour
workshops twice a week and complete homework assignments. Case
managers would regularly invite recipients for individual conversations
in which their desired progress and personal problems were discussed.
In addition, social assistance recipients were required to perform paid
work for at least eight hours a week. If this was not possible, they had to
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work, unpaid, for eight hours a week for a contracted employer. After
following this programme, social assistance recipients who did not find
paid employment were (sometimes) transferred to a department offering
‘social support’ or ‘activation’ services, or (more often) to a department
that focussed less on ‘training’ and more on directly ‘matching’ people
with vacancies.
Most case managers working in the department were employed by
the municipality – either on temporary or permanent contracts. Some
were temporarily ‘hired in’ from a job agency or as self-employed case
managers (Zelfstandige Zonder Personeel (ZZP)). Their work was closely
monitored; updates of individual performance – the number of social
assistance recipients exiting social assistance – were circulated through the
department each week. In addition, case managers would sometimes be
addressed by their superiors if they were suspected of leniency; imposing
sanctions was seen as a performance indicator.¹³ A third way in which
case managers’ performances were monitored – added after my period
of fieldwork – was social assistance recipients’ evaluations. For this, case
managers were required to ask recipients to fill in an evaluation form
upon exit (either to the labour market, or, after fifteen weeks, to another
department).
I gained access to this department through a personal contact who
referred me to the department manager. The manager told me I would
have to ask permission from the case managers themselves, as my aim
was to observe them doing their work. She therefore invited me to a
department meeting in which I could introduce myself and explain the
purpose of my research to all case managers. The case managers agreed
to grant me access to their department. But to observe their work with
social assistance recipients, we agreed to let it depend on the willingness
of recipients as well as the delicacy of the specific situation, as judged
by case managers. As a result, I was not always able to attend group
workshops and observe individual conversations between case managers
and recipients, especially when there was potential for conflict. For a
researcher, this is an undesirable but inevitable reality of fieldwork. At
the end of the department meeting, one case manager, upon my request,
agreed to guide me through the department. I started observing her and
her direct colleagues (as they were working in teams) as well as asking
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them a lot of questions. She helped me to expand my fieldwork to the rest
of the department by introducing me to other case managers and asking
them if I could observe their work. Most, but not all, case managers agreed
to let me attend group workshops and/or individual conversations with
social assistance recipients.
Access to the floor on which this department was located was easy,
as it was open to social assistance recipients from 8:45 in the morning –
around the time I arrived – until 16:00 in the afternoon. My presence was
not an anomaly as the department was almost always full of people (case
managers, team managers, reception desk and administrative personnel,
security officers, policy makers and social assistance recipients). The
department consisted of a large hallway, twelve ‘classrooms’ and two open
spaces with tables, chairs and coffee machines. At least two security guards
walked around the department each day. Attached to each classroom was
a small office, called a ‘fish bowl’ (as it was see-through from all sides). In
small teams of two or three, all case managers were assigned to a particular
classroom in which they would provide workshops to their group of
social assistance recipients. They used the ‘fish bowl’ for individual
conversations with recipients as well as for administrative work.
The morning workshops took place every day from 9:00 to 12:00 and
the general information meeting was held four times a week from 9:30 to
12:00 in the largest of the twelve classrooms. Case managers took turns
providing this general information meeting. From 12:00 to 13:00 the
department was closed and case managers would have their lunch break.
Like them, I would spend this time alone or with others (mainly the same
small group of case managers that would have lunch together) inside one
of the classrooms or outside the building. The afternoon workshops took
place every day – except Tuesdays – from 13:00 to 16:00. Every other
Tuesday, there was a department meeting from 13:00 to 16:00. On the
Tuesdays when there was no meeting scheduled, the case managers would
use this ‘free’ time to catch up on administration.
Each social assistance recipient was assigned to a group and had to
attend one morning and one afternoon workshop every week, according
to a group-based schedule. To cater to the needs of recipients, the
department organised groups on the basis of their education level (i.e.
special groups for ‘higher educated’ recipients) and computer skills (i.e.
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special groups for people who were not experienced with computers).
After 16:00, all recipients and some case managers would leave (some had
begun their working day at 7:00, some at 8:00). Others would attend to
administrative tasks.
Local office 2

Social assistance office 2 was a partnership (‘gemeenschappelijke regeling’)
between several local municipalities, located in a building adjacent to the
town hall of one of the municipalities. In this local office, case managers
worked in three groups: 1) ‘coordinating’ case managers responsible for
keeping an overview of cases, maintaining contact with social assistance
recipients, and sanctioning non-compliance; 2) ‘work’ case managers,
to whom the (almost) ‘work-ready’ recipients were referred by the
coordinating case managers, for ‘guidance’ to the labour market through
individual coaching and group workshops; 3) externally contracted case
managers working for a private company specialised in ‘labour market
(re)integration’. This third group was responsible for offering all kinds of
support to ‘not (yet) work-ready’ recipients, preparing ‘almost work-ready’
recipients for employment through individual coaching (to ‘overcome
personal barriers’), and directing ‘work-ready’ recipients towards the
labour market (again by means of individual coaching). The latter tasks
thus overlapped with that of the ‘work’ case managers working directly for
the social assistance office.¹⁴ Performance – the number of social assistance
recipients exiting social assistance – was closely monitored at the team-level
(i.e. the two teams of ‘work case managers’ and ‘external case managers’).
One of the ‘work’ case managers working directly for the social assistance
office had a permanent contract; another was self-employed (ZZP) and
temporarily hired in, while the other three had temporary contracts.
All case managers worked in the same building housing the local social
assistance office, albeit in different rooms.
Like the first local office, this social assistance office required people
who applied for benefits to do things in return before receiving anything.
In this case, potential social assistance recipients were to meet with
a ‘coordinating’ case manager in order to ‘check their eligibility’ and
determine their ‘work-readiness’. They were then required to attend
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two group meetings: one ‘general information meeting’ in which they
were informed about the formal duties and rights attached to receiving
social assistance benefits, and a ‘workshop’ that focussed on how to go
about finding paid employment. Only after attending all three meetings
were people entitled to social assistance benefits granted this right.
Subsequently, (almost) ‘work-ready’ recipients were offered (obligatory)
individual counselling several times a week. Instead of – or sometimes in
addition to – this, some recipients were required to participate in weekly
two-hour group workshops, which ran over a period of eight weeks.
After this period, recipients would either continue participating in the
workshops, receive individual counselling, and/or were referred to other
public or private sector service providers.
I arranged access to this department through a personal contact
acquainted with the director of the local office. I was granted access
following a meeting with the director and members of the ‘management
team’, and after the case managers had given their permission. While the
building housing the social assistance office was accessible during office
hours, the offices in which the case managers and other staff members
worked, and the coffee machine, were behind a closed door. I received a
special key for this door and an empty desk in the office of the ‘work’ case
managers. In contrast to local office 1, the case managers in this office spent
most of their time behind their desks rather than in front of a group of
social assistance recipients. The office was relatively quiet, as small groups
of recipients would attend group meetings only once or twice a week. The
rest of the time, they would visit the office for individual meetings with
their case manager. Since there was not as much for me to observe as in
local office 1, I spent most of my time in the office with the case managers.
I asked them to take me along when they had meetings with recipients
but, especially in the beginning, they would often forget to do so. In local
office 1, I had many possible moments to observe; here I had to work
hard to be able to observe case managers interacting with social assistance
recipients at all. But as time passed, I was increasingly included, talked to,
taken along to group and individual meetings with recipients, and invited
to lunch.
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Local office 3

Like local office 1, social assistance office 3 was in one of the Netherlands’
four largest cities. This municipality offered a range of services that ‘workready’ social assistance recipients, ‘consulted’ by their case manager, could
more or less ‘choose’ from. Although some form of activity was required of
all recipients, its exact form (e.g. individual counselling, group workshops,
internships) differed depending on individual recipients’ needs as judged
by their case manager. Social assistance recipients had the option to request
a ‘second opinion’ if they disagreed with their case manager’s judgement.
They were granted the use of these services for up to two years. After this,
they were referred to another department as they would no longer be
considered ‘work-ready’ and receive services aimed at social participation
(for now) rather than direct labour market participation.
Like local office 2, this social assistance office divided the case
managers into those responsible for keeping an overview, offering
individual counselling and sanctioning non-compliance, and those
‘training’ social assistance recipients for the labour market in group
workshops. But unlike local office 2, all case managers were employed
(either permanently or temporarily) by the municipality. At the time of
fieldwork, and partly due to pressure from the labour union, many case
managers who previously had temporary contracts now had permanent
positions. Local social assistance policies had also recently changed. This
meant that some case managers were “working according to the old way”
– focussing on rapid labour market (re)integration by using sanctions,
if necessary – while others were “working according to the new way”
in which social participation was deemed more important than labour
market participation and the use sanctions was a measure of last resort.
During fieldwork, I mostly focussed on the work of the case managers
responsible for ‘training’ social assistance recipients in group workshops.
There were several types of workshops. First, the ‘Introductory training’
for people who had just started receiving benefits lasted for three weeks
and required recipients to attend workshops three times a week, three
hours a day. A central aim of this ‘Introductory training’ was for each
social assistance recipient to devise an individual plan with a concrete
aim (what kind of job they were looking for, where, for how many hours,
etc) and concrete steps to take in order to achieve this aim. At the end
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of the three-week training period, each recipient would discuss this plan
with their personal case manager and agree on the next steps. For some
recipients, one such next step was attending the ‘Job centre’, another
training programme in which they were assisted to find paid employment
in three-hour group workshops, once a week for thirteen weeks or twice
a week for six weeks. The ‘Introductory training’ and ‘Job centre’ were
offered separately for ‘higher educated’ recipients and adapted to their
perceived needs. Those who had not found paid work by the end of the
two-year period in which they could access labour market (re)integration
services were offered ‘Intensive group counselling’. This entailed, once
again, attending weekly three-hour workshops for a period of thirteen
weeks, where they were assisted to find paid positions. Instead of – or
in addition to – the group workshops, social assistance recipients were
offered individual counselling and internal (at the municipality) or
external (at an employer) unpaid ‘internships’.
It was difficult for me to gain access to this social assistance office
as the municipality received many requests to participate in research
projects. Especially with the new Participation Act, case managers were
overwhelmed by researchers. But with help from a personal contact
acquainted with the alderman responsible for local social assistance
policy, I was referred from the managerial ‘top’ to the practitioners. After
months of talking to people at the municipality, I came into contact with
a team manager of one of the many teams of case managers responsible
for assisting the whole range of social assistance recipients in this city.
The team manager introduced me to some of the case managers and I
found my way from there. I did not have access to the offices in which
the case managers prepared for meetings with recipients and attended to
their administrative tasks. I was sometimes invited ‘up’ to their offices,
but could not go there without a case manager taking me. During my
fieldwork I mainly entered and exited the building on the ground floor,
like the social assistance recipients.
In contrast to the two other offices, it was more difficult for me to
understand the specifics of the case managers’ work and the structure of
their organisation – who did what, why, and who formed a team with
whom – as I was never able to get complete access to their ‘world’ of local
social assistance. The department in local office 1 was clearly demarcated
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from the rest of the services this municipality offered to social assistance
recipients while local office 2 was small – both in terms of space and
number of employees – and thus easy to oversee. But local office 3 was in
a large building housing several departments. The many case managers,
working in different spaces around the building, were responsible for (re)
integrating all kinds of social assistance recipients into the labour market.
To pursue participant observation with a variety of case managers, I asked
the ones I had already talked to and observed to introduce me to their
colleagues. As a result, I found my way through the building, meeting,
talking to and observing different case managers – some regularly and
intensively, others more fleetingly.
Research methods and ethics
Research for this dissertation began in the spring and summer of 2015, when
I conducted semi-structured interviews with 16 case managers and 2 local
policy makers in three Dutch municipalities – together with Marguerite
van den Berg and Sanne Hoekstra. At this time, one of the two large
municipalities (local office 3) declined to participate in the study due to the
large number of studies it was already participating in. For the interviews,
we thus selected a new third location, similar to local office 3 in terms of
local policy objectives and sanctioning policies. This new location offered
an expansion of variation in my case selection due to the municipality’s
population (± 200,000), number of social assistance recipients (± 7,100),
proportion of recipients (only slightly above the national average) and
geographical location (urban, but outside of the country’s central urban
area called ‘Randstad’). In addition, its organisation of (re)integration
services was in the process of being relocated from a central local office to
neighbourhood teams. At the time of the interviews, the case managers
were still working from the municipal office in the city centre.
Between January 2016 and November 2017, I conducted
ethnographic fieldwork at the three local offices described above. I visited
local office 1 for over four months between January and May 2016, local
office 2 for approximately four months between October 2016 and
January 2017, and local office 3 for over five months, between May and
November 2017. I generally visited all offices two or three times a week,
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with few exceptions (e.g. due to illness or when specific activities were
planned) when I would visit more or less often. I observed and sometimes
participated in 76 (local office 1), 39 (local office 2) and 51 (local office
3) formal meetings (individual and group meetings with case managers
and recipients, and team or department meetings). I also observed and
participated in countless informal interactions (before and after formal
meetings, both in and outside the office).
Semi-structured interviews

The 18 interviews with case managers and local policy makers were semistructured and lasted between twenty minutes and one hour. Their aim
was twofold: first, to hear how those working within the new Participation
Act interpreted, translated and implemented its aesthetic requirements
into local policy rules and practices, and second, to gain access to the
offices in which social assistance is granted in order to pursue ethnographic
fieldwork. The interviews focussed on case managers’ experiences,
perceptions, opinions, judgements and actions regarding, and in response
to, the aesthetic performances of social assistance recipients. They were
asked about the options at their disposal when recipients did not comply,
and to give concrete examples of situations when this occurred and
what action they took. Case managers were specifically asked whether
they had ever financially sanctioned recipients due to what they judged
to be inappropriate appearance. Case managers were also asked whether
recipients’ ‘inappropriate’ appearance could be altered, and whether this
was deemed desirable. Finally, they were asked whether the Participation
Act had influenced their daily practices concerning the aesthetic
presentation of social assistance recipients, and why they thought aesthetic
considerations were explicitly included in the act.
The interviews were recorded, transcribed and analysed through a
combination of conventional and directed content analysis (Hsieh and
Shannon, 2005). Some categories were defined before data analysis –
drawn from the literature on ‘activating’ social assistance and aesthetics
– while other categories were derived from the data during analysis.

38

INTRODUCTION

Ethnographic fieldwork

To study the Participation Act’s translation into daily practice, I
conducted ethnographic fieldwork in all three local social assistance offices.
I understand ethnography to be “a family of methods” that constitutes
“the disciplined and deliberate witness-cum-recording of human events”
(Willis and Trondman, 2000, p. 6). The fieldwork included (participant)
observation, informal interviews and casual conversations with case
managers (and to a lesser extent with their superiors) and the recipients of
social assistance. ‘Informal interviews’ differed from ‘casual conversations’
in that I asked questions and took notes. The latter were more fleeting and
were captured in my field notes (as soon as possible) after they occurred.
The ‘informal interactions’ I observed and sometimes participated
in consisted of conversations between case managers and social assistance
recipients, among case managers themselves, among social assistance
recipients themselves, and between case managers and their superiors.
These ‘informal interactions’ occurred before and after formal meetings,
in and outside the office, in the hallways, at the coffee machine, during
coffee breaks and lunch time. The ‘formal meetings’ I observed and
sometimes participated in were of three types: 1) individual meetings
between case managers and recipients; 2) group meetings with case
managers and recipients; and 3) team or department meetings. I once
participated in the eight-hour unpaid work activity that was part of
recipients’ obligations in local office 1. The second category of formal
meetings (group meetings) consisted of two types: ‘general information
meetings’ for recipients who had just applied for benefits, informing them
about their rights and duties, and ‘workshops’ geared to find paid work
where recipients learned – among other things – how to find vacancies,
write a CV and motivation letter, approach potential employers, present
oneself ‘properly’ and perform in a job interview. The meetings were
always led by two case managers but the number of participants varied,
ranging from about four to fourteen participants in workshops and ten to
fifty participants in general information meetings.
My research focusses on the interactions between case managers and
social assistance recipients because interactions between these two parties
are the primary means through which welfare-to-work policy takes shape.
Case managers assess recipients and make decisions within, and based
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upon, these interactions (compare Van Berkel, 2011). For most of the
time I spent observing, I sat in a room, taking notes (with pen and paper),
barely participating in the interactions that took place between others. But
I was not always only an observant as my active participation was required
when I was spoken to, invited to participate, asked a question, or asked to
tell something about myself. Such occasions became more frequent over
time, after I was present at a local social assistance office for some weeks.
My role was always somewhere between being a (participant) observer
and an observing participant, depending on what the case managers
and social assistance recipients required of me. If they did not ask me
to participate, I would take the role of observer. If they did, I would
participate more actively. My participation took many forms. For example,
case managers would sometimes ask me to ‘push the buttons’ while they
gave a PowerPoint presentation as part of the information meeting or
workshop. Another (completely different) example was a six-week course
on finding paid work designed especially for ‘higher educated’ social
assistance recipients. The case managers providing this course allowed me
to attend all the meetings on the condition that I would fully participate
like the recipients. At that time, I had one year left in my temporary
contract as a PhD candidate. I thus agreed to participate and think ahead
about, as well as practice for, applying for jobs in the near future. During
this six-week course, I was part of the group of social assistance recipients
– although not completely, of course, as everybody knew I had a job and
was there because of it. Still, because I fully participated, I got to know
some of the people in this group quite well. They were the only ones I
kept in touch with for some time after the course was finished.
Recording and analysing data

As welfare-to-work policy aims to ‘(re)integrate’ social assistance recipients
into the labour market, premised on the idea that they need guidance to
find paid work, I specifically focussed on how this ‘guidance’ takes shape.
What do case managers teach social assistance recipients about (finding)
paid work? What, according to case managers, must recipients do? How
do case managers legitimise these demands? Finally, when and how do case
managers decide that social assistance recipients are not (fully) meeting the
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requirements of local welfare-to-work policy, that they are ‘obstructing’
their path to paid work? In sum, I focussed on how the criteria and
practices of ‘evaluating’ and ‘guiding’ social assistance recipients were
collectively produced, contested, actualised and justified on a day-to-day
basis in local social assistance offices.
All observations were recorded in written notes (during or as soon
as possible after the observation) and committed to extensive digital
field notes (using word processing software) on the same day or within
a few days. My methodological approach of abductive analysis (Tavory
and Timmermans, 2014) entailed an iterative process of, first, using
extant theories on welfare-to-work, post-Fordist labour markets and
governmentality to guide and interpret my empirical observations, and
second, systematically gathering, describing and analysing observational
data and letting this push my theorisation “in unexpected directions”
(Ibid, p. 2). The literature thus provided me with broad background
knowledge while fieldwork enabled me to look for patterns (i.e. recurring
interactions, practices and themes), similarities and differences, as well as
contradictions (Ibid, p. 126). Based on my observations, I engaged with
new theories, pursued further fieldwork, and re-analysed my findings
– an approach that enabled me to make sense of the local practices that
constitute welfare-to-work policy in the Netherlands today.
Research ethics

During fieldwork, my role as researcher was always disclosed and often
visible as I took notes on paper during observations in ‘formal meetings’.
I asked all those involved (social assistance recipients, case managers,
their superiors and others) for permission to observe them at least once
(at the beginning of each new workshop series, or when new participants
joined) and regularly repeated that I was a researcher and was present at
the office for the purpose of my research. I repeated this especially when I
suspected it was unclear or seemed forgotten – when I was (either by the
case managers or the social assistance recipients) referred to as an intern
(often), as a case manager or someone working for the municipality in
another capacity (sometimes), or as a recipient of social assistance (rarely).
Whenever I met a new person (a case manager, social assistance recipient or
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otherwise), I introduced myself as “a researcher working for the University
of Amsterdam” and explained the purpose of my research as “examining
the implementation of the Participation Act in daily practices in the local
social assistance office”. I was open to questions about my research and,
upon request, would elaborate on my position as a PhD researcher as well
as the research questions I was seeking to answer. I always explicitly stated
that I was not working for the social assistance office or municipality. In
addition, as case managers could accept or reject my request to observe
their work beforehand, but social assistance recipients were more or less
confronted by my presence, I always stated that they did not have to agree
to my presence and could tell me to leave at any time.
I repeatedly told all persons I observed and conversed with that their
anonymity was assured. This was particularly important for the social
assistance recipients, some of whom expressed concerns about being
monitored by case managers and/or the municipality. I would never
write down their full names (nor did I know their full names most of the
time) and only wrote down their first names for the purpose of my own
field notes. I promised that I would not share their names with others or
use their names in any publications, and that although I would refer to
personal particularities such as age and educational background, unless
they requested me not to, I would limit detail to ensure anonymity. Some
of the case managers I observed and conversed with were outspoken about
my presence and note-taking. But as I spent more time with them than
with the recipients, I could build relationships based on trust; as a result,
some felt free to tell me things “off the record”. Depending on the subject,
I would sometimes include such remarks in my field notes, but not in
publications. “Off the record” information thus informed my analysis
but is not committed to writing in this dissertation. In one location, I
had to work harder to establish relationships with case managers and
gain their trust due to (previous and upcoming) reorganisations that
made my presence both unclear and seen as a potential threat. Here, I
made extra effort to spend time in the presence of case managers when no
interactions with recipients were occurring. I would spend full working
days, sometimes even without observing any interactions between case
managers and social assistance recipients, doing my own work.
To ensure the confidentiality and anonymity of respondents and
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informants, all data are anonymised by omitting names as well as
characteristics that might enable acquainted readers to trace the data back
to specific individuals. To direct attention to the interactions and the
conditions under which they took place, I have not used pseudonyms.
I distinguish between social assistance recipients (R) and case managers
(CM), as well as ‘job hunters’ (JH), ‘recruiters’ (RC) and ‘account
managers’ (AM), as they were part of daily practice in the social assistance
offices.¹⁵ At the end of each period of fieldwork – to leave the field
properly and to present preliminary findings to check whether these made
sense to them (i.e. respondent validation, see Hammersley and Atkinson,
2007, p. 183) – I scheduled individual meetings with the case managers
whom I had observed and conversed with multiple times.
My research analyses local welfare-to-work programmes in order to
understand contemporary social assistance in the Netherlands as well as
the politics of social security more broadly. This means that I understand
the interactions between case managers and social assistance recipients
in the context of these programmes and politics. I do not analyse the
work of case managers in order (for others) to judge them and their
profession; nor do I analyse the responses of social assistance recipients
in order (for others) to judge them and their need for income support.
Rather, I analyse the local practices that constitute welfare-to-work
and ‘labour market (re)integration’ in the Netherlands as a window on
how precarious populations are governed today. With this research, I
wish to contribute to public debate on how to collectively stand up to
contemporary precarisation through a politics that privileges inclusion
rather than exclusion, care rather than repression, solidarity over
individual responsibility, and security instead of insecurity.
A note on concepts
In this dissertation I refer to ‘social assistance’, not ‘welfare’. The choice
is deliberate, for several reasons. First, the Dutch word bijstand literally
means ‘assistance’. It originally intended to assist people in need who were
not expected to earn an income in the labour market as they performed
reproductive work, had caring obligations, or impairments that prevented
them from performing paid labour. Second, the word ‘welfare’ to designate
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social assistance policy has its origin in English-speaking countries and is
often understood to signal an unjustified dependency on the state, implying
that those who receive benefits are ‘passive’ and ‘pathological’, thereby
denying both structural inequalities and the centrality of dependency
in the human condition (Lister, 2017, p. xii). Third, I contend that the
term ‘social assistance’ better signifies the arrangements it encompasses
(money and social services), which are part of a larger system of social
security that has come to be known as ‘the welfare state’ in which the
‘welfare’ (or ‘wellbeing’) of all individuals is the aim and social assistance
arrangements are (in theory at least) a means to this end. Whether and how
social assistance contributes to (which) individuals’ welfare is an empirical
question. It would therefore be inaccurate to imply that ‘social assistance’
self-evidently leads to ‘welfare’.
Following this reasoning, I would prefer referring to contemporary
social assistance as ‘social assistance-to-work’ rather than the commonly
used ‘welfare-to-work’. But to speak to the extant academic debate on
the subject and to avoid confusion, I refer to ‘welfare-to-work’ policies
and programmes (the latter are the more practical translations of the
former). The concepts ‘(labour market) activation’ and ‘activating
welfare’ are generally used when referring to the continental European
context, while ‘welfare-to-work’ and ‘workfare’ often signify the British
and American context – in which the former is said to be the “less
punitive and pejorative translation” of the latter (Peck and Theodore,
2001, p. 428). These concepts, however, are subject to debate, as is their
coupling to specific national contexts (see for example Caswell et al,
2017). In the Dutch context, the term ‘(social) activation’ or ‘(sociale)
activering’ is mostly used when referring to policies that aim to enhance
the participation of recipients who are deemed ‘not (yet) ready for paid
work’ in unpaid activities such as language courses and volunteer work.
Therefore, I take ‘activation’ to encompass a broader array of programmes
(and target groups) within social assistance policy, aimed at ‘participation
in society’ and not exclusively at participation in the paid labour market.
In addition, I understand ‘workfare’ to be a specific form of social
assistance policy that entails obligatory (un)paid work activities (see Peck
and Theodore, 2001). Social assistance office 1 could be called ‘workfare’,
but offices 2 and 3 are more ambiguous. Inspired by Caswell et al (2017),
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I understand welfare-to-work as “programmes and services that are aimed
at strengthening the employability [and] labour-market (…) participation
of [partially] unemployed benefit recipients of working age, usually by
combining enforcing/obligatory/disciplining and enabling/supportive
measures in varying extents” (Caswell et al, 2017, p. 3). The local social
assistance policies that I study in this dissertation are geared towards the
immediate labour market participation of recipients deemed ‘work-ready’
through different measures (in some cases, including obligatory paid or
unpaid work activities). These activities are referred to as ‘(labour market)
reintegration’ or ‘re-integratie’/‘terugkeer naar werk’. As these activities
are aimed at ‘labour market participation’ (‘re-integratie’), as opposed to
‘participation in society’ (‘activering’), and they do not necessarily require
recipients to perform work activities in return for benefits (‘workfare’), I
contend that ‘welfare-to-work’ is the most appropriate term to designate
the social assistance policies and programmes I study.
The persons who shape welfare-to-work programmes and thus ‘make’
contemporary social assistance policies in important ways – i.e. Lipsky’s
‘street-level bureaucrats’ (Lipsky, 2010/1980)¹⁶ – are referred to as ‘case
managers’. Their job titles differ between municipalities, from ‘customer
manager’ and ‘consultant’ to ‘trainer’ and matchmaker’ (i.e. matching
persons to jobs). I have chosen to use the term ‘case manager’ as this is
the term most often used in the international literature when this group
is referred to. Although not exclusively, this term is also used by the
designated professionals themselves.
In the local offices studied for this dissertation, people claiming and
receiving social assistance benefits were referred to as ‘customer’, ‘job
seeker’ or ‘candidate’ (i.e. a potential candidate for a job). But as Nancy
Fraser (1989) argues, social assistance recipients occupy a “subjectposition that carries far less power and dignity in capitalist societies than
does the alternative position of purchaser” (Fraser, 1989, p. 152). I argue
that the same holds for ‘job seeker’ and ‘candidate’. She adds, moreover,
that “to be a client (in the sense relevant to relief recipients) is to be an
abject dependent” (Fraser, 1989, p. 152). Here Fraser is referring to a long
history in which being dependent on poor relief or state benefits became
deviant and stigmatised, while other dependencies (on paid labour) came
to be celebrated (Fraser and Gordon, 1994) – a reality that still holds
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today (see for example Kampen et al, 2013; Tyler, 2013; Jensen and Tyler,
2015). Therefore, following Fraser (1989), I prefer the term ‘recipient’
over the commonly used ‘client’. Together with my former point about
speaking of social assistance rather than welfare, I use the term ‘social
assistance recipient’, or ‘recipient’ for short, to refer to people receiving
social assistance benefits.
Chapter overview
This dissertation consists of four chapters, preceded by this introduction
and followed by a conclusion. Chapter 1 is based on semi-structured
interviews and ethnographic fieldwork in local office 1, and addresses the
aesthetic dimensions of welfare-to-work policy, starting from the aesthetic
requirements contained in the Participation Act. In this chapter I examine,
together with Marguerite van den Berg, the aesthetic performances
required of social assistance recipients to retain their right to benefits and
how case managers use aesthetics as pedagogy to cultivate ‘work-readiness’
and ‘adaptability’. We argue that everyday aesthetic labour is pivotal in
post-Fordist labour markets and that, in times of precarisation, this applies
to both formally ‘employed’ and ‘unemployed’ populations.
Chapter 2 is based on ethnographic fieldwork in local offices 1 and
2 and addresses the affective dimensions of welfare-to-work policy.
Together with Marguerite van den Berg, I examine the ‘pedagogies of
optimism’ central to daily practices within the local social assistance
offices. We show how case managers use the techniques of ‘accepting’,
‘controlling’ and ‘imagining’ to teach social assistance recipients to accept
their precarious position, to embrace it and to prepare for its continuation
while remaining optimistic about better times to come. Importantly,
case managers in Dutch social assistance offices are themselves often
precarious, making the affective labour they perform both difficult and
essential for themselves. We argue that welfare-to-work programmes are
characterised by precarisation on both the receiving and providing ends
of the state–citizen encounter and that social assistance today encourages
acceptance of this state of precarity.
Chapter 3 delves deeper into the (re)production of the (‘Fordist’)
ideal of paid work as the primary avenue for decent subsistence, to
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achieve something in life, and to be a valued member of society. Based on
ethnographic fieldwork in all three social assistance offices, it examines the
techniques of ‘introspection’ and ‘imitation’ that case managers use to
solve the tension of espousing (Fordist) ideals of upward mobility through
paid employment at a time when the (post-Fordist) labour market barely
offers social assistance recipients any routes to a stable career. The chapter
shows that the affective labour social assistance recipients must perform
consists not only of thinking and feeling ‘positive’ about their current
situation and prospective future, but of thinking and feeling certain
ways about themselves, their ‘personality’, and learning ways to ‘know’
and ‘improve’ themselves for paid work. Alongside imagining a better
future, they have to imitate it in exercises where they must give ‘the right’
(aesthetic) performances which in theory will enable them to achieve
the desired life. Social assistance offices thus function as temporal spaces
of imagination in which adherence to the promise of upward mobility
through paid work appears as a form of ‘post-Fordist affect’.
Chapters 1, 2 and 3 show how social assistance recipients in the
Netherlands are ‘activated’ for the post-Fordist labour market – through
cultivating the promise of paid work, (presentations of) ‘the right’
aesthetics, affects and personalities, and imitating (closeness to) paid
work. Chapter 4 is also based on ethnographic fieldwork in all three social
assistance offices and addresses the different modes in which recipients
are directed towards paid labour through pressing, repressing and
accommodating modes of governing. It analyses the differences (between
as well as within local offices) in the approaches used by case managers,
enabled by the decentralisation of policy design and implementation and
case managers’ room for discretionary action. I show how these practices
are legitimised by stigmatising the need for income support, in effect
constructing social assistance recipients as ‘revolting subjects’ (Tyler,
2013) while leaving little room for them to revolt against dysfunctional
policy and wrongful treatment. Building on the republican theory of
non-domination (Lovett, 2010; Pettit, 2012), I argue that the observed
differences and limited room for social assistance recipients to voice their
concerns suggest an arbitrary application of – and insufficient democratic
control over – Dutch welfare-to-work policies.
Together, the four chapters reveal the work that goes into obtaining
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and retaining the right to social assistance in the context of welfare-towork and post-Fordist labour, as well as the pedagogical techniques
that case managers use to entice, persuade and coerce social assistance
recipients to find paid work. Aesthetic and affective labour, requiring
‘self-knowledge’ and ‘self-improvement’, are the central ways through
which social assistance ‘deservingness’ is assessed and ‘work-readiness’ is
performed and achieved. It is by looking presentable, feeling optimistic
and performing potentiality that social assistance recipients are deemed
able and willing to find paid work and to improve themselves and their
positions in society.
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Chapter One: Aesthetics of Work-Readiness
Aesthetic judgements and pedagogies for
conditional social assistance and post-Fordist
labour markets ∗

Introduction
Should a person wearing flip-flops to a job interview for the position of deskclerk receive a social assistance benefit sanction? Should social assistance
recipients be advised on their smell? How to deal with facial tattoos or
burqas? These questions are part of the everyday practices of the street-level
bureaucrats who are responsible for implementing social assistance policy
in the Netherlands. Recent legislation takes conditional social assistance to
a new level. In an unprecedented move, aesthetic performances are made
an explicit condition for the right to social assistance. In the Participation
Act, effective as of January 2015, social assistance recipients are required
not to ‘obstruct employment by appearance’ (Article 18, paragraph 4g).
The street-level bureaucrats responsible for implementing this, or ‘case
managers’, therefore make aesthetic judgements in their assessment of
social assistance deservingness. In this chapter, this legislation and its
implementation in Dutch social assistance offices is explored as a case
A version of this chapter has been published as: M. van den Berg and J. Arts
(2019) The aesthetics of work-readiness: Aesthetic judgements and pedagogies
for conditional welfare and post-Fordist labour markets. Work, Employment and
Society, 33(2), 298-313.
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of the often underestimated importance of aesthetics in contemporary
precarious labour markets. If aesthetics have become a legal prerequisite
for retaining social assistance rights, the questions that are addressed in this
chapter are: 1) just what performances grant this right; and 2) what does
this tell us more generally about the politics of aesthetic performances for
post-Fordist labour markets?
The Dutch Participation Act fits in an international trend towards
more conditional forms of social assistance provision. In the Netherlands,
as well as in many other European countries, the welfare state has been
drastically reformed since the 1980s. These changes are often described as
a development ‘from social assistance to welfare-to-work’ (see for example
Peck and Theodore, 2001; Korteweg, 2006; Van Berkel et al, 2017). Social
assistance benefits are seen as temporarily bridging the gap between one
paid job to another and are conditional on participation in social assistance
programmes and the perceived effort social assistance recipients make to
find paid employment as soon as possible and to the best of their abilities.
Consequently, the right to benefits has to be ‘earned’ (Van Houdt et al,
2011; compare Dwyer, 2008 for the UK context).
One of the characteristics of contemporary policy schemes
for unemployed populations is their focus on what is often called
‘activation’ (Clarke, 2005; Newman and Tonkens, 2011a; Adkins,
2012). Problematising the ‘inactivity’ of some populations (Van den
Berg, 2016a), ‘activation’ has become a widely used phrase in labour
market policy throughout Europe. Although the dominant conception
of ‘activity’ in most welfare states is involvement in paid labour (Clarke,
2005), the ‘activation’ of social assistance recipients can mean many things,
ranging from physical exercise to following courses or doing mandatory
‘volunteer work’ (Clarke, 2005; Kampen 2014). Lisa Adkins (2012)
therefore argues that the materiality of unemployment has changed quite
radically. Rather than a period of inactivity, for many, unemployment has
become part of “a continuum of productive moments” (Adkins, 2012, p.
622). Unemployment involves work, or is in any case eventful. Meetings,
mandatory volunteering, job coaching – social assistance recipients are
hardly ‘doing nothing’ in times of welfare-to-work. Employment and
unemployment, therefore, are more alike in this economy. Many now
move in and out of paid employment, moving from job to job or ‘gig’
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to ‘gig’, even when more durably outside of paid employment. A typical
week is thus filled with mandatory activities that are oriented towards
paid work and the formal labour market. This chapter sets out to show
how the work that is expected from social assistance recipients involves
aesthetic labour. Our case of Dutch conditional social assistance shows
expectations of backstage labour to be performed by social assistance
recipients, often in the hope (either on the part of the case manager
or recipients themselves) of entering precarious jobs. It builds on the
argument made by Adkins (2012) that unemployment is “an important
site for the theorisation of post-Fordist labour” (Adkins, 2012, p. 622).
This chapter is based on a qualitative and ethnographic study of the
implementation of Article 18, paragraph 4g of the Dutch Participation
Act. Qualitative semi-structured interviews with 18 case managers of
three Dutch municipalities were conducted in 2015 and observational
data were collected in 2016 during a four-month ethnographic study at
one of those municipalities. In these field sites, the ubiquitous discursive
category of ‘representatief’ is used by Dutch case managers to describe an
appropriate performance by social assistance recipients. ‘Representatief’
can perhaps best be translated into English as ‘presentable’. Reminiscent
of the category ‘respectable’ in the British context (the dominant
category in Skeggs’ (1997) Formations of Class and Gender), the category
‘presentable’ differentiates social assistance recipients who are deemed
employable from those deemed pathological (compare Skeggs, 1997, p.
13). The term ‘presentable’ in social assistance offices first operates as a
negative, as a way to pathologise that which is not ‘presentable’: the
slouching, the scarcely dressed, the smelling. Second, it is taken to mean a
performance of ‘active’ work-readiness as part of a continuous calibration
of the self in potential work contexts. The stress on aesthetics in social
assistance offices, moreover, also works as pedagogy: it is partly through
aesthetics that ‘work-readiness’ more broadly is achieved.
This study is not the first to scrutinise encounters between citizens
and the state in the context of social assistance (see for example Korteweg,
2006; Dubois, 2010; Schram et al, 2010). It is, however, relatively rare for
those studies to analyse aesthetic judgements. In Gatta’s (2014) study of
the public workforce system in the USA, dress advice in the context of
job coaching (and the anger and humiliation felt by participating women)
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is briefly mentioned, but not the focus. Other research briefly addresses
dress advice as an example of ritualised practices of case managers in which
the advice given does not necessarily correspond with what is actually
requested from employees in lower wage labour markets (Marchevsky
and Theoharis, 2008; Brodkin, 2015). Nickson et al (2003) are perhaps
the exception because they do focus on the aesthetic training of what they
term the ‘excluded’. Their study, however, focusses on how to go about
addressing an aesthetic ‘skills deficit’ among the ‘unemployed’.
This chapter proposes a different perspective by looking at the
aesthetic evaluation and pedagogic practices employed by case managers
and their conceptualisations of appropriate aesthetics in the context of
welfare-to-work policy. The aim is not to judge the aesthetic performances
of social assistance recipients, but to study the way case managers do
so. This chapter, thus, aims to understand the new Dutch formal
obligation to perform a continuous ‘aesthetic labour’ in the context of
aestheticisation of labour in post-Fordism, precarisation and ‘activation’.
Aesthetic labour, precarisation and activation
One important aspect of the post-Fordist organisation of economic life
is the surge in service sector employment. Throughout welfare states in
Europe (and beyond), the majority of workers today work in (interactive)
service sector jobs. Much contemporary work and especially interactive
service work requires characteristics in work which are usually thought
of as personal or private (Leidner, 1991; Wellington and Bryson, 2001;
McDowell, 2009). Famously, the flight attendants in Hochschild’s
The Managed Heart (1983) sold their smiles as part of their service in
interactions with clients; they performed both emotional and aesthetic
labour. Coined by Warhurst et al (2000), ‘aesthetic labour’ is often
conceptualised as “a supply of embodied capacities and attributes
possessed by workers at the point of entry into employment” (Warhurst
et al, 2000, p. 1). In the Glasgow service industry, Warhurst et al (2000)
observed that employers hired personnel in large part because of certain
aesthetic preferences and the conviction that a staff member who ‘looks
good’ and ‘sounds right’ (compare Williams and Connell, 2010), or would
otherwise fit their brand, would create more revenue. This perspective
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has led to a host of studies focussing on such embodied characteristics
and their impact on hiring procedures and employability, such as tattoos
(Timming, 2015), accents (Nath, 2011), stammering (Butler, 2014) and
‘aesthetic literacy’ (Sheane, 2012, p. 145).
Warhurst et al’s (2000) conceptualisation focusses on the ‘point
of entry’ into a job or labour market position. This chapter builds on
this literature but shifts its focus towards the continuous, day-to-day
‘backstage’ work (see Goffman, 1959) that goes into ‘looking right’ (and
the expectation of case managers that social assistance recipients perform
such labour). Whoever is hired for their looks needs to maintain these
looks and continuously stay up to date in order to secure a ‘fit’ between
their look and work, with the purpose of remaining employable in this
economy. For most workers, therefore, exercise, dress and makeup are
part of a continuous labour for labour. Such continuous labour is also
required from social assistance recipients as part of a performance of
flexibility, employability and a display of a desire for paid labour. This
is characteristic of post-Fordism: not only are aesthetics important in
new ways in post-Fordism (when compared to Fordism) because of the
surge in interactive service labour, but post-Fordist labour is also often
much more precarious and discontinuous and therefore necessitates this
continuous calibration. At the height of Fordism and Keynesian social
assistance politics, full and lifetime employment in unionised jobs with
family wages were not only explicit political goals, but also the reality for
the majority of men, at least in Western Europe. By contrast, precarity,
as Lorey (2015) pointedly puts it, is the norm in post-Fordism: insecure,
discontinuous labour and the concomitant adaptation to work-contexts
in flux has become a primary concern for paid workers and, as this chapter
will show, for social assistance recipients.
The aim of this chapter is to shift the focus in our understanding of
aesthetic labour from paid labour and employment to aesthetic labour
for unemployment and as part of ‘activation’ to find paid work in what
Standing (2011) terms the ‘precariat’. In much research on aesthetic
labour, the focus is on (middle-class) performances for paid work, for
example on career women in positions of power (Rucker et al, 1999), on
image consultancy for professionals (Wellington and Bryson, 2001), on
the modelling industry (Mears, 2011; Holla, 2015) or on interactive service
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work in urban economies (Warhurst et al, 2000; Sheane, 2012; Timming,
2015). This chapter argues that aesthetic performance is an increasingly
important part of labour in low-wage interactive service jobs like it is in
other, frequently better paid and more stable sectors. Standardisations of
the presentation of self for work such as uniforms (an aesthetic symbol
of Fordist times) are becoming less prevalent and, consequently, aesthetic
labour in post-Fordism is becoming more ambiguous and fraught with
uncertainty, especially in precarious labour markets.
Social assistance recipients in the Netherlands often move in and out
of social assistance and precarious jobs. Temporary, discontinuous, badly
paid and highly insecure employment is often all that case managers have
to offer recipients: call-centre work; maintenance jobs; and hospitality
positions. These types of employment are considered typical of work in
the precariat (Standing, 2011) or even typical for a new class altogether
(e.g. in Savage et al’s (2015) classification of class in the UK; see Skeggs
(2015) for a discussion). Unemployment and employment in post-Fordist
conditions, at any rate, are usually stages in a continuous situation of
precarity (compare Adkins, 2012; and Lorey, 2015 for this focus on
continuity). Lorey (2015) writes of precarisation as a mode of government
that destabilises employment and destabilises life itself. It includes ideas of
freedom and self-determination in subjectivation: the idea that the most
private self and work should align. The focus on autonomy in work and
the idea of work as a project of the self has become much more widespread
today and is not only expected from professionals and artists (Boltanski
and Chiapello, 2005). Consequently, much ‘activation’ focusses on the
self as a project in which individuals are coached to ‘invest’ and which
they can then ‘market’. Those in welfare-to-work programmes, therefore,
are called upon to mobilise aspects of their self that are usually thought of
as private: their desires, caring nature or risk-taking character for instance.
In the welfare-to-work programmes studied here, assignments involve
emotional soul-searching and therapeutic work to discover a ‘true talent’
or ‘dream’. As shall be shown in the analysis below, this mobilisation of
the most private aspects of life for work contexts also translated into calls
for aesthetic investments and a continuous aesthetic labour. Precarisation
does not only touch those in the precariat and indeed, many who consider
themselves ‘middle class’ now have to deal with similar insecurities,
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including aesthetic insecurities. This chapter, however, focusses on
social assistance recipients who move in and out of what can be termed
precarious ‘bottom-end’ jobs.
Aesthetic judgements in social assistance offices are not new. In
fact, especially in the Netherlands, there is a long history of civilising
offensives, particularly in the context of the welfare state (Van den Berg
and Duyvendak, 2012; Van den Berg, 2016b). Disciplining ‘the poor’ and
‘working classes’ to be ‘clean’ and ‘proper’ and holding that as a condition
for help can in fact be considered part and parcel of paternalism (Van den
Berg, 2016b). What is different in the context of post-Fordism and the
current situation created by the Participation Act is that aesthetic labour
in unemployment is not just appearing clean and decent (though it most
certainly is too), but entails participating in a continuous calibration
of aesthetic appearances to ever-changing and insecure work contexts.
Moreover, on an emic level, what is different in the situation created by the
Participation Act for individual case managers in the Netherlands when
compared to before is that the act gives them “a stick to beat with” (een
stok om mee te slaan), as they put it. In other words: the explicit mention
of appearance in the Dutch law offers case managers an instrument to use
in interactions with social assistance recipients.
‘Presentable’: The proper aesthetic performance
The term most often used by case managers to describe what aesthetic
performance they look for in social assistance recipients is ‘presentable’
(representatief). Almost all the respondents talked of the need for
recipients to dress ‘presentable’ when going on a job interview or even of
their own practice of dressing ‘presentable’ for their job and interaction
with social assistance recipients. ‘Presentable’ proved to be a rather
vague category: when pressed to make explicit what ‘presentable’ means
exactly, many were unable to respond adequately. In practice though
(as observed in the ethnographic research), the category ‘presentable’
worked, first, as a negative: to point out what was not appropriate and
not ‘presentable’. Therefore, what became clear was that certain concrete
aesthetic performances (and material objects) were on the wrong side of
this ‘non-presentable’/‘presentable’ dichotomy. In the following, these
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meanings of ‘presentable’ and ‘non-presentable’ are first investigated based
on interview data. Second, the ethnographic data show the actual practices
in the social assistance offices and offer the opportunity to further develop
a perspective on how ‘presentability’ is taken to mean a performance of
‘active’ work-readiness. For case managers, the ‘right’ aesthetic labour
pointed towards the required flexibility and subjectivity for labour more
widely. ‘Looking right’, in short, did not just involve neat shoes and ironed
shirts, but an aptitude for and proven capability of continuous change and
adaptability.
The ‘non-presentable’: Pathologies

While class was never explicitly mentioned, specific classed and gendered
aesthetic performances were mentioned to be on the ‘wrong’ side of
‘presentable’. As van Eijk (2012) has argued, class in the Netherlands
often operates as a latent category: not explicitly addressed yet important.
Unlike in the UK context, therefore, both case managers and recipients are
unlikely to explicitly identify as ‘working’ or ‘middle class’. Nonetheless,
the pathologising ways in which case managers talked of ‘non-presentable’
aesthetic performances shows remarkable resemblance to familiar
repertoires of ‘middle-class disgust’ at the aesthetic performances of those
in the working class (Lawler, 2005). Three salient examples of the ‘nonpresentable’ are dealt with here: flip-flops; cleavage; and smell. These
were notably not the only examples given in the interviews, but they
were selected because they were given often and by many respondents.
Moreover, they can stand as qualitative examples for an argument that
was applied to various other aesthetic appearances which were potential
grounds for social assistance penalties.
For the case managers, wearing flip-flops was an obvious example
of not looking ‘presentable’. In the interviews, it was the first example
used of legitimate grounds for a financial penalty. Flip-flops were often
spontaneously brought up in the series of interviews and in several cases
even the brand Adidas was frequently mentioned, for example in this
excerpt (CM and I are short for Case Manager and Interviewer):
CM: “Oh, you know, the standard stuff, like men coming in with
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Adidas sports flip-flops (…).”
I:
“So why are flip-flops inappropriate?”
CM: “Well, (…) that depends, I guess, on what kind of flip-flops.
I’m wearing sandals myself now (the interview was done on a
hot day in June). So I bought these, with open toes and I guess
some of my colleagues think that this doesn’t ‘go’ either. But…
sometimes you have these flip-flops that are more like sandals,
you know? That’s a different category. Then I think it is a little
more dressed, but maybe it is still inappropriate. But Adidas
flip-flops: no. They belong on a poolside, at home or on the
beach. That is just very obvious like: ‘Hey, there’s a line there!’
(…) So it is important that it’s presentable somehow.”
Adidas flip-flops, for this case manager, are associated with the typical
leisure activities of swimming and sports. Crossing the boundary (“Hey,
there’s a line there!”) can result in serious repercussions, ranging from
(more or less obligatory) dress coaching to financial penalties implemented
by case managers.
A second recurring concern of case managers was the showing of skin.
This was most often voiced with direct reference to women. For them
especially, it seemed, showing skin was ‘non-presentable’. To quote one
(female) case manager:
“Just too naked (bloot). Sometimes you see a photo on a CV and you
see too much of a woman’s cleavage. Then, in interaction with the
client, I try to show her: ‘Look, do you see the difference between
when I put my hand over your cleavage in the photo and when you
can see the cleavage? This is how you learn how you come across.’ (…)
It maybe shouldn’t be like this, you know, but I try to make women
conscious of that, you know, men, you know, you just dress very
revealingly and they try to look away and it does have an impact (…).”
Very clearly gendered, this quote reveals that an excess of femininity or
skin is ‘non-presentable’. Moreover, there is a clear pedagogy at work here
(“This is how you learn”): this case manager strives to teach women to
show less skin by showing them on their own picture what that would
look like.
On the other side of the masculine–feminine binary, the third
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concrete example of ‘non-presentable’ performances was smell, or, in the
words of one respondent: “clients that smell of poverty”. Much more
linked to ‘pathological masculinities’, smell came up frequently in the
interviews: “Mostly, these are people that are alone, single. And usually
they are men. Women take care of themselves more. But a single man,
middle-aged: no one warns him!” In the eyes of the case managers, ‘being
presentable’ involves ‘not smelling bad’. The wrong smell could, in their
view, ‘obstruct employment’ (to refer to the phrasing in the Participation
Act).
These examples show that ‘being presentable’ involves not wearing
flip flops, not showing too much skin and not smelling bad. The category
‘presentable’ here works as a negative: as a set of ideas of what not to
do. These judgements are more than a simple evaluation of looks: they
constitute a moral judgement (compare Lawler, 2005). The inadequacy
is interpreted as a deep set of wrong preferences and knowledge that
presents itself aesthetically in the social assistance office, but is indicative
of wrong ways of being and doing more generally: “An assumed ignorance
and immorality is read off from an aesthetic which is constituted as faulty”
(Lawler, 2005, p. 437). This is why certain social assistance recipients are
deemed unfit for work: the way they look symbolises a whole range of
other things wrong with them.
Furthermore, these examples show that what becomes seen as a
problem in aesthetic performances for labour is the body’s materiality
itself. There are clear gendered and classed meanings here. Both women
and those classified as ‘working class’, or ‘the precariat’, have often been
depicted as being too material (Lawler, 2005). This surplus of materiality
is then often presented to indicate a deeper, underlying pathology.
This was a recurring response of the case managers when they talked
about smell especially, but also when talking about showing too much
skin. They would refer to someone’s financial problems, loneliness
or, ultimately, psychiatric illness as underlying causes. This analysis,
therefore, shows important continuities in the narratives of case managers
with the abovementioned historical civilising offensives and disciplining
welfare states in Fordism. What is different in post-Fordism, though, is the
interpretation of aesthetics as a performance of activity and adaptability.
In post-Fordism, social assistance is restructured through ‘activation’
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which pressurises social assistance recipients to (aesthetically) present
themselves as active job-seekers rather than rights bearers. Importantly,
they have to continuously adapt this active presentation in order for it to
be in accordance with the work-situation at hand. In the interviews, when
the category of ‘presentable’ became positive – a description of ‘do’s’ – it
referred to a performance of adaptability and activity. Focussing on this
theme of adaptability, the following excerpt is important (though this
theme generally came up much more clearly in the ethnographic data
explored below). Here, a case manager explains why wearing a three-piece
suit can be inappropriate in certain settings and therefore a potential basis
for a sanction. What is important here is the stress on the ability to read a
situation and adapt an aesthetic performance accordingly:
CM: “I did sanction someone last year because (…) he [wanted] to
work in the asbestos [removal]. (…) Well, fine. A colleague of
mine was responsible for the recruitment and selection and
had discussed with him and a group of others to wear decent
but relaxed clothing. This man showed up in a three-piece suit.
So they really thought: ‘what are you doing?’ (…) They sent
him away.”
I:
“Really?”
CM: “Yes.”
I:
“That was considered to be so inappropriate that…”
CM: “Yes, but look, this was just not the idea. You have to look
good, but you’re not supposed to… you’re not applying for an
office job. You are going to do construction work, that is very
dirty and dangerous.”
I:
“But maybe he thought ‘I will make a special effort for that
interview’.”
CM: “Well, he was told to, yep… I don’t actually remember whether
I really sanctioned him for it. I don’t actually remember.”
Interestingly, in the ethnographic observations ‘presentable’ as a category
of active performances of work-readiness and adaptability (as opposed
to ‘not presentable’ as a pathology) was a much more prevalent theme.
Moreover, it is in these ethnographic observations that aesthetic pedagogies
come into clearer view.
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Presentability: Aesthetics as pedagogy of work-readiness
and adaptability
On their first day of the programme, social assistance recipients had to
attend the general information meeting. The objective was to inform new
social assistance recipients about what was expected of them. Recipients
were told that looking for paid employment is like having a job. This
includes aesthetic requirements, as one case manager formulated it:
“We are hoping you will display the behaviour and attitude you would
display at an employer. Also with regard to clothing (…) that you
present and dress yourself in such a way that you are always ready to
have a job interview.”
In addition to this, social assistance recipients were invited to participate
in dress workshops (provided by Dress for Success, a local foundation) for
social assistance recipients in order to inform, advise and help them to
look ‘presentable’. While participating in the welfare-to-work programme,
social assistance recipients were continuously coached to behave the way
they would in their workplace. This explicitly included personal care and
dress and was formalised into a kind of contract that was called ‘working
agreement’ which stated the following:
“We expect you to look decent and well-groomed (netjes en verzorgd).
During the programme you will not wear a cap, overcoat or sportswear.
You will not wear a headphone and/or earphones either.”
In some cases, indeed, recipients were asked to take off their cap, overcoat
or headphones. Most case managers addressed social assistance recipients
who were wearing sportswear by saying that it is not allowed and should
not happen again. One time, a case manager sent a social assistance
recipient home in order to change his clothing and come back right after.
The immediate pedagogy at work here is correction and it is relatively
punitive: recipients are always at risk of losing their benefits if they do not
comply.
After the general information meeting, social assistance recipients
were assigned to a group and a specific case manager. The case manager
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would repeat what was expected of participants in a small group or
individual meeting once they started participating in the workshops. As
one case manager told the new recipients in such an event:
“What we are actually saying is that this programme is like having a
job. You don’t have to wear a business suit, but you shouldn’t wear a
tracksuit (trainingspak) either. We have job hunters walking around
here. They are like employers and they say: ‘I won’t talk to people who
look horrendous (die er niet uitzien)’.”
Other case managers also referred to the job hunters, who were in fact their
colleagues and employed by the municipality as part of the welfare-towork programme. It was their job to contact employers and find vacancies
to which the social assistance recipients could apply. Sometimes the word
‘job hunter’ and ‘employer’ were used interchangeably, as is the case in the
following example where a case manager informed a small group of newly
arrived social assistance recipients:
“Sometimes employers, job hunters, will visit our group. Make sure
that you always look presentable (representatief). Wash yourself
regularly, take a shower, put on clean clothes: that makes you look
good (dat ziet er goed uit).”
The logic behind this (besides the assumption that social assistance
recipients do not shower regularly) is that in order to get a job you have
to aesthetically present yourself as if you have a job already. As one case
manager told a group of recipients: “I want to see, smell, feel that you
intend to get back to work.” The stress on the aesthetic experience of
participants is crucial here: it is through smelling, seeing and feeling that
the assessment of ‘work-readiness’ and ‘deservingness’ is made. It goes
beyond just smelling right, though: the performance the case managers
were after is not just one of ‘decency’, but of ‘activity’ in the sense of
‘readiness’: always ready to enter paid employment.
Importantly, this stress on aesthetics does something else too: it is
part of a pedagogy to become ‘work-ready’. The objective is not only to
‘look good’ for potential employers, ‘looking good’ also serves the purpose
of, as one case manager put it: “getting you into the work-mode”. Social
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assistance recipients were encouraged to feel and look like they were
already working because that would help them to, in fact, become a
‘work-ready’ subject. Aesthetics were part of a responsibilising pedagogy:
for social assistance recipients, ‘active participation’ meant displaying an
eagerness to find work and to actively participate in the labour market as
a job-seeker, mimicking the behaviour of actual paid workers. Looking
‘presentable’ while receiving social assistance benefits was interpreted
as being committed to work and becoming independent from social
assistance. An aesthetic performance was thought of as a concrete way
in which a recipient can be ‘transformed’, more broadly speaking, into
being more ‘work-ready’. A further concrete example of this pedagogy is
the problematisation of posture and especially of slumping in one’s chair.
One case manager told a group of recipients what he did when he received
vacancies from the job hunters:
“When I receive vacancies, I close my eyes and picture all my clients
and visualise which of them fits the job description. And I know I
am not the only one who does this, intermediaries at employment
agencies work like this as well. If you are always slumping in your chair
(onderuitgezakt zit), then that’s the image I have of you.”
Again, aesthetics are crucial here, since it was primarily through
visualisation that deservingness was evaluated. The work-readiness that
was aimed at in this pedagogy was also a display of adaptability. This
adaptability was required, it was often explained, because in a precarious
labour market and in the wake of an economic crisis, all that is on offer is
short-term work in varying fields. Consider, for example, these field notes
about a workshop in which a case manager had invited a recruiter from
an employment agency, specialised in construction work and engineering.
The recruiter explained the importance of ‘fitting into the organisational
culture’ of the company where you are applying for a job:
RC (Recruiter): “Your character has to suit the company. You might
fit the job requirements perfectly, but that is not enough, you have
to match the company culture. [That can be] more or less formal for
example.”
One of the social assistance recipients responds by saying that he gets
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rejected regularly on the basis of “not matching the company culture”,
which he does not understand. He asks the recruiter what it means.
The recruiter replies by saying that “feedback like that lacks specificity
and is not very helpful. The question is what that company actually
refers to. For example, whether they mean to say that their company
culture is formal. It is sensible to present yourself in accordance with
the position you are applying to. This means wearing a suit to a job
interview if the position requires you to wear a suit.”
The recruiter underpins her advice by giving an example: “A man once
applied for a position as general manager wearing jeans. (…) I don’t
want to have to tell you to wear a suit.”
The phrase “It is sensible to present yourself in accordance with the
position you are applying to”, is exactly what makes the aesthetic
presentation so complex for social assistance recipients. Sometimes this
entails wearing a suit, as the recruiter explained above, but sometimes it
means not wearing a suit, as the case manager explained in relation to a job
interview for construction work. Wearing a suit can be fitting in, showing
adaptability and it can be a cause for a sanction. This indicates that part
of the performance of ‘presentability’ and ‘work-readiness’ is not only
looking like one works already, but also to display an ability to calibrate
dress continuously for varying work contexts.
Conclusions
This chapter set out to investigate the implementation of the Dutch
Participation Act as a case of the importance of aesthetics for both
welfare-to-work programmes and precarious labour under post-Fordist
conditions. It asks: 1) just what performances grant the right to social
assistance benefits; and 2) what does this tell us more generally about the
politics of aesthetic performances for post-Fordist labour markets? From
the qualitative interviews, it appears that the right to social assistance
benefits is granted to those who look ‘presentable’. This omnipresent
category works primarily as a negative: case managers were well able
to give examples of what is considered not ‘presentable’ and therefore
potential grounds for sanctions – wearing flip-flops, showing too much
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skin and smelling. When looking more closely at the daily practices of case
managers through ethnographic methods, however, it appears not only
that aesthetics are a continuously recurring concern in case managers’
practices, but also that aesthetics can operate as pedagogy: sitting up
straight and dressing ‘as if’ working is to get social assistance recipients
into the ‘work-mode’ more generally. Performing ‘presentability’, then,
is to give an aesthetic performance of responsibility and work-readiness
as well as pedagogy through which this work-readiness is to be achieved.
Not only should an aesthetic performance communicate activity and
work-readiness, it is also meant as a technique of self-development to
become more ‘work-ready’. This is an important difference from earlier
disciplining and civilising offensives in Fordism: the stress is, to be sure,
on cleanliness and decency, but is ultimately much more on pedagogies to
become a ‘flexible’, adaptable subject.
Related and on a more conceptual level, this study shows the
importance of understanding the concept of aesthetic labour in postFordist labour markets as a continuous backstage labour. In contrast to
conceptualisations of aesthetic labour as embodied characteristics at the
‘point of entry’ into labour, the analysis presented here shows how in
post-Fordist labour markets, in which increasing numbers of people move
in and out of precarious employment and unemployment, a continuous
calibration of aesthetic appearances is at stake. Aesthetic labour is a daily
backstage practice in which paid workers and, as it turns out, social
assistance recipients engage in work-self calibrations. The crucial ability
for precarious workers in post-Fordism is therefore not just to present an
attractive appearance or to understand that flip-flops are a ‘no-go’, but the
ability to adapt to work contexts in flux: potentialities, company cultures
and ever-fluctuating opaque assessments of aesthetics by case managers
for social assistance benefits.
Unemployment and employment, in a much more continuous
fashion, are both states in which individuals have to deal with the
imperative to work on their self as a marketable product. Aesthetics are an
important aspect of this ongoing marketing and an integral part of labour.
Far from a lofty or trivial pursuit, then, clothing and personal appearance
are increasingly constitutive of social inequalities and even access to
citizenship rights, as this study shows. In post-Fordist labour markets, it
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may be expected that inequalities will increasingly go along aesthetic lines.
Indeed, for social assistance recipients in the Netherlands, performing
aesthetic labour is possibly even more important than for those in paid
employment because of the looming risk of financial penalties.
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Chapter Two: Pedagogies of Optimism
Teaching to ‘look forward’ in welfare-to-work
programmes in the Netherlands ∗

Introduction
The whiteboard in a Dutch social assistance office is decorated with
information leaflets, drawings and small posters reading “Someone
who wants to [achieve something] looks for possibilities. Someone
who doesn’t [want to achieve something] looks for a reason” and a
newspaper clipping about “12 reasons why older employees are worth
gold.” On the desk of one of the classrooms, a case manager has put up
two posters, reading: “I have no special talents. I am only passionately
curious. – Albert Einstein” and: “Where your talents and the needs
of the world cross; there lies your vocation. – Aristotle”. In another
office, in another municipality, a Nelson Mandela poster reads: “It
always seems impossible until it is done”.
Inspirational quotes are everywhere in the Dutch social assistance
programmes that we address here. The affective language of dreams,
passion and possibility is invoked often in these contexts where otherwise
quite punitive and restrictive policies are executed. The posters and quotes
∗
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decorate spaces in which ‘pedagogies of optimism’ take place – encounters
between case managers and social assistance recipients in welfare-to-work
programmes that are set up, in part, to teach citizens to feel certain ways
about the predicament they are in and teach them to ‘look forward’ as a way
to stimulate happy feelings. Pedagogies of optimism, we contend, appear at
the conjunction of social assistance restructuring and precarisation (Lorey,
2015) of labour markets. When both social assistance provision and labour
are becoming more insecure and contingent, stable footing is sought in
the hyper-individualised strategy of ‘feeling optimistic’ and an orientation
towards the future. What is at stake here is, thus, a pedagogy of feeling¹
and a particular futurity: social assistance ‘activation’ focusses on teaching
citizens to accept their precarious position, to embrace it and to prepare
for its continuation while remaining optimistic about its discontinuation.
Perhaps cruelly (compare Berlant, 2011), then, the state teaches citizens
to develop optimism towards certain imagined futures while, at the same
time, acknowledging the unattainability of such futures.
After decades of restructuring and austerity, social assistance policy
across Europe, including the Netherlands, has moved its focus from
offering a safety-net to offering incentives to enhance labour market
participation and much more conditional access to social assistance rights
(Dwyer, 2000; Borghi and Van Berkel, 2007; Betzelt and Bothfeld, 2011a;
Wiggan 2015). These programmes include a collection of pedagogies
often termed ‘activation’: participation programmes, welfare-to-work
arrangements, course work. Janet Newman’s (2010) conceptualisation
of the ‘pedagogical state’ is appropriate, as the programmes focus on
teaching citizens ways of being and doing that are thought to promote
labour participation.
At the same time, labour market relations have grown increasingly
insecure, rendering paid workers precarious across social positions.
Precarisation, Lorey (2015) argues, has become the norm, even within
developed welfare states. Contemporary neoliberal states, Lorey contends,
function on the basis of offering a minimum of social assurance while
maximising instability. In her work on precarity and precariousness,
Judith Butler has argued that, indeed, precarity “is not a passing
condition (…) but a new form of regulation that distinguishes this
historical time” (Butler, 2015a, p. vii). Other scholars have argued that
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the above-mentioned policy shift not only amounts to increased precarity
of unemployed populations but also to the production of labour power
for insecure labour markets (Wiggan, 2015; Greer, 2016). Jay Wiggan
(2015) argues that social assistance programmes in the UK work to
deepen low wage labour market ‘flexibilisation’ by narrowing eligibility
and strengthening work-related conditionality, thereby gradually closing
off “social security benefits as a route to sustaining oneself outside of the
employment relation”, leading social assistance recipients “into a cycle of
poor jobs-no jobs” (Wiggan, 2015, p. 377). For social assistance recipients’
everyday lives, this means that they are in and out of precarious labour
on the one hand, and in and out of welfare-to-work programmes on the
other. Welfare-to-work programmes and precarious labour, moreover, are
very alike in terms of types of activities and income levels. Participation
in welfare-to-work programmes and labour markets are therefore best
understood as stages in a continuous situation of precarity (compare
Adkins, 2012 for this focus on continuity).
In this chapter, our interest is in the affective dimensions of the
pedagogies that teach citizens to accept this situation of precarity while at
the same time teaching strategies to escape that same situation. We depart
from theories of affect and precarisation and look in detail at state–citizen
encounters that highlight precariousness and pedagogies of optimism
because, again in the words of Butler: when we reveal precariousness, we
also reveal “the failures and inequalities of socioeconomic and political
institutions” (2015b, p. 21). In short, the aims of this chapter are: 1) to
argue that (Dutch) social assistance today is not so much offering a safetynet or durable integration in the paid labour market, but is rather offering
ways to accept a state of precarity through pedagogies of optimism; 2) to
argue that these pedagogies entail teaching recipients an acceptance of a
precarious present and an orientation towards the future; 3) to show in
some detail the actual techniques that go into these pedagogies of feeling;
and 4) to argue that this can in part be explained by the relative precarity
of case managers themselves.
Governing precarity through affect
Precarisation as a form of government, for Lorey (2015), entails governing
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through the condition of insecurity. The state offers a minimum of
support while maximising instability. This entails particular pedagogies
and subjectivations: citizens and workers learn how to be this insecure.
Modern government is, of course, always concerned with such intimate
subjectivations (Rose, 1989). Here we build on governmentality
perspectives on the moralisation of citizenship (e.g. Schinkel and Van
Houdt, 2010) and perspectives on state pedagogies (Clarke, 2005;
Newman, 2010; Newman and Tonkens, 2011a) to study how precisely the
Dutch state teaches its citizens to feel certain ways about their precarious
position. Conceptualisations of ‘affective citizenship’ (Muehlebach, 2012;
De Wilde, 2015) have drawn attention to the ways in which government
now mobilises affects such as a sense of belonging (Duyvendak, 2011;
De Wilde and Duyvendak, 2016) and compassion with others (Berlant,
2004, Muehlebach, 2011). Following Andrea Muehlebach, we understand
affective labour as central to the “unwaged labour regime” that relies on
producing “good feeling”, and is “valued by the state and other social
actors” because it presumably contributes to fostering social cohesion
(2011, pp. 61-62).
The Dutch state, as we will show, is, however, not only interested in
teaching citizens compassion and responsibility, but, importantly, also
optimism (compare Friedli and Stearn, 2015 for the UK context). In
this chapter, we will bring together the above-cited literatures on state
pedagogies with literatures on affect which theorise the importance, or
even obligation, of having ‘positive’ feelings towards oneself and one’s
future, as individual optimism and happiness are seen to generate desired
social outcomes (Ahmed, 2010; Berlant, 2011; compare also Ehrenreich,
2009), such as citizens’ employability (Friedli and Stearn, 2015). Barbara
Ehrenreich (2009) argues how optimism is understood to be a mental
state that can be developed through practice and discipline (Ehrenreich,
2009, p. 4). She claims that the idea that “all things are possible through an
effort of the mind” (Ibid, p. 12) has become especially popular in times of
decreasing job security. Sara Ahmed (2010) contends that happiness has
not only become an individual obligation, but also an instrument to lead
people towards “happy objects” (Ahmed, 2010, p. 21): norms or ideals
that are claimed to be ‘good’, like, in our case, being in paid employment
and independent from social assistance. “The promise of happiness”,
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then, has to be cultivated in order to direct individuals to the ‘right’
direction, by means of education for example (Ibid, p. 54). Others have
observed this mobilisation, or imposition, of positive affect in the context
of social assistance policy and practices (Cromby and Willis, 2013; Friedli
and Stearn, 2015). Stories of social suffering are thus actively written out
of the appropriate experience of precarity to make room for happy stories
(compare Ahmed, 2010) of entrepreneurship, perseverance and future
opportunities.
This chapter explores the daily practices at two social assistance
offices in the Netherlands as a case of ‘governmental precarisation’ (Lorey,
2015) in which pedagogies of optimism are a fundamental technique.
Building on repertoires of empowerment (originally a concept used
in counterhegemonic efforts, see Cruikshank, 1999; Sharma, 2008),
‘activation’ thus involves emotional empowerment. In the pedagogies that
we study here, ‘activation’ takes the meaning of generating feelings of hope
and optimism. Case managers often have only temporary, insecure and
low-paid jobs to offer social assistance recipients and are acutely aware of
the precariousness of recipients’ situation, often acknowledging that they
have no real exit to offer from this state of insecurity. Still, social assistance
recipients are obliged to accept these precarious jobs, because otherwise
they risk losing social assistance benefits. Working towards ‘workreadiness’, then, involves teaching a certain state of mind and stimulating
certain affective labours: optimistically accepting precariousness. Social
assistance recipients are asked to understand the significance of ‘selfsufficiency’ and to ‘think positive’, ‘look forward’, actively develop,
keep up or improve their ‘work ethic’, resist dwelling on experiences of
discrimination and get rid of feelings of superiority towards low-skilled
and low-paid jobs. Importantly, the case managers have far from stable
careers themselves: many of them work on ‘flexible’ contracts, with added
insecurities because of political changes and consequent reorganisations in
social assistance offices. They therefore share some sense of precariousness
with the recipients.
Precarious present, optimistic future
Many interactions between case managers and social assistance recipients
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recorded for this research involved an acknowledgement of tough labour
market conditions. Case managers often recognised the difficulty of
finding durable paid employment in the post-crisis economy. Social
assistance recipients in particular (in contrast to those on unemployment
benefits who had been employed more recently) were often said to be hard
to ‘place’. And social assistance offices had to compete for vacancies with
other public and private labour market re-integration services. Due to
these conditions, some case managers conveyed how they felt that social
assistance recipients should not blame themselves for having to depend on
benefits. As one case manager told newly arrived recipients:
“We are all here because we want a job; nobody wants to be on social
assistance. We are going to help you, support you in looking, finding a
job. It’s really difficult to find a job. Don’t blame yourself if you don’t
succeed, the labour market is just really difficult at the moment.”
(General information meeting)
The case managers, however, also made sure to say that social assistance
recipients were not to feel hopeless. Structural conditions and pessimistic
views were often quickly side-lined in favour of pedagogies of optimism.
These consisted of teaching recipients to 1) accept their precarious
situation; 2) control impeding thoughts and feelings; and 3) imagine their
future.
What optimism entails: Accepting, controlling, imagining
Pedagogies of optimism, it appeared, first involved connecting to the
experiences of social assistance recipients. Case managers would lecture
on the inevitability of present precariousness, advising recipient to accept
it, predominantly with regard to employment contracts: zero hour, parttime and temporary contracts ranging from weeks to months. As one case
manager put it during the general information meeting:
“This is 2016, right? It’s not 1991. You cannot switch from one job
to another. [In the past] you would get a one-year contract or even a
permanent contract. But today, work is flexible, short contracts, no
permanent positions. You are just going to have to deal with that.
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That’s just how it is.”

(General information meeting)

During one of the workshops, another case manager discussed a recipient’s
refusal to accept a four-week job because it would lead to an insecure
situation of having to re-apply for benefits afterwards. This application
process entails a ‘period of effort’ of four weeks in which social assistance
recipients have to search for paid employment without receiving social
assistance benefits. They have to show they have done their best by
filling in a ‘plan of effort’ on which they record their performed activities
supplemented with ‘proof’ such as job application and rejection letters.
In response to the recipient’s refusal and considerations, the case manager
explained social assistance benefits will be put ‘on hold’ when recipients
find a temporary job (up to four weeks), so that recipients do not have to go
through the application process again. In addition, he used the metaphor
of a patchwork quilt to explain how the current labour market works:
“You have to imagine the labour market as a patchwork quilt. [This
is] for the women, they are usually better with a needle and thread.
A patchwork quilt consists of little pieces of fabric, put together
with thread. Every little piece of fabric is a job for three months. Yet
a smaller piece of fabric is that job for four weeks. A contract for one
year is a large piece, you can count yourself lucky if you get that. This
is what the labour market looks like. You have to tie all those pieces of
fabric together.”
(Workshop)
Besides teaching recipients the inevitability of their situation, this
(explicitly gendered) analogy was intended to illustrate how stability and
continuity are created by enduring the discontinuities and insecurities
of the labour market, with temporary supplementary social assistance
benefits. Normalising precarity, the general take away is to accept and
deal with the inevitable “cycle of poor jobs – no jobs” (Wiggan, 2015, p.
377), or in the words of yet another case manager: “You can only influence
yourself, not everything else.” Following this logic, the second component
of pedagogies of optimism is to teach recipients to control impeding
thoughts and feelings and to teach them to focus on what they can do. The
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following excerpt from field notes based on a workshop that just started
with a new group, shows how this works (CM is short for Case Manager
and R for Recipient):
Everyone is asked to introduce themselves. A social assistance recipient
shares his story of leaving his home country due to a war and having
suffered severe physical injuries that cause chronic pain, which makes
it difficult for him to work. He explains he wants to work, since social
assistance benefits are barely sufficient to sustain his family of five
children, but that it is extremely difficult for him to find work. With
his educational background he only qualifies for manual labour, like
warehouse or production work, he says, but that is exactly the kind of
work he cannot perform.
The case manager responds by saying it must be difficult for him to
live with pain every day. She asks him what kind of work he thinks he
is able to do. He says he doesn’t know exactly.
CM: “What kinds of jobs interest you?”
R:
“It’s not a matter of what interests me, I just have to find a
job.”
CM: “That is what it starts with, right? Knowing what kinds of jobs
to apply for, what kinds of jobs you are able to do, considering
your limitations.”
The social assistance recipient repeats how difficult it is for him to find
a job he is able to do and that he really wants to find one, to which
the case manager responds she wants to help him find out what the
possibilities are for him.
After repeating again a few times during the workshop how difficult
it is for him to find paid employment, the case manager responds:
“You have a lot of limitations, but you also have a lot of qualities. Start
focussing on that, focus on what your qualities are, what you are able
to do.” He nods.
(Workshop)
The case manager gave him an assignment: to make a list of existing, but not
necessarily available jobs he would be able to do and qualify for. Through
this, the recipient was directed towards ‘thinking in possibilities rather
than limitations’, which is a recurring pedagogy at the social assistance
74

CHAPTER TWO

offices (compare Cromby and Willis, 2013; Friedli and Stearn, 2015).
In contrast to being underqualified, social assistance recipients who
are overqualified are seen to impede labour market (re)integration if they
have feelings of superiority towards low-skilled or badly paid jobs. During
the general information meeting a case manager gave an example of this:
The case manager tells the group of recipients about a criminologist
who got a job at a bike and car shop, a lawyer who started working in
the catering business and someone who studied Greek and Latin who
became a taxi driver.
He adds: “Another recipient used to work as a welder off shore and
earned a lot of money. He could get to work as a welder again and
would earn just above minimum wage. He said he wouldn’t do it, but
he had to, otherwise we will cut off your benefits.”
(General information meeting)
The purpose of this kind of story-telling is to show that finding a way back
into the labour market means having to accept undesirable jobs. These
kinds of stories are nearly always supplemented by the recurring statement
that “work leads to work”, which means that any job is a starting point
potentially leading to a better job, a potentiality that being on social
assistance does not entail.
Besides being taught to control thoughts and feelings of inferiority
and superiority, pedagogies of optimism entail teaching recipients to deal
with experiences of discrimination. The following example of a workshop
about how to write a CV and letter of motivation illustrates this:
One of the social assistance recipients says he prefers not to put his
picture on his CV, because he saw in the news that the chances of
getting a job already decrease when your name is not Dutch. Another
recipient endorses his stance by saying that she has bad experiences
with wearing a headscarf.
The case manager responds by saying he cannot hide his skin colour
either and doesn’t want to do that even if he could. “This is who I
am, you hire me the way I am”, he says, and tells the social assistance
recipients they shouldn’t hide who they are either. “This is what
our society looks like. People have to accept you the way you are
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and employers have to look beyond your headscarf, skin colour or
dreadlocks, because this is the Netherlands.”
The case manager tries to motivate the recipients to keep looking for
a job: “Show yourself, it’s the employers’ fault if they are prejudiced.
There’s nothing you, as a job seeker, can do about it. But that shouldn’t
scare you off.”
(Workshop)
While the case manager acknowledged the experiences of social assistance
recipients’ racial discrimination, he responded by encouraging them to
continue their search for jobs, because in the end, that is his job. After
saying this, he continued with his presentation about writing a CV and
letter of motivation. These examples show how social assistance recipients
are encouraged to focus on possibilities, rather than on limitations due to
being underqualified, physically less abled, overqualified or discriminated
against. Moreover, the focus on individual choice is central: you can
choose to accept your situation, control obstructing thoughts and feelings
and select what to focus on.
Finally, what pedagogies of optimism entail is teaching social
assistance recipients to imagine a better future. This is done by talking
in terms of hopes, dreams, opportunities and possibilities. Again, this is
done by means of exercises: for example, having every recipient state what
his or her ‘dream job’ is. This is said to be helpful in order to have a goal
to work towards and knowing what ‘realistic job’ would function as a
step into the right direction. Thinking in opportunities and possibilities
is rewarded, as the following example shows, where a case manager asked
a social assistance recipient about the frequency with which she applied
for jobs:
The social assistance recipient says she sends out applications three,
four or five times a week. She thinks the problem is her age. She is 57
and finds a lot of job openings that are explicitly for young people.
She says she feels young, so sometimes she just applies for these jobs
anyway. (…)
CM: “You always have so many ideas about what you can do. That
is what I like about you, you always think in opportunities and
possibilities. It’s a matter of time before you have found the right
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opportunity. It’ll turn out all right.”

(Workshop)

Since this social assistance recipient is 57 years old and has physical
limitations, the case manager cannot offer her anything else except for some
words of encouragement. While thinking in opportunities and possibilities
is encouraged, resistance is corrected, like in the following example where
a job hunter (JH), who is responsible for maintaining relationships with
potential employers, explained the importance of having an elevator pitch,
to which one of the social assistance recipients responded:
R:
JH:
R:

“I am 54 years old and have been unemployed for three years. I
don’t think my elevator pitch matters much.”
“Next to being realistic, you have to stay positive. (…) I notice
that there’s a lot of negativity with you.”
“I am negative because there’s no sense of reality here.”

Another social assistance recipient supports him by saying: “I am also
54 years old, I understand your negativity. At some point, it breaks
you. You have work experience and now you have to prove yourself
all over again. I wouldn’t know where I am supposed to get positivity
from. I miss attention for that in this group.”
JH:

“This is a nice sound, specifically looking for vacancies for
older people.”

Another social assistance recipient mentions alternative policy at
another municipality where older social assistance recipients are
released from the obligation to apply for jobs.
After this remark, the case manager intervenes by saying: “You are all
complaining, like: ‘I am too old, I will never find a paid job again’,
but if you are over 54 years old, you are subsidisable, have you told
employers that? You have to incite employers!”
(Workshop)
The job hunter tries to correct the recipient’s “negativity” by means of
coming up with a potential – but not actual – solution. When another
social assistance recipient suggests an alternative solution, however, the
case manager intervenes by mentioning a subsidy employers qualify for
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when they hire older social assistance recipients. With this remark, he
insinuates that age does not have to be an obstacle, on the contrary, it can
be an advantage. It is up to the social assistance recipients to see it like that,
as well as to convince employers of it. In general, ‘resistance’ was a recurring
theme that case managers would mention and interpret as being ‘negative’
and ‘unproductive’. To ‘get people out of their resistance’, case managers
would use ‘soft’ paternalistic pedagogies of optimism, to encourage
social assistance recipients to make ‘the right’ choices, or, if that would
fail, revert to sanctioning ‘unwilling’ social assistance recipients (compare
Whitworth, 2016), leaving no room for experiences of social inequality
and acts of resistance (compare Ahmed, 2010; Friedli and Stearn, 2015).
Responsibilising, activating and committing through
optimism
Optimism, it became clear during fieldwork, is seen to be an individual
duty. Social assistance recipients should ‘keep their negative thoughts to
themselves’ and actively work on changing them. The following excerpt
shows how this works. During one of the workshops, a case manager
invited a recruiter working for a job agency. She visited the group of social
assistance recipients to tell them what employers look for in employees and
how recipients can find a job. From the field notes:
A social assistance recipient says she is too old. The recruiter replies:
“Try to keep the negative away at all times.”
The case manager supplements her by saying: “Keep your impeding
thoughts for yourself. Think positive. Not ‘I’m too old’, but what can
you do?”
The social assistance recipient says she has been applying for jobs in
child care for the last year and a half and keeps getting the response
that she is too old.
The recruiter replies to her by saying she should keep up her expertise
and do volunteer work. “Don’t sit at home with all your negative
thoughts. (…) I always say: looking for a job is a fulltime job.”
(Workshop)
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This example shows how focussing on possibilities is not just a suggestion,
but a moral imperative. Optimism, moreover, entails work. Social assistance
recipients have to ‘keep up their expertise, do volunteer work’ and in any
case ‘don’t sit at home’, making unemployment ‘productive’ (compare
Adkins, 2012). Optimism is seen to be labour (paid by the government) as
well as a means to find labour (in the market) and thus a way out of social
assistance. Case managers teach social assistance recipients that optimistic
people are more successful in the labour market. As one case manager
explained:
CM: “The motto is: work leads to work (…) We hope you will
keep that dream job in mind and keep applying to it, but you
shouldn’t sit and wait for it.”
R:
“How many people find a job during this programme?”
CM: “About 25 per cent. And about 25 per cent drops out. People
who are really motivated, are able to deal with disappointment,
often get rejected but can keep their spirits up, those have the
best chances in the labour market.”
(General information meeting)
This example exposes the tensions that are central to the welfare-to-work
programmes studied here. The case manager explained that only one fourth
of the recipients finds paid employment. Bearing in mind that this group
predominantly finds its way into discontinuous, ‘flexible’, low-paid jobs,
this does not give much reason for optimism. In addition, there seems to
be a discrepancy between the ultimate goal of these programmes – durable
labour market participation – and the practices of stimulating recipients
to accept any job available. Any form of labour market participation,
even in precarious positions, is seen to increase the chances of finding
durable work. Moreover, from the perspective of the social assistance
office, continuous discontinuous labour is also durable exit out of social
assistance. Therefore, once the goal of having paid employment is achieved,
optimism has to be cultivated. During an individual conversation with a
social assistance recipient who found a job, a case manager explained that
being dissatisfied with a certain job means, again, accepting the situation
or looking for a better job that does satisfy. Going back on social assistance
is not an option:
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She tells the social assistance recipient that all of his questions are
about employment conditions, that he is not satisfied with those.
CM: “You would really have to look for a job where you do get
pension benefits, have a contract for 36 hours a week and 24 days off
then (…) But you are coming out of social assistance, all employment
is suitable (…) You are actually very lucky with this job. It isn’t routine
production work or anything. You have to ask yourself whether you are
in the position to demand anything really. You can be dissatisfied with
the employment conditions, but that means you would have to find
another job with better conditions. Going back on social assistance is
not an option.”
(Individual conversation with social assistance recipient)
These examples show the importance and centrality of having paid labour
in imaginations of ‘the good life’ in the two Dutch social assistance offices.
Social assistance recipients’ situations are not in accordance with this
desired life, since both social assistance and insecure, low-paid jobs are not
part of the imagination. However, this life is still imagined to be possible
for them, although their reality of moving in and out of social assistance
and precarious jobs indicates otherwise. In this sense, the optimism citizens
are encouraged to develop is cruel optimism (Berlant, 2011) indeed: they
are asked to desire jobs, careers and futures that may very well turn out to
be unattainable. This way, social assistance recipients are “invited, cajoled
and sometimes coerced” (Newman and Tonkens, 2011b, p. 9) to become
‘entrepreneurial’, yet ‘docile subjects’ participating in the labour market
“in whatever form it is presented to them” (Whitworth, 2016, p. 419) and
at the same time aspiring to improve themselves through hard work and
optimism.
Case managers’ two-sided affective labour
Importantly, the significance of optimism was apparent not just for
recipients, but also for case managers. In many ways, case managers have
to perform the affective labour of inciting optimism and creating desires,
because they themselves are relatively precarious as well: they are lifting the
spirits of the recipients while, or perhaps because, they are upholding their
80

CHAPTER TWO

own. Case managers performed affective labour before, after and during
their interactions with social assistance recipients. They experienced
employment insecurity due to ‘flexible’ contracts and job insecurity as
a result of regular modifications in national and local policy as well as
continuous changes within the organisation.
The case managers had many different types of work contracts. While
several case managers had been working at the municipality for years
or decades even – in a full-time, permanent contract – more recently
hired colleagues were full-time self-employed, working on a subcontract
agreement or employed part-time by the municipality and part-time
(self-)employed elsewhere. Yet others were employed by the municipality
in a one-year contract. Some case managers were even former social
assistance recipients (compare Schram and Silverman, 2012) or had
recently experienced being on benefits due to severe illness. In a sense, the
structural position of recipients and case managers looked alike on many
counts. This affected daily interactions with social assistance recipients, as
the following excerpt from the field notes show:
It is 4 o’clock, which means it’s the end of today’s workshop. The case
manager repeats (again) what the purpose of the next meeting will be
and what the participants have to do to prepare: bring a vacancy. He
asks the group whether there are any questions. One of the participants
responds by saying that he wants a permanent contract.
CM: “Who else wants that?”
Several recipients say: “I do.”
CM: “I want that too; I am in a temporary employment contract
myself.”
His colleague adds: “A permanent contract is outdated.”
The case manager addresses the first participant again: “I think that
everyone here agrees with you, but how is this thought going to help
you to find a job? Can we change that? I think you and I cannot change
it. I don’t want you all to leave with the thought that there is nothing
any of us can do about this, but it is the reality and within that there is
still a lot you can do. You do your best and God will do the rest.”
(Workshop)
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The case managers have to accept the situation that “a permanent contract
is outdated” just as much as the social assistance recipients have to accept it.
They, too, have to believe it will work out, that they will find employment
at the end of their current labour contract. In order for them to teach
optimism, then, they have to first believe in it themselves.
In addition to insecurity about labour contracts, social assistance
offices are dependent on local policy decisions, which makes case
managers’ jobs insecure (even if their employment is not, see Standing,
2011, pp. 17-18 for the importance of this distinction). While some case
managers were confident that they would keep their employment at the
municipality, albeit in a different kind of job, others were not as certain, as
the following excerpt shows:
One of the case managers tells me the municipal labour market reintegration programme will run as long as the alderman responsible
for it is in office. After the next local elections in 2018, the future of
this department is uncertain. Consequently, the case managers’ jobs
are also uncertain.
One of them says the distance between them and the social assistance
recipients is not as big as it may seem: “Before you know it, you are on
the other side of the table.”
(During lunch break)
This experienced proximity to social assistance recipients’ situation was
a recurring theme. Case managers’ job and employment insecurity was
further enhanced because the social assistance office is in constant flux, or,
in the words of one of the case managers: “change is the only constant
here”. Case managers at both social assistance offices had to change office
space during the time I was present, either because a change of scenery was
perceived to be good or as a result of a reorganisation in the department
that required different spatial organisation. I was told this had happened
many times before and that it will happen again. Furthermore, some case
managers were given different tasks – to focus on ‘on the job coaching’ or
‘enforcing policy rules’ rather than supporting social assistance recipients
to find paid employment, for example. And there were plans to mix teams
of case managers for ‘cross-fertilisation’.
Besides these elements of insecurity, case managers experienced
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continuous competition due to weekly score updates. In social assistance
office 1, all case managers received a weekly email with individual scores
on two measures: number of social assistance recipients from their case
load who exited social assistance due to having found paid employment
and their score from the ‘customer-satisfaction research’ in which social
assistance recipients were asked to evaluate their case manager. In office 2,
the internal case managers (working for the municipality) had to compete
with the external case managers (working for a contracted agency), since
they received weekly exit scores on the team level.
As a result of these dimensions of uncertainty, case managers had to
do what they would teach the recipients: accept their current situation,
think positive and imagine an optimistic future. The following example
from the field notes shows this backstage work:
One of the case managers tells me she thinks they might not be necessary
in the future, because less social assistance recipients are referred to
the labour market re-integration service they offer (in contrast to the
services offered by the externally contracted re-integration service).
Since she is on a temporary contract, this would probably mean she
will lose her job. She explains to me that it would not be a big personal
problem, since she is certain she will find another job. Or maybe she
will open up a store. That is one of her dreams, to run her own store.
(During lunch break)
In summary, then, these results show the centrality as well as the complexity
of optimism in the context of welfare-to-work in times of conditional social
assistance and precarious labour markets. Both social assistance recipients
and case managers have to accept precariousness (albeit on a significantly
different level), think positive and look forward. Moreover, case managers
have to practise what they preach in order to be able to do their job.
Conclusions
Governmental precarisation (Lorey, 2015), we have shown here, entails
pedagogies of optimism: through pedagogical state–citizen encounters,
positive affect is mobilised in order to produce ‘the right feelings’ and
an orientation toward the future which effectively individualises and
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normalises precarity and produces labour power for precarious labour
markets (compare Wiggan, 2015; Greer, 2016). Failing to perform ‘workreadiness’ by displaying feelings of optimism is seen as a sign of not wanting
to exit social assistance, of not trying and therefore of being insufficiently
worthy of assistance. In the welfare-to-work programmes studied here,
experiences of precarity are counterbalanced by means of teaching
recipients to imagine a better future, which revolves around having a
better job, or even a ‘dream job’, which ultimately entails a “promise of
happiness” (Ahmed, 2010). Since social assistance recipients have little to
look back to – either because the past was precarious or because the labour
market and their situations have changed – and case managers currently
have mostly insecure, low paid jobs to offer, they teach recipients to look
forward, towards an imagined future that makes it worthwhile to accept
precarious, discontinuous labour in the present. This paradox of social
assistance recipients having to accept a precarious situation now in order
to not be in a precarious situation later, is central to the pedagogies of
optimism and require a lot of work from both social assistance recipients
and case managers. Social assistance today, in effect, is thus not so much
counterbalancing precarity, but rather offering ways to accept a state of
precarity through pedagogies of optimism.
Importantly, these pedagogical encounters involve affective labour
from the case managers too: they are to teach social assistance recipients
the desired optimism by means of the set-up and decoration of spaces,
lecturing, discussing, advising and exciting social assistance recipients,
offering them information and assignments, doing exercises and using
punitive measures. Given their own precarious labour market position,
this proves rather difficult and at the same time essential for them.
They have to perform two-sided affective labour: lifting the spirit of
social assistance recipients, while upholding their own. Welfare-to-work
programmes are therefore best understood as characterised by insecurity
and precarisation on both the receiving and the providing end of state–
citizen encounters. In fact, we contend that it is in part the precarious
position of case managers that can account for their investment in
pedagogies of optimism.
In times of austerity and while social assistance is becoming more and
more conditional, both social assistance and labour market opportunities
84

CHAPTER TWO

are severely limited. In an important way, optimism as pedagogy is often
all that case managers have to offer. Case managers are asked to provide
workshops, but are jammed in between the negative affect of recipients
and the lack of actual realistic labour market opportunities. Far from being
only a rather cynical outcome of responsibilisation and individualisation,
then, looking in detail at the actual practices in social assistance offices has
enabled us to show how pedagogies of optimism are also, at least in part,
the way in which case managers are able to stay hopeful themselves.
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Chapter Three: Performances for Upward
Mobility
How Dutch welfare-to-work programmes
function as temporal spaces of imagination ∗

Introduction
According to the Dutch prime minister, “hard-working Dutch citizens”
are people who strive to “make something of their lives” and should be
rewarded for “working hard”. In an interview on public television in 2011,
he was asked to explain who he does not consider to be ‘hard-working’.
In his answer he referred to social assistance recipients. While saying that
he does not necessarily blame them for “not working”, he explained they
should get a job in order to become part of the group of ‘hardworking
Dutch citizens’.¹ The prime minister thus equates ‘hard work’ with
earning money in the (labour) market and being independent from social
assistance, which is something to strive for. Moreover, his statements reveal
a belief in a society in which it is possible to thrive through paid work. The
promise is thus that ‘work pays off’ (werk loont) – which is actually the
name of a municipal welfare-to-work programme in the Netherlands.
While people who ‘work hard’ are believed to be deserving of
A version of this chapter has been published as: J. Arts (2020) Performances
for upward mobility: How Dutch workfare programmes function as temporal
spaces of imagination. European Journal of Cultural and Political Sociology, doi:
10.1080/23254823.2019.1704812
∗
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(financial) rewards, those deemed not to be working hard enough (since
they need income support) are obliged to do so in what is called ‘welfareto-work’ or ‘workfare’ programmes (see for example Standing, 1990;
Peck and Theodore, 2001; McDowell, 2004; Korteweg, 2006; Paz-Fuchs
and Eleveld, 2016). These programmes are aimed at labour market (re)
integration and require social assistance recipients to perform all kinds of
work – from unpaid and community work to course work – in return for
receiving benefits. The Participation Act (that organises social assistance
in the Netherlands as of 2015) is an example of this. It states that the
right to benefits is conditional on the individual effort to find any kind
of ‘generally acceptable’ paid employment as soon as possible. Moreover,
to ensure social assistance recipients do their utmost to obtain and retain
this kind of employment, the law states that benefits can be cut when
social assistance recipients are deemed to “obstruct obtaining, accepting
and retaining generally acceptable employment by clothing, a lack of
personal grooming or behaviour” (Article 18, paragraph 4g). In addition,
social assistance recipients are obliged to participate in ‘labour market (re)
integration services’ as offered to them by the municipality they live in.
These services are to assist social assistance recipients in their quest for
paid work.
The Participation Act is the most recent example of social assistance
reform in the Netherlands, that started in the early 1980s. Due to a sharp
increase in unemployment rates resulting from the global economic
recession, social assistance benefits shifted from being primarily a means
to sustain oneself independent from a spouse or relatives, to being a
substitute income in times of (long-term) unemployment (Van Berkel,
2017). This marked the beginning of a (still ongoing) debate about the
rights and duties of social assistance recipients. Social assistance policy
has become increasingly conditional: the right to benefits depends on
requirements with regard to social assistance recipients’ aesthetics, affects,
behaviour and active participation in welfare-to-work programmes, as
well as in society through obligatory ‘volunteering’ (Kampen, 2014; Arts
and Van den Berg, 2019; Van den Berg and Arts, 2019). Today, social
assistance is not merely seen as a way to provide an income to those in
need, but importantly as a way to ‘activate’ social assistance recipients
in order for them to become ‘self-reliant’, ‘independent’ from income
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support (again).
Although the focus is on job search rather than training, welfare-towork policies contain pedagogical strategies (Newman, 2010; Arts and
Van den Berg, 2019; Van den Berg and Arts, 2019), as the underlying
assumption is that social assistance recipients have a gap – in knowledge
about the current labour market and personal skills needed to successfully
participate in that labour market – that can be filled through performing
(unpaid) work and participating in workshops (Gerrard, 2014; Kampen,
2014, compare Cruikshank, 1999). According to Jessica Gerrard (2014),
we are witnessing a conflation of a ‘learning ethic’ with a ‘work-ethic’: a
commitment to learning and personal development in order to “accrue
value upon the self” for and through paid work (Gerrard, 2014, p. 863;
compare Walkerdine, 2003; Walkerdine and Bansel, 2010). Welfareto-work programmes are thus not merely intended to ‘put social
assistance recipients to work’, but also to ‘improve’ them – in terms of
their ‘employability’ – in order to increase their chances of successfully
participating in post-Fordist labour markets and thereby improving their
position in society. In this chapter, I argue that the particular ways in
which ‘improvement’ for and through (paid) work takes shape, can be
understood as a way of solving the tension between the ideal of paid work
and the reality of precarious labour markets.
Work as the promise of upward mobility
Political discourses about work and welfare-to-work policies reveal
that work is a “happy object”, in the words of Sara Ahmed (2010, p.
21). It is recognised as a cause of happiness and wellbeing, for both
individuals and societies as a whole (Tokumitsu, 2015; Weeks, 2017;
Sage, 2019). On the website of the Dutch government one can read that
“a job offers people social contacts, self-confidence and the possibility
for personal development”.² In addition, the minister of Social Affairs
and Employment, recently stated that “paid work is the fastest way to
integration and participation in Dutch society”.³ Work is not merely a
source of income, but, when linked to social status, seen to be a foundation
for usefulness, recognition and belonging (Castel, 1996; Berlant, 2007;
Muehlebach, 2011; Tokumitsu, 2015), a means for self-actualisation and
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self-improvement (Honneth, 2004; Walkerdine and Bansel, 2010), or even
“a source of joy in and of itself” (Tokumitsu, 2015, p. 60, compare Weeks,
2017). Work, then, is understood to keep societies together and make life
worth living. However, this rhetoric of work as “the promise of happiness”
(Ahmed, 2010) is ostensibly at odds with the observed increase in the
number of people who have to face precarious employment conditions in
contemporary post-Fordist labour markets (Harvey, 1990; Sennett, 1998).
Guy Standing (2011) and Mike Savage et al (2015) have even defined a new
social group: ‘the precariat’, consisting of individuals working in low-paid,
insecure jobs that are “unlikely to assist them to build a desirable identity
or a desirable career” (Standing, 2011, p. 27; compare Savage et al, 2015, p.
193; Walkerdine, 2003). For them, paid work does not seem to offer ‘the
good life’.
Judith Butler (2004) and Isabell Lorey (2015) describe the current
condition in terms of precarity and precarisation. For Butler, it is a “social
condition of political life” which is unequally distributed, emanating from
“dominant norms regarding whose life is grievable and worth protecting”
(cited in Puar et al, 2012, p. 170). Lorey argues that precarisation is a
process of normalisation, in which having to struggle in a precarious form
of labour is increasingly becoming the norm in formerly well-developed
welfare-state-societies (Lorey, 2015). This is, of course, not ‘naturally’
so, but the result of (internationally coordinated) political choices and
public policies that have resulted from deindustrialising labour markets
and related socio-economic problems, in combination with the dominant
belief that neoliberal policies are the best answer to this new order
(Standing, 1990; McDowell, 2004; Harvey, 2005). Contemporary politics
and policies have contributed to the disappearance and devaluation of
certain types of work and related citizenship status and identities, while
simultaneously promoting (upward mobility through) labour market
participation (Walkerdine and Bansel, 2010; Reay, 2013).
Welfare-to-work policies are exemplary, as they are conditional and
based on the premise that if you work hard enough to learn and improve
yourself, you can be successful in the labour market, thereby securing
your position in society – even if you start at the bottom. While this
may have been the case for (some) people (mainly men) in Europe (and
beyond) in Fordist times, post-Fordist waged labour does not seem to
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offer many people a secure existence, nor an outlook on improving one’s
condition (Sennett, 1998; McDowell, 2004; Standing, 2011; Savage et al,
2015). Many authors have argued, therefore, that this type of social policy
enhances precarity and (re)produces inequality (see for example Wiggan,
2015; Greer, 2016), since welfare-to-work policies require social assistance
recipients to accept any possible job and are characterised by “an emphasis
on job search (rather than training), conditionality and sanctions
(rather than unconditional entitlements)” (Greer, 2016, p. 164). Lorey
describes contemporary modes of governing in Europe (and beyond)
as ‘governmental precarisation’, because it offers merely a minimum of
safeguarding while requiring people to take responsibility for creating the
life they desire in the post-Fordist political economy (Lorey, 2015).
Since post-Fordist labour markets offer increasingly ‘flexible’, insecure
jobs that require a certain type of labour and relation to that labour,
cultivating ‘employability’ has become crucial and very specific. PostFordist labour markets require “a worker who is ‘all in’” (Weeks, 2017,
p. 52) and is willing to continuously develop one’s character for and
through (paid) work (Walkerdine and Bansel, 2010; Gerrard, 2014).
Not surprisingly, then, to successfully participate in the current labour
market requires continuous ‘self-invention’ (Walkerdine, 2003) or ‘selfwork’ (Gerrard, 2014). Especially considering the fact that education
does not self-evidently result in having a career, as “linear hierarchies
of the education system of the past and jobs for life” have largely been
replaced by the need to keep learning constantly and have multiple career
trajectories over the course of a lifetime (Walkerdine, 2003, p. 240).
Consequently, as Katariina Mäkinen (2016) argues, this ‘self-work’ is not
about “accumulating skills or developing abilities” per se, but primarily
about developing capacities to be able to anticipate the insecure future,
as well as to offer employers ‘flexible’, adaptable, potentially improvable
labour power (Mäkinen 2016, pp. 77-78). ‘Self-work’ is thus inherently
future-oriented and about potential, both for the individual (in terms
of future labour market opportunities) as for the employer (in terms of
future market opportunities) (Mäkinen, 2016). As Beverly Skeggs writes,
for many, it has become almost impossible to be a ‘subject of value’ in the
contemporary precarious labour market that requires people to (be able
to) become a “risk-taking, enterprising, mobile, reflexive, individualistic
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self”, which “requires access to the right resources” (2004, p. 176, compare
Rose, 1999).
Fordist ideals – “the promise of relative economic security and wellbeing, plausible middle-class aspirations, and a sense of linear biographical
legibility” (Muehlebach and Shoshan, 2012, p. 317) – then, seem to be
increasingly removed from the reality of people who live in precarious
conditions, but are still very much present in contemporary imaginations,
hopes and dreams. Several scholars have conceptualised this continued
adherence to these ideals as ‘post-Fordist affect’ (Berlant, 2007, 2011;
Muehlebach, 2011, Muehlebach and Shoshan, 2012). They understand
this to be problematic, ‘cruel’ even (Berlant, 2011), because it contributes
to the continuation and justification of existing inequalities (Reay, 2013).
In this chapter, I examine Dutch ‘labour market (re)integration’ as a
case in which the requirement to take care of one’s own improvement
and wellbeing through ‘self-work’ and ‘working hard’ in the labour
market – and the promises this brings – converges with precarious labour
market conditions. This chapter thus goes deeper into the technique
of ‘imagining’ that is part of the ‘pedagogies of optimism’ that were
described and analysed in chapter 2. Moreover, it shows that the affective
labour that social assistance recipients have to perform does not merely
consist of thinking and feeling ‘positive’ about their current situation
and potential future, but also consists of thinking and feeling certain
ways about themselves, their very ‘personality’, learning ways to know
themselves (better) in order to (continuously) ‘improve’ themselves for
paid work.
Fordist ideals, post-Fordist realities
The primary task of case managers working with ‘work-ready’ social
assistance recipients is to assist them in finding waged work in a highly
competitive and precarious labour market that offers no (or very limited)
career perspectives, while requiring typical post-Fordist employee skills
– characterised by paradoxical demands for authenticity and emotional
commitment on the one hand and adaptability and flexibility on the
other. Most vacancies require a certain educational background that often
does not fit the social assistance recipients’. Case managers’ principal
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task appeared to be challenging and often even impossible. Within the
welfare-to-work programmes, the solution to social assistance recipients’
unemployment (or insufficient employment) was sought in pedagogical
and psychological interventions aimed at improving their selves (compare
McDonald and Marston, 2005). Case managers had to fill several hours
of workshops and make these into ‘motivating’, ‘empowering’, and,
ultimately, ‘employability-enhancing’ workshops. By means of various
exercises, the workshops required continuous ‘self-work’ (Gerrard, 2014)
from social assistance recipients in the hope that it would increase their
chances of finding paid employment and, ultimately, having a career.
Simultaneously, the unattainability of this ideal was often acknowledged
by both case managers and social assistance recipients, based on their
knowledge of and experiences with the labour market (also see Arts and
Van den Berg, 2019). Thus, the aims and ideals on which the workshops
were based did not ‘fit’ the labour market realities.
In this section, I will first show how Fordist ideals and post-Fordist
realities guided the workshops, resulting in the perceived need for social
assistance recipients to work on their selves in order to have a chance of
attaining the life so much valued: to belong to the group of ‘hardworking
citizens’ and, importantly, to have a chance to further improve their
position in society through waged labour. Subsequently, I will examine
the techniques used by case managers that were aimed at ‘improving’ social
assistance recipients and their situations: introspection and imitation of
labour market situations. These techniques resulted, ultimately, in the
requirement for social assistance recipients to give performances of an
imaginary potential, yet not actual, post-Fordist worker of valued, secured
status with possibilities for upward mobility. The deployment of these
techniques can be seen as an attempt to solve the conflict resulting from
adhering to Fordist ideals in the context of post-Fordist realities.
The promise of upward mobility through paid work

A central part of ‘labour market (re)integration’ is the reproduction of the
ideal of paid work as the primary way to achieve something in life, be a
valuable member of society and have a decent subsistence – things social
assistance benefits cannot provide – as the following example shows:
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During the first meeting with the group of social assistance recipients,
the case manager starts by saying: “You have applied for social assistance
benefits. (…) You have not succeeded (in finding paid employment),
that is why you are here. We are here to assist you in finding paid
employment. (…) You have to keep trying. It is your life, your existence
and you are responsible for what your life is like. (…) If you are on
social assistance, you are in fact dependent. It is barely enough to pay
your bills and doesn’t leave much room for other things. That’s why it
is important to find a job again. It gives you a reason to get up from the
couch, the feeling to belong again, the feeling to live again.”
Most of the social assistance recipients expressed their desire to have a paid
job (again). Mainly for financial reasons and to “be independent” or “free”
(from social assistance), but also to be able to “participate in society”, to
“(re)gain self-confidence”, or more generally to “matter”. However, some
(predominantly older) social assistance recipients would state that paid
work is not “beatific” (zaligmakend), as they believed there are other ways
to have a meaningful life as well – through volunteering and caring for
others, for example. Still, the goal of welfare-to-work programmes (finding
paid work) and what achieving that goal would yield (a better life),
appeared to be fairly uncontested,⁴ but the ways in which this goal should
be achieved, as well as the feasibility of it, were not that self-evident. Case
managers offered a wide range of assistance: giving advice, transferring
knowledge, providing spaces for social assistance recipients to practice and
offering an indirect line to employers – through intermediaries such as job
hunters, account managers and recruiters. The conditions under which
case managers had to provide these services, however, often presented
them with difficulties.
Firstly, they were not able to offer schooling, since budgets for this
were practically non-existent – except for small amounts (usually up to
500 euros) for certificates, but this was not necessarily encouraged and
often only allowed on the condition that an employer had announced
the intent to hire the social assistance recipient once a specific certificate
was obtained. This led to many tensions, as some case manager were very
cautious to provide support for training outside the workshops they
offered themselves, while social assistance recipients, on the other hand,
would see it as the primary, or even only way to be able to advance in the
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labour market. This became apparent during the following interaction
between a social assistance recipient and his case manager:
The social assistance recipient tells the case manager what kind of a job
he is looking for: working in manufacturing or [industrial] cleaning.
But that requires a certain [safety and health] certificate. He asks if
it is possible to acquire that with [financial] support from the social
assistance office.
CM: “You can get a cleaning job where such a certificate is not
required, right?”
R:
“But I would like to go a step up.”
CM: “It is not about what you want. Fun, better, nice, those are very
lovely words, but that is for later. First, you have to get out of
social assistance.”
The social assistance recipient says he indeed wants to find a job as
quickly as possible, he adds: “If I get a job, I will be free.”
The case manager acknowledged the social assistance recipient’s desire to
“go a step up”, but believed that to be an issue for the future, implying
that it is possible to move up from a cleaning job for which no educational
qualifications are required. In other cases, obtaining certificates was
encouraged (and paid for), as many case managers believed that it (slightly)
increases people’s chances to find paid employment, and, importantly,
the chance to get a good job and possibly even a career. However, given
the limitations with regard to schooling opportunities, social assistance
recipients were primarily encouraged to climb the career ladder through
work. Accordingly, case managers would teach them to distinguish
between a ‘bread job’ and a ‘dream job’. The latter is a job to keep in mind,
even to visualise on a mood board, while the former is the first step into
the direction of acquiring that dream job. Social assistance recipients were
thus encouraged to find a job, any job, as soon as possible and to work
one’s way up from there. As one case manager explained to me:
“The workshops are aimed at helping people to have a clear picture of
their bread job, that is to say, a job they can obtain in the short-term.
This has to be a realistic job and realistic means that there are vacancies
available for it. The bread job is opposed to the dream job: a job that
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people work towards. Not from being on social assistance, but from
a bread job.”
During one of the workshops, another case manager explained the same
idea to a social assistance recipient:
CM: “It is our goal here to get you to your dream job, but not
directly. As an intermediate step, we help you to get a bread
job.”
R:
“But I am afraid I will get stuck in a job like that and never
move forward.”
CM: “A bread job is in any case better than being on social
assistance.”
These examples show how the ideal of upward mobility was maintained
while, at the same time, it was acknowledged that, for social assistance
recipients, this ideal might not be feasible in the short term, or maybe
ever. Still, paid work was deemed “better than being on social assistance”
because it would offer a daily routine, social contacts, more money and, in
theory at least, the chance of improving one’s condition.
Besides a lack of opportunities for schooling, another rather crucial
problem for case managers was the severely limited amount of appropriate
vacancies for the recipients to apply to. Finding paid employment appeared
to be very difficult, especially for social assistance recipients, since they
often lacked the required educational background and/or job experience,
or because they were deemed too old according to employers. The social
assistance recipients who were able to find paid employment, would
almost always be hired in temporary, ‘flexible’ or zero-hour contracts. One
case manager, therefore, gave a social assistance recipient who obtained a
temporary employment contract some words of encouragement: “Go and
work really hard, so that they never want to lose you!”
During my presence at the social assistance offices, I observed that
the support case managers could offer mostly did not result in social
assistance recipients finding paid employment or even being invited for
a job interview, especially not for a durable job with career prospects.⁵
To make their own working life bearable, case managers had to find
ways to contribute to social assistance recipients’ quest for a job, as well
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as to keep believing they could actually do so. They did so by means of
encouraging them(selves) to optimistically persist (see Arts and Van den
Berg, 2019) and helping recipients to improve themselves according to the
(perceived) requirements of potential employers. As the next paragraph
will show, the focus during the workshops was mainly on exercises of
introspection – to ’know’ or ‘(re)discover’ oneself – in order to find work
that would fit their personality or to learn to adjust their personality to fit
a job (compare Honneth, 2004; Walkerdine and Bansel, 2010; Mäkinen,
2016). These exercises of introspection were followed by imitations of
meetings with network contacts and potential employers, where social
assistance recipients would practice to ‘sell’ oneself. These exercises were
not merely intended to help social assistance recipients to find a job now,
but, importantly, to learn ways to move up in the labour market later.
Performances for upward mobility: Introspection and imitation

The workshops mainly revolved around answering the questions: “Who
am I? What do I want? What am I capable of?”, as well as practicing job
interviews with potential employers and giving short presentations (called
the ‘elevator pitch’) for hypothetical network contacts. Case managers
would explain to social assistance recipients that ‘knowing who you are’
and ‘being able to communicate that’ is crucial in order to get a good job.
This way, it was believed, social assistance recipients learn to ‘discover’ their
potential and bring it into being (Mäkinen, 2016, p. 80). Consequently,
case managers encouraged social assistance recipients to incorporate a
‘personal profile’ in their CV: a short text in which they would describe
their ‘personality’. To help them write this, case managers handed out
questionnaires, personality tests and/or lists of qualities to choose from:
CM: “I will give you a form with questions you can answer. It helps
you to determine your strong qualities. It includes questions
like: what kind of father, mother or partner are you?”
R:
“Isn’t that private?”
CM: “Well, if you beat your wife, you shouldn’t say it, that’s private.
But it is about who you are as a person. Like ‘I am someone
who always tells the truth’, but it is also about: what kind of
people annoy you? (…) [With the personal profile] you indicate
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what you are good at, what your qualities are, but also who you
are. (…) You can get that from the test. (…) What matters in the
end is, do I grant (gunnen) you the job or not. The employer
has to choose between people with similar work experiences
and educational backgrounds. And then he asks himself: ‘do I
want you here, do you have to offer me something?’ That has
everything to do with presentation and personality.”
This quote explicitly states the core of the workshops: personality and
presentation. It also shows the work that goes into ‘knowing oneself’
and ‘knowing’ the boundary between ‘private’ and ‘professional’. Many
social assistance recipients strictly separated the two, while case managers
encouraged them to involve their private self into their (search for) paid
work. As this example painfully shows, according to the case managers,
almost nothing was considered too private, except if it would deter
employers (one can only speculate why the case manager would choose
precisely this example to make that clear). As Skeggs has argued, who one
can (say to) be depends on one’s position in society (Skeggs, 2004). She
points to the long history of poor people having to “tell themselves” in
ways that are expected from them in order to receive income support,
thereby lacking “the option of being public or private” (Ibid, p. 134). As
this example shows, for those who desperately need a job, keeping certain
things private is either not an option, or essential – with regard to things
that others (in this case employers) might perceive to be less valuable or
worthy. Social assistance recipients are, thus, forced to know and tell
themselves “in ways not of their own making” (Ibid), as the following
example will also illustrate. It shows a frequently occurring exercise that
case managers used to ‘help’ social assistance recipients increase their
‘self-insight’:
The case manager suggests to have everyone state their pitfalls.
One of the social assistance recipients says he doesn’t know what his
pitfalls are.
The case manager asks him: “If you are at home with your wife, does
she like everything about you or does she whine about you?”
Others start laughing a bit.
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R:
CM:
R:
CM:

“Yes, she whines about me sometimes.”
“Can you give me an example?”
“When I am too strict for the kids.”
“That is about your children. Does she like everything about
you or do you have attributes she doesn’t appreciate?”

The social assistance recipient thinks for a while. The case manager
asks the other participants.
The next (male) social assistance recipient says he doesn’t know his
pitfalls either and another male social assistance recipient says his
memory is not that good, so he can’t recall his pitfalls. The female social
assistance recipients, however, do not seem to have a problem with the
exercise. The first woman says her pitfall is that she is too compliant
and has to learn to say no. The second female social assistance recipient
says she can be a control freak. Both women give examples of situations
in which their pitfalls have played a part.
The case manager compliments both women by saying they have
described their pitfalls very well. She explains to the group why an
employer would ask about their pitfalls: “It says something about your
self-insight, it shows that you know who you are. And the trick is to be
able to turn your pitfall around into a quality.”
She gives the group of social assistance recipients an assignment for
next week: “Come up with two pitfalls and ways to turn them around
into something positive.”
This example shows in greater detail what ‘self-insight’ entails and that not
all ‘self-insight’ and personal attributes are deemed valuable. Legitimated
by ‘knowing what employers look for’, case managers convey ‘knowledge’
about what social assistance recipients should know about themselves and,
once they know, what they should do with that knowledge: turn ‘negative’
characteristics, or ‘pitfalls’, into ‘something positive’. Often, exercises were
accompanied by lists of character traits that were categorised into ‘positive’
traits – such as ‘autonomous’, ‘composed’, ‘spontaneous’ – and ‘negative’
ones – ‘intractable’, ‘impersonal’ and ‘fickle’, for example. Social assistance
recipients were taught to perform ‘self-work’ in order to develop what were
perceived to be objectively designated positive personal characteristics.
As Skeggs (2004) and Walkerdine (2003) have argued, we should not
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only question the value of ‘self-insight’ itself – and the particular ways in
which this should be obtained and articulated – but also scrutinise the
specific characteristics that are deemed to be ‘good’ and ‘valuable’. The
workshops showed that self-insight (being able to give the right words
to the right character traits) was valued as opposed to ‘not knowing’ or
not being able to articulate them. In addition, the character traits that
were deemed valuable, were understood to be necessary to be successful,
making these kinds of exercises examples of ways in which social assistance
recipients are to become a “subject of value” as “deemed necessary by
global economic rhetoric” (Skeggs, 2004, p. 176). Moreover, this example
shows that it seemed to be easier for the women in the workshop to
articulate their ‘pitfalls’. This gendered dimension, however important,
is beyond the scope of this chapter. Suffice it to say that Walkerdine
points to a ‘feminisation’ of the discourse of the self, as “the values of a
psychology and interiority” that have usually been ascribed to women,
have become central (Walkerdine, 2003, p. 242). This might explain what
I have observed here.
In addition to introspection, an important part of the workshops
revolved around social assistance recipients continuously having to
practice interacting with an imagined other who could possibly give them
a job. During many workshops, meetings with employers or network
contacts were imitated, so that social assistance recipients could perform
their ‘improved self’ in a hypothetical job interview or ‘elevator pitch’.
The latter was a short presentation in which all the knowledge and skills
social assistance recipients had obtained during the workshops had to
come together. Social assistance recipients had to practice their pitch
over and over again, to make sure they could present themselves properly
when the time would come that they would meet someone who could get
them a (better) job. This is how a case manager explained the content and
purpose of an elevator pitch to a group of social assistance recipients:
“[The elevator pitch] is a short encounter. Imagine that you run into
your boss in the elevator. You are on your way to the first floor and
your boss is going to the hundredth floor. You want to go higher up
as well, so you have to sell yourself in thirty seconds. We are going to
practice that.”
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As this quote shows, the elevator pitch is, quite literally, about upward
mobility. To be able to present oneself in such a way that ‘you sell yourself’
was not only considered necessary for social assistance recipients to get a
job now, but also to move up from there later – as the concepts ‘bread job’
and ‘dream job’ also show. The following example shows how practicing
the pitch during the workshops worked:
CM: “Shall we start?”
R:
“Can I read my pitch out loud?”
CM: “It is about your personal presentation, conveying your
personal character, making contact. You can keep your notes
with you, in case you don’t know what to say, but try to speak
from yourself.”
The social assistance recipient reads her pitch from the piece of paper
in her hand. When she is finished, the case manager gives her feedback.
CM: “It is not really spoken language, but more like written
language. The content is good, but if you tell it instead of
reading it, you might use other words. I do see you have
implemented the suggestions I gave you last week. That is good
to see. Do you want to try it again, this time from yourself?”
R:
“Not right now, I will try again next week.”
CM: “Very well, just keep practicing.”
This continuous performing during the workshops, without anyone
present who could possibly get them a job, often resulted into social
assistance recipients’ frustration. To prepare for one of the workshops,
which was about how to dress properly, social assistance recipients were
instructed to dress as if they were going to a job interview. During the
workshop, the case manager explained that the social assistance recipients
should actually always come to the social assistance office dressed like this,
in case a potential employer would visit and because it would help them
to ‘get into the work-mode’ (see Van den Berg and Arts, 2019). A social
assistance recipient responded to this by saying:
“I will go to a job interview looking like this [wearing a suit], but I
will not come to the social assistance office dressed like this. (…) You
are not going to give me a job, so I won’t put up a show here. (…) I am
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bothered too much with all this. I do not agree that we should dress
neatly when we come here. I have never seen an employer here.”
In order to make the performances more real, case managers would
regularly invite job hunters, account managers (AM) and recruiters from
employment agencies to the workshops to function as potential employers,
as in the following example:
CM: “Today, we are accompanied by an account manager from
the Employers Service Centre. She
has a large network of
employers. That is why we have given you the assignment to
prepare your elevator pitch.”
Before the social assistance recipients start with their pitches, the
case manager asks the account manager whether she wants to say
something.
AM: “I am in contact with employers on a daily basis and I want
to try to start you in the right direction. I will not look at you
as a trainer or coach, but as a future employer. Do you fit me,
or the vacancy? And what do you have to offer as a colleague?
What makes you stand out from the rest? This is the way you
would view a product you want to buy, right? That tube of
toothpaste or a bicycle.”
The analogy with selling and buying a product was a recurring one, as
social assistance recipients were taught to think of themselves as being
entrepreneurial and making themselves ‘valuable’ in the market (compare
Rose, 1999; Skeggs, 2004), commodifying not only their labour power,
but there whole selves (Tokumitsu, 2015; Weeks, 2017, compare Lorey,
2015). Though, according to many case managers, money shouldn’t be
the primary motivation for wanting to work. Asking about salary, for
example, was said to be ‘not done’. As Savage et al argue, this type of
reasoning is mainly adhered to by those who can afford it (2015, p. 62) and
is in line with the dominant ideology that work should be done out of love
(Tokumitsu, 2015; Weeks, 2017).
Performing the elevator pitch in front of someone who was “in
contact with” actual employers was a frequently occurring practice during
workshops. The intermediary would give feedback on the content as
102

CHAPTER THREE

well as the form of the pitch – the way a social assistance recipient would
use his body and make eye contact, for example. In addition, she would
give social assistance recipients general, and sometimes more concrete,
suggestions for jobs to apply to – in care, retail, cleaning, call centres and
catering, for example. It was, however, not the intermediaries’ task to help
social assistance recipients to get a job, nor did case managers expect this
from them. This way, the performances remained a matter of form, not
functioning as an actual activity in (proximity of) the labour market, but
performed within the boundaries of the social assistance office.
At another workshop series (specifically for ‘higher educated’ social
assistance recipients), the case managers had not invited intermediaries
to the social assistance office, but had arranged – together with a local
organisation aimed at enhancing ‘corporate social and environmental
responsibility’ – for the group of social assistance recipients to visit a
company in the city’s business district. During one of the workshops at
the social assistance office, this upcoming event was imitated in order to
prepare for it. The case managers explained that the meeting was set up so
that HR-Managers from several businesses (law firms, consultancy firms,
IT companies, banks, real-estate offices) could give the social assistance
recipients feedback on their elevator pitch and help them to think of ways
to get a job. The case managers also told the social assistance recipients
not to expect too much: they would not get a job out of the meeting,
but they would get valuable feedback and maybe even a network contact.
Moreover, they said, it always remained to be seen who actually shows up,
since “these are very busy people”. During the actual meeting that took
place in a conference room on the 17th floor of an impressive building
in the business district, the social assistance recipients performed their
elevator pitch one by one in front of the mood board they had made prior
to the meeting (in order to visualise their personality and aims in life).
The audience consisted predominantly of the same intermediaries that
regularly visited the workshops at the social assistance offices.
During the following workshop at the social assistance office some
recipients expressed their disappointment with the lack of representatives
from the business district, as well as the lack of actual results of the
meeting. One of the social assistance recipients said he thought the
meeting was a “deflation”, as he didn’t even get useful feedback, let alone a
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lead to a job. He felt like a “charity project” which didn’t result in the social
assistance recipients meeting actual employers. Therefore, it didn’t meet
his expectations, even though the case managers had already told them
not to expect too much. Other, though not all, social assistance recipients
said they agreed with him. One of them told the case managers she talked
to one of the very few representatives from the business district and asked
her if she could introduce her to some of her contacts in the district. She
declined and explained that she did not have that type of relationships
with the other businesses. Thus, although the meeting brought the social
assistance recipients physically close to, or even in the work place, it did
not bring them closer to paid work. Instead, as with all the observed
‘imitation’ exercises, it merely offered social assistance recipients a space to
“perform, and imagine through that performance, themselves otherwise”
(Dawney, 2011, p. 537), that is, being a potential employee rather than a
social assistance recipient.
Conclusions
The observed workshops in the three municipal social assistance offices
entail ‘self-work’ intended to ‘improve’ social assistance recipients (through
introspection, telling and performing themselves in certain ways) and
thereby their condition (through paid work). The workshops offer social
assistance recipients temporary spaces in which they can perform (and
imagine through that performance) becoming and being an employee –
by means of imitating (closeness to) paid work. These observed practices
can be understood as resulting from several aspects coming together
in welfare-to-work policy practices. First, the promise of paid work as a
way to improve individual wellbeing: “a reason to get up from the couch,
the feeling to belong again, the feeling to live again”, as one case manager
articulated it. Second, welfare-to-work policy that obliges social assistance
recipients to become ‘employable’ in order to ‘(re)integrate’ into a labour
market that mainly requires ‘flexible’, adaptable, continuously selfimproving employees that ‘fit’ the job (in terms of their ‘personality’). Last,
the tension of adherence to (Fordist) ideals of upward mobility through
paid employment in a time when the (post-Fordist) labour market barely
offers ways to have a career. Especially for people who are over fifty years
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old, have little formal education and/or the required work experience – as
is the case for many of the social assistance recipients I encountered.
The welfare-to-work programmes I have studied are, then, best
understood as a governmental strategy that mobilises “powerful affective
attachments” (Muehlebach and Shoshan, 2012, p. 317) to Fordist notions
of economic security, social belonging and upward mobility through
waged labour. These ideals have become practically unfeasible for certain
populations in post-Fordism, yet are mobilised by the state exactly for
them, because they are not (yet) deemed to be ‘subjects of value’ (Skeggs,
2004). As this chapter has shown, this is done in the form of exercises in
which social assistance recipients learn to give certain performances that
are (perceived to be) required in post-Fordist labour markets. By means
of these exercises, case managers encourage social assistance recipients to
change themselves into a ‘subject of value’ (Skeggs, 2004) for the labour
market without being able to ensure ways to actually obtain a secure
position through durable waged labour with career perspectives. These
performances, thus, function as ways to approximate Fordist forms of
economic security, social status and belonging.
This way, social assistance recipients are continuously performing
a potentiality: someone yet to be and something yet to come. Or, in the
words of Lauren Berlant, they “perform not the achieved materiality of a
better life but the approximate feeling of belonging to a world that doesn’t
yet exist reliably” (Berlant, 2007, p. 277). Welfare-to-work is thus premised
on the potential of social assistance recipients to become employees, as
well as the potential that paid work will provide them economic security
and status – something social assistance does not offer (anymore).
However, for many people, and especially social assistance recipients, it
is highly unlikely that this potentiality becomes a reality, as the labour
market primarily offers them precarious positions. Through welfare-towork, then, governments contribute to upholding promises that cannot
be redeemed for increasingly more members of their population, while
simultaneously normalising their current precarious conditions (compare
Lorey, 2015). These findings bring about important questions as to why
so many people are invested in welfare-to-work policies and the promise of
the attainability of ‘the good life’ through paid work.⁶
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Chapter Four: Local Modes of Governing
Pressing, repressing and accommodating
social assistance recipients in welfare-to-work
programmes in the Netherlands ∗

Introduction
The development of many European ‘welfare’ policies (focussed on
citizens’ right to income support) to ‘welfare-to-work’ (focussed on the
duty to provide for oneself through paid employment) has been extensively
studied and analysed (see for example, Dwyer, 2004; Schram et al, 2010;
Van Berkel, 2017). This chapter relates to the studies that have examined
the concrete and particular ways in which social assistance recipients have
been “invited, cajoled and sometimes coerced” (Newman and Tonkens,
2011b, p. 9) to become the desired citizen that is independent from social
assistance and productive in the labour market. In these welfare-to-work
programmes, paternalism is considered “the legitimate role of the state”
(Pykett, 2012, p. 217). More particularly, in the context of social assistance,
this role has been grasped by the term ‘neoliberal paternalism’ (Schram et
A version of this chapter has been published as: J. Arts (2020) Pressing, repressing
and accommodating: Local modes of governing social assistance recipients in
welfare to work programmes in the Netherlands. In: A. Eleveld, T. Kampen and
J. Arts (eds) Welfare to Work in Contemporary European Welfare States. Legal,
Sociological and Philosophical Perspectives on Justice and Domination. Bristol:
Policy Press, pp. 211-235.
∗
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al, 2010, Soss et al, 2011): the state determines what is good for its citizens
(earning money in the labour market) as well as what social assistance
recipients ought to do to achieve that (change their aesthetics, behaviour
and affect), and enforces their cooperation by means of obligatory
participation in welfare-to-work programmes that “operate according to
market logics” (Schram et al, 2010, p. 741), in which non-compliance is
sanctioned. This policy has been and, as I argue in this chapter, continues
to be legitimised on stigmatisation of the need for income support (Fraser
and Gordon, 1994), that constructs recipients of social assistance as
‘revolting subjects’ (Tyler, 2013).
The Dutch welfare-to-work programmes studied here are discursively
centred around increasing social assistance recipients’ autonomy (‘selfreliance’, or ‘zelfredzaamheid’ – the emic term) while its practical
organisation is based on an authoritarian system that enforces compliance
(compare Dean, 2002; Schram et al, 2010). According to the Dutch
Participation Act, effective as of January 2015, social assistance recipients
are obliged to do something in return for receiving benefits, which can
range from searching for jobs and participating in group workshops
to performing (un)paid labour. Moreover, they are to obtain, accept
and retain “generally acceptable employment” and are not allowed to
“obstruct” this “by clothing, a lack of personal grooming or behaviour”
(Article 18, paragraph 4g). Recipients who do not fulfil these requirements
“to the best of their abilities” (naar vermogen), risk receiving sanctions
that can amount to a complete loss of social assistance benefits for up to
three months. Since municipalities are responsible for the implementation
of social assistance policy – in terms of content, organisation and finance
(see Van Berkel, 2011) – and case managers are to judge social assistance
recipients’ efforts, whether or not a social assistance recipient is sanctioned,
as well as the amount and duration of the sanction, depends to a great
extent on municipal by-laws and the discretion of local case managers.
In addition, case managers not only evaluate social assistance recipients’
behaviour and aesthetic performances, but also teach them how to act,
dress, think and feel ‘the right way’ (see Van den Berg and Arts, 2018; Arts
and Van den Berg, 2019; compare Pykett, 2012; Friedli and Stearn, 2015)
with the intention to ‘enable’ them to participate in the labour market
and, accordingly, to become ‘self-reliant’ and ‘independent’ (from social
108

CHAPTER FOUR

assistance). Obtaining and retaining access to social assistance benefits
thus depends on the (perceived) productiveness of recipients’ activities
(compare Adkins, 2012), as well as aesthetic and behavioural standards –
as interpreted by case managers.
Because social assistance benefits are a measure of last resort, the
livelihood of social assistance recipients depends on (local) policy and
case managers’ judgements and decisions. To put otherwise, recipients’
costs to exit the relationship with their local case manager are high.
This relationship between case managers and social assistance recipients
is characterised by a high degree of power imbalance. Moreover, case
managers’ discretionary power is substantial, while at the same time “a
strong professional basis and/or some form of institutionalised recipient
participation in decision making that might guide the use of discretion are
absent” (Van Berkel, 2011, p. 214). These conditions generate a potentially
oppressive relationship between case managers and social assistance
recipients in which the former can make arbitrary, unpredictable decisions
that affect the latter significantly, while the latter might not be able to
sufficiently control the former and/or hold them accountable (Molander
et al, 2012).
By means of using the republican theory of non-domination, as
developed by Frank Lovett (2010) and Philip Pettit (2012), this chapter
will scrutinise this relationship by drawing on observational data from
group workshops and individual meetings between case managers and
social assistance recipients in three municipal welfare-to-work programmes
in the Netherlands. It looks at case managers’ uses of discretionary power
(i.e. their judgements, decisions and actions) and whether these uses are
“justified with reasons others can understand, assess, accept or reject”
(Molander et al, 2012, p. 221). The chapter is structured as follows: the
next paragraph will address the concept of arbitrary uses of power and
social assistance recipients’ risk of being subjected to this in welfareto-work programmes in the Netherlands. Next, I will briefly explain
the concepts of ‘neoliberal paternalism’ and ‘stigmatisation’ of social
assistance (recipients), as these are needed to analyse the ways in which
Dutch case managers use their discretionary power. Third, I will set out
the methodology of the study. Fourth, I will discuss the findings, followed
by the chapter’s conclusions.
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The risk of arbitrary uses of discretionary power in Dutch
welfare-to-work programmes
The Participation Act and the municipal regulations that are based on
this Act require much interpretation from case managers. For instance:
what is generally acceptable employment and for whom? Also, when
does appearance or behaviour obstruct obtaining employment? Aside
from these legal requirements being open to much interpretation, case
managers’ room for discretion,¹ as well as the context in which they
work, have been transformed due to changes in the way social assistance
is organised (on a local public and/or marketised level) and governed (by
means of financial incentives) since the early 2000s (see Van Berkel, 2011
for an overview). Municipalities now have ample room to determine what
kind of services they provide and how to provide them. However, they
also have limited financial resources because of the budget mechanism for
funding. Consequently, case managers are pressured to perform in terms
of (re)integrating as many social assistance recipients as possible into the
labour market as quickly as possible (see Van Berkel, 2017). In addition
to this, they are confronted with job and employment insecurity (see
Arts and Van den Berg, 2019), as the public sector has not been exempted
from trends of labour market ‘flexibilisation’ (Van Echteld and de VoogdHamelink, 2017). To complicate matters even more, decision making by
case managers “is guided less and less by rules and regulations” (Van Berkel,
2011, p. 205), so that they are able to take social assistance recipients’
personal circumstances into account. Simultaneously, however, a “clear
and generally accepted set of professional guidelines that could serve as a
common point of reference” (Van Berkel et al, 2010, p. 458) is absent.
This devolution of policy development, financial accountability and
decision making has not been accompanied by intensified local debate
about social assistance policy (compare Tonkens and Duyvendak, 2018).
Based on their research on the decentralisation of several Dutch social
policy fields (including social assistance) Evelien Tonkens and Jan Willem
Duyvendak (2018) conclude that the ‘move’ of the welfare state from
the national to several local (municipal, neighbourhood and household)
levels has left a gap between policy development and implementation, as
both professionals and citizens have little room to speak out and be heard
(Tonkens and Duyvendak, 2018, pp. 240-245). In addition, the Dutch
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ombudsman has reported that some municipalities do not adhere to legal
rules with regard to distributing social assistance benefits (on time) and
providing (enough and the right) information to recipients (Nationale
ombudsman, 2017b). Social assistance recipients are thus quite possibly
exposed to decisions of local policy makers and case managers they
cannot sufficiently control, because the increased room for local policy
makers and implementers to devise and deliver social assistance policy
is not accompanied by strongly developed professional standards and
institutionalised ways for recipients to exercise voice and choice (Van
Berkel et al, 2010, p. 462; compare Molander et al, 2012).
According to Frank Lovett (2010), uses of discretionary power can be
considered arbitrary when they are not externally constrained by “effective
social conventions (social norms, coordination conventions, laws, etc)”
(Lovett, 2010, p. 111). In this light, the earlier mentioned absence of
professional guidelines is highly problematic as social assistance recipients
are at risk of being treated differently by different case managers. Moreover,
as Philip Pettit (2012) argues, even if “effective social conventions” are
present, people in vulnerable positions might not be inclined to invoke
them, because they lack the knowledge or means (e.g. language skills, time
and energy, help from others) to invoke them, or out of fear that it will
backfire. Effective social conventions are, therefore, not enough to protect
vulnerable citizens against arbitrary uses of power by others. Indeed, as
Pettit states: “It is only in the presence of concerted, sustained oversight of
government activity (…) that we can have any assurance that government
will be forced to remain responsive to popular inputs” (Pettit, 2012, p.
226). Oversight of government activity can be accomplished through
official complaint procedures and formal bodies such as the ombudsman
and client councils. While social assistance recipients in the Netherlands
have access to official complaints procedures and the right to appeal,
they rarely use these instruments out of fear of the consequences or lack
of knowledge about the procedures (Tonkens et al, 2013; Gemeentelijke
ombudsman Rotterdam, 2015; Nationale ombudsman, 2017a). Also,
“institutionalized client participation in decision making” is absent (Van
Berkel, 2011, p. 214). Thus, the instruments that recipients of social
assistance have at their disposal to exercise voice and choice are either
lacking or not functioning properly. Consequently, they are largely
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dependent on whether or not local policy makers and case managers
decide to “take the needs, wishes and ambitions of social assistance
recipients seriously” (Van Berkel, 2011, p. 213).
The following paragraph will briefly elaborate on the concepts
of ‘neoliberal paternalism’ and ‘stigmatisation’ of social assistance
(recipients) as the legitimation of the particular ways in which social
assistance recipients are governed, since this helps to make sense of the
different ways in which case managers in the Netherlands use their
discretionary power.
‘Neoliberal paternalism’ and ‘revolting’ social assistance
recipients
Welfare-to-work programmes are an example of paternalistic state
interventions which can be defined as “forms of intervention that are
aimed at guiding behaviours of citizens in return for support” (Van den
Berg, 2016, p. 458). The ‘new paternalism’ of Lawrence Mead (1997) has
been an influential, although highly controversial, theory shaping welfareto-work policies in many countries since the late 1990s (Dwyer, 2004;
Whitworth and Carter, 2014). It stands in a long tradition of paternalist
intervention in the lives of the poor (for the case of the Netherlands,
see De Regt, 1984; Michielse, 1989; Tonkens and Duyvendak, 2003;
Engbersen, 2006; Noordhoff, 2008; Van Houdt, 2014). However, its
renewed emphasis on enforcing behavioural change – through individual
counselling, group workshops and welfare-to-work volunteering (‘soft
paternalism’), backed up by conditionality criteria, strict supervision and
sanctions (‘hard paternalism’) – is central to present-day Dutch welfareto-work programmes (see Kampen 2014; Arts and Van den Berg, 2019; De
Winter, 2018; Van den Berg and Arts, 2018).
These programmes are premised on the ideal of ‘economic
independence’, which has come to be the norm for an increasing number
of societal groups. Moreover, it has come to be equated with earning
money in the (labour) market, while being in need of social assistance
is understood as ‘economic dependency’, which is stigmatised and
seen to be the result of individual failure (Fraser and Gordon, 1994).
Consequently, with this ideal, welfare-to-work policies “have reinforced
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the distinction between ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving’ benefit recipients”
by means of stigmatising discourses concerning the latter (Betzelt and
Bothfeld, 2011b, p. 255). Indeed, Imogen Tyler (2013) argues that the
way some people are “imagined to be a parasitical drain and threat to
scarce national resources” (Tyler, 2013, p. 9), functions to legitimate
existing and increasing inequalities, as well as “the shift from protective
liberal forms of social assistance to disciplinary welfare-to-work regimes”
(Ibid, p. 26). When studying the contemporary government of poverty,
she argues, we should consider stigmatisation to be a ‘regulatory norm’,
because this helps us to understand the ways is which conceptions of
social assistance recipients as being ‘revolting’ – in the sense of being
both ‘disgusting’ and ‘rebellious’ (see Tyler, 2013, p. 3) – are “invoked or
employed in the service of other norms and ideals” (Ibid, p. 36), such as
the ideal of economic independence through labour market participation
and the norm of subjecting those who do not (yet or anymore) adhere to
this ideal of paternalist state intervention.
Since the introduction of this new paternalist intervention, social
assistance policies in many European countries (and beyond) have
developed into what Sanford Schram, Joe Soss and others have termed
‘neoliberal paternalism’ (Schram et al, 2010, Soss et al 2011), highlighting
the primacy of market institutions (next to, or instead of, state
institutions) and market roles for citizens “as equivalent to – and necessary
for – caregiving obligations and civic responsibilities” (Schram et al,
2010, p. 740; compare Ben-Ishai, 2012). This type of state intervention
is legitimised based on the idea that those who are not (yet) autonomous
need to be made autonomous in order to be able to participate as fully
recognised, worthy citizens (Dean, 2002; Schinkel, 2010; Tyler, 2013; Van
Houdt, 2014). Here, autonomy is equivalent to ‘self-responsibility’ and
‘economic independence’ (compare Fraser and Gordon, 1994; Betzelt
and Bothfeld, 2011a). Paternalist state intervention in the lives of social
assistance recipients is considered to enable their individual freedom
(from state intervention) by means of using methods that shape and
utilise the freedom of social assistance recipients (Rose, 2006, p. 155;
compare Pykett, 2012) as well as those that are “more coercive, binding or
obligatory” (Dean, 2002, p. 38).
To summarise, neoliberal paternalist welfare-to-work programmes in
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the Netherlands are characterised by 1) decentralisation and marketisation,
with increased discretionary power for case managers; 2) a central focus
on citizens’ labour market participation; 3) ‘hard paternalist’ elements of
conditionality and coercion; and 4) ‘soft paternalist’ elements aimed at
changing the thoughts, feelings and actions of social assistance recipients
in order to make them ‘job ready’. Given the conditions in which social
assistance policy is implemented (which may result in a potentially
oppressive relationship between case managers and social assistance
recipients) in combination with the strong paternalist focus of the policy,
it is important to scrutinise daily interactions between case managers and
social assistance recipients in different settings. This helps us to uncover
the ways in which those on the receiving end of today’s welfare-to-work
policies are treated, according to what standards and whether this is
desirable. To that purpose, this chapter asks: 1) In what ways are social
assistance recipients locally governed to become independent from social
assistance? 2) Based on what images of social assistance recipients are these
ways justified in practice? and 3) Are these ways sufficiently controlled
by effective social conventions as well as democratic oversight? While
this chapter focusses on (potential) relations of domination, this must be
understood as an element of much more complex and subtle citizen-state
power relations (Dean, 2002; Rose, 2006).
Modes of governing social assistance recipients
Although the practices in all three social assistance offices were similar
in terms of content: steering social assistance recipients towards the
labour market by means of teaching them how to present and improve
themselves, and cultivating optimism (see Van den Berg and Arts, 2018;
Arts and Van den Berg, 2019), there were observable differences in the
modes in which case managers governed social assistance recipients:
namely a pressing, repressing and accommodating mode. These differences
were observable between and, to a lesser extent, within the municipalities.
Thus, they reflect differences in local policies as well as differences in the
way individual case managers did their work (compare Zacka, 2017). The
modes are conceptualised iteratively, based on the mentioned literatures
and observations at the social assistance offices. They differ in terms of
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the degree and type of pressure that is put on social assistance recipients
to perform in certain required ways, the relationship between the case
manager and social assistance recipient that is constructed, the prevailing
assumption about social assistance recipients that underlies the practices,
the primary technique that is used and the (short-term) aim that case
managers focus on (see table 2).
In local offices 1 and 3 the work of case managers consisted
predominantly of elements from the repressing and pressing modes of
governing, respectively. However, this is not to say that elements from
other modes were absent. At local office 2 characteristics from all modes
of governing were more or less equally present. The next paragraph will
show in greater detail the different ways in which case managers governed
social assistance recipients.
Pressing mode of governing

The pressing mode of governing was the most salient overall, but
particularly in local office 3. Here, most interactions were characterised
by case managers trying to convince social assistance recipients that
what they were obliged to do – i.e. participating in group workshops,
performing unpaid labour, accepting any job available, improving and
marketing their personal selves – was actually in the interest of their
‘personal independence’ and ‘self-development’, thereby concealing
the fact that, in the end, the case managers could decide what the social
assistance recipients had to do and what kind of job was deemed suitable
for them. In addition, case managers were working hard to persuade
social assistance recipients to accept an image of themselves as lacking the
personal characteristics needed in order to succeed in the labour market
and, consequently, the need for personal development. They focussed on
teaching social assistance recipients to reconcile themselves with what was
demanded in the labour market and conveying the idea that participating
in this labour market would improve their personal circumstances (in
terms of finance, social contacts, self-confidence and the development of
knowledge and skills). Case managers used all kinds of exercises in order
to ‘improve’ social assistance recipients’ (self-)knowledge and abilities to
‘fit’ the labour market (again). Importantly, while case managers often
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Caring/
Pedagogical

Low

Accommodating

Table 2: Overview characteristics of modes of governing

Reciprocal/
Pedagogical

High
legal, economic,
moral

Repressing

High
Pedagogical/
psychological,
Reciprocal
economic, moral

Pressing

Relationship

Degree and
type of pressure

Mode of governing

Vulnerable

Unwilling
/resistant

Unable/
un(der)developed

Assumption
about social
assistance
recipient

Care
practical and
emotional
support

Coercion
conditionality
and sanctions

Persuasion
teaching and
improvement

Primary
technique

Empowerment
self-esteem,
(self-)help

Selfresponsibility
independence
from social
assistance

Selfimprovement
independence
from social
assistance

Aim

(implicitly) referred to the rules as stated in the Participation Act or
municipal rules, this was not followed by (direct threats of) sanctioning.
This mode of governing will be illustrated with an example that
represents the pressing mode well: during one of the workshop meetings,
a social assistance recipient said she had been approached by a job
agency for a cleaning job but had not accepted it, because she had to be
available right away and this was not possible because of her volunteer
work obligations. When the case manager told her that she should quit
her volunteer work in that case, the social assistance recipient replied she
did not what to, because she was afraid to “end up on the couch at home,
isolated”. The case manager asked her: “Do you really want to find a job
or do you think you really want that? Because if you really want it, you
could have a job next week”. Another social assistance recipient joined the
conversation by saying her caring obligations (for her family) did not leave
her much time for a paid job either. From the field notes:
CM: “Continuing this way, is staying in your comfort zone.”
R (visibly affected by this remark): “I am really not in my comfort zone
in this situation.”
CM: “Perhaps you misunderstood, it is about staying in a certain
situation because it is familiar, even if the situation is not
pleasant at all.” The case manager gives an example of a person
who is being abused. “You know what you can expect and not
what will happen if things change, that is why people stay in
such a situation.”
The social assistance recipient (visibly and audibly angry now) says
that she feels like she is being treated like a child.
CM: “You are emotional and this is not the way we interact with
each other.”
When the social assistance recipient wants to continue speaking, she
is interrupted by the case manager. Once she has calmed down and
is allowed to speak, she says that case managers have the power to
prohibit social assistance recipients from talking and to belittle them.
As a social assistance recipient, she cannot do the same, which makes
her angry, she says. And she adds: “We are equal, you cannot talk to
me like that.”
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This example shows how the case manager is trying to convince social
assistance recipients to give up their unpaid activities, in order to be
directly and completely available for paid work. She understands their
unemployment in psychological terms, ‘being afraid to get out of their
comfort zone’ and, hence, by means of ‘soft paternalism’ (Pykett, 2012), as
opposed to authoritative and coercive methods (Dean, 2002), encourages
them to change their ideas and behaviour. When the social assistance
recipient resists this logic, the case manager does not allow her to voice
her concerns and only lets her speak when she is ‘not emotional’, again
focussing on the psychology of the social assistance recipient. When the
social assistance recipient refers to the unequal power relation between
them, the case manager does not respond to this. As the meeting continued,
another social assistance recipient asked what the case manager considered
to be a job. The case manager explained that a job is “an activity for which
you receive money”. From the field notes:
R:

“But it has to be feasible, you have to be able to sustain
yourself.”

The recipient explains that he is afraid he will not manage to do
that with a low-paid job that offers him less money than the income
support he currently receives [social assistance benefits and subsidies
for healthcare and rent].
CM: “That is an odd way of looking at it.” The case manager
explains that everyone here should “get out of their comfort
zone”.
R:
“We all want a job, but it has to offer a means of subsistence. All
jobs are temporary, you cannot count on it. After a few months
you could be without a job again (weer op straat staan).”
CM: “That is exactly what keeps you in your comfort zone. I
completely understand that it is easy for me to talk, because I
have a permanent contract, but any job is always better than
being on social assistance.”
When the social assistance recipient responded to this that there were
currently only jobs available in home care (thuiszorg) and that that was not
a suitable job for him (“In de thuiszorg is niks voor mij”), the case manager
responded: “Why not? Have you tried it yet?” She said he should not
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focus too much on what he wants and that it is her job as case manager
“to remind you of your obligation to participate in society to the best of
your abilities.” The social assistance recipient responded by saying: “Just
say it then: that I have to go work in home care, because now we have just
been sitting here for fourteen sessions beating around the bush (eromheen
draaien).” The case manager replied that she would not force him to accept
a job in home care, since local policy had recently changed (prioritising
individual preferences and motivation over rapid labour market (re)
integration), even though the national law is still the same (stating that
social assistance recipients have to accept all available ‘generally acceptable
employment’). Again, this example shows how the case manager tried
to use the same psychological logic in order to convince, but not coerce,
the social assistance recipient to accept a job. She did not respond to the
social assistance recipient’s anxiety about labour market insecurity – as
it is her job to convey that “any job is always better than being on social
assistance” – and seemed to understand their unemployment as the result
of ‘unwillingness’ stemming from ‘fear of the unknown’ (implying that
social assistance recipients do not know what it is like to perform paid
work). Consequently, in the pressing mode of governing, most meetings
were spent by case managers ‘coaching’ social assistance recipients, helping
them to ‘overcome’ their ‘impeding psychological condition’ or lack of
personal characteristics such as confidence and the nerve to take risks. As
the next paragraph will show, this stands in stark contrast to case managers
using the repressing mode of governing.
Repressing mode of governing

The repressing mode of governing was found more prominently in local
office 1 and, albeit less frequently, in local office 2. It is characterised by a
constant reference to the national and local rules of welfare-to-work policy
– including the threat of sanctions – as well as the way in which social
assistance is an economical burden to society and unfair towards people
who are having to work (hard) in order to have (a minimum) income.
Social assistance recipients are constantly reminded of the ‘fact’ that those
who really want to find paid employment and persevere in their search,
will succeed. Here, as opposed to the pressing mode, ‘unwillingness’
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is understood as a choice to deliberately be resistant (“in de weerstand
zitten”). Consequently, any perceived sign of ‘not trying hard enough’ is
sanctioned if legally possible. The focus lies on teaching social assistance
recipients the importance of self-responsibility, that is, of taking the
responsibility to ‘get a job’ in order to take care of themselves without
relying on social assistance benefits.
This mode of governing will be illustrated with an example as well.
During a workshop meeting one, of the case managers asked the social
assistance recipients to share their recent job search activities. The
first to start, a young woman, said she had applied for two jobs: one at
a telecommunications company and another one at a clothing-retail
company. She got rejected by the former and was still waiting for a reply
from the latter. She added that she had also registered at two job agencies.
The case manager, not responding to what the social assistance recipient
had just said, replied by stating that the social assistance recipient was
offered a job in housekeeping and asked: “Have you followed up on that?”
The social assistance recipient said she had not, because she takes care of
her sick mother and does not see how this job would allow her to continue
doing that. The case manager asked: “Do you have time for a paid job at
all then?” To which the social assistance recipient responded that she
does, but that she needs to be flexible in order to be there for her mother
when she needs her. The case manager then said that paid work has to
be the priority, “that is the law”. Moreover, she added that working in
housekeeping is never fulltime, because it is such a physically demanding
job, “you can combine a job like that with taking care of your mother”.
Following that, she suggested that the social assistance recipient should try
to organise care for her mother differently, with subsidies in order to hire a
professional care taker, for example.
The social assistance recipient explained that her mother does
not want to receive care from people other than her daughter and that
her mother does need the care, due to her illness. If that is the case, she
should tell her personal case manager this, the case manager responded
(since he is the one deciding what exactly can be demanded from the
social assistance recipient, given her circumstances). She explained that
this workshop is focussed on “guiding people to paid employment” and
if she is not able to participate, her case manager should exempt her from
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that obligation. Therefore, the work case manager referred the social
assistance recipient to her personal case manager immediately. After the
meeting, the case managers evaluated the social assistance recipients. They
said they knew (from talking to their colleague during the coffee break)
that the young woman would receive a sanction of 100 per cent for two
months for refusing to accept a job. In addition, they would refer her
to another department for intensive individual counselling focussed on
‘overcoming personal barriers’. “It is useless for her to participate in this
workshop”, one of the case managers said. “We have given her all we can,
but nothing is happening. I do not want to put my energy into people
who are unwilling.” Her colleague added: “Especially when the targets
are so high”. Targets for the number of social assistance recipients to exit
social assistance appeared to play an important role in the way ‘difficult’
social assistance recipients were treated, especially for case managers in
temporary contracts because, for them, meeting targets or not could make
the difference between maintaining employment or not. The result was
that ‘difficult’ social assistance recipients, who were not deemed likely
to find paid employment and exit social assistance, were often pushed
harder. Later that day, I talked to the personal case manager responsible
for sanctioning the social assistance recipient. He told me he indeed
sanctioned her, but that she could still make use of the reparatory measure
(inkeerregeling), though, he said, “I have not pointed that out to her
of course”. When I asked him why not, he told me the social assistance
recipient had found a partner who earned enough to provide a means
of subsistence for both of them, therefore he expected that her social
assistance benefits would be terminated anyway.
This example shows how case managers using a repressing mode
of governing strictly adhere to the priority of paid work over caring
obligations (compare Schram et al, 2010; Ben-Ishai, 2012). The social
assistance recipients’ caring obligations are considered to be her individual
responsibility and not something the social assistance office should take
into account. Although this priority was also evident in the example of
the pressing mode, here it is forced upon the social assistance recipient
by means of using authoritative and coercive methods (Dean, 2002). In
addition, this example shows how independence from social assistance is
seen to be the main goal, for which becoming dependent on a partner can
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be the solution (compare Fraser and Gordon, 1994). One case manager
said she understood the social assistance recipient to be ‘unwilling’,
therefore deserving of a sanction and more intensive and individual
monitoring – even though the social assistance recipient said she had
applied for two jobs and registered at two job agencies. This example
also illustrates the effects of marketisation, as one of the case managers
said they cannot afford to put their time into social assistance recipients
like this “when the targets are so high”, resulting in the “creaming” of
(i.e. focussing on) recipients who have a better chance of finding paid
employment and “parking” (i.e. neglecting or, in this case, sanctioning
and transferring) those who are deemed more difficult (compare Schram
et al, 2010; Van Berkel, 2011; Rees et al, 2014; Van Berkel, 2017). Lastly,
sanctioning does not merely function as a way to enforce compliance (and
thus to contribute to meeting the targets), as this example shows (the
recipient is being transferred to another department and not referred to
the reparatory measure). Sanctioning also seems to be used as a way to
reduce social assistance expenditures directly (compare Meers, 2019).
In terms of arbitrary uses of power (Lovett, 2010) and democratic
oversight (Pettit, 2012), it is highly problematic that the case manager
did not point the social assistance recipient to the reparatory measure,
something he probably would have done if effective social conventions
were present. In other cases, case managers would sometimes refer to
complaint procedures, usually by means of general remarks, as is the case
in the following example. During one of the meetings in which a social
assistance recipient voiced her concern, the case manager said: “We simply
have to deal with this policy. If you have any complaints or suggestions, you
should write to the city council or use other channels. There is nothing I
can do about it. I do appreciate that you express your opinion like this.” In
contrast to the example of the case manager in the pressing mode, who cut
off the social assistance recipient, this case manager expressed being open
to the social assistance recipients’ concerns. However, he simultaneously
evaded any responsibility, referring the social assistance recipients to the
local political authorities.
When social assistance recipients did use official complaint
procedures, such as reporting to the local ombudsman (Gemeentelijke
ombudsman Rotterdam, 2015), this was not always taken seriously. One
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case manager said that complaints such as the ones in this report were
always submitted by social assistance recipients who were able to express
themselves well, usually the more highly educated ones. These are exactly
the ones who are the most resistant (“die zitten vaak in de weerstand”),
because they are used to being in a better situation (“die zijn beter gewend
dan dit”), he explained. However, he continued, “most people do not
complain, because a lot of people are very satisfied with the help they get
here”.
Accommodating mode of governing

The accommodating mode of governing appeared to be the least
prominent, but still observable in all three municipal social assistance
offices. As opposed to the other two modes, this mode did not seem to
stem from municipal rules or guidelines and was, consequently, not
broadly shared by case managers working for the same municipality. Most
case managers quite systematically governed social assistance recipients
according to the pressing or repressing mode, and only a few would use
the accommodating mode as a default. This mode was predominantly
used by case managers in response to individual cases that were deemed
too ‘vulnerable’ to be persuaded or coerced to find paid employment
immediately. Consequently, case managers would adjust their way of
approaching them, offering them more leniency and empathy. Case
managers working this way (usually incidentally) were primarily focussed
on the needs of social assistance recipients as voiced by them. They
mitigated the pressure to find paid employment, when thinking it would
not benefit, or might even harm the person concerned. Their focus was
on compassion and support rather than teaching and improvement or
conditionality and sanctions. That is not to say this mode of governing
does not contain a pedagogical element, yet what was conveyed were words
of encouragement and support, in order to help social assistance recipients
feel safe and secure. Case managers’ interventions focussed on boosting
social assistance recipients’ self-confidence and providing practical
support.
The accommodating mode of governing was particularly employed
with older social assistance recipients, single parents, people with forms of
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physical and mental impairments that were not yet, or no longer, formally
considered to be a legitimate obstacle to finding paid employment.
When social assistance recipients were considered ‘vulnerable’, the need
for social assistance benefits was not problematised (too much). Yet
how exactly case managers would judge social assistance recipients to be
‘vulnerable’ did not appear to be very clear-cut, especially since social
conventions concerning this were not explicit. An illustrative example
of the accommodating mode, was when a case manager asked a single
mother about her physical condition in order to see if she could perform
physically demanding labour such as cleaning work, for which there were
vacancies available at that time. When the woman said she had some
physical limitations and therefore was not able to perform cleaning work,
the case manager responded: “Okay, that is not an option then, good
of you to tell me.” While in similar situations case managers employing
a (re)pressing mode of governing would demand a medical certificate in
order for a social assistance recipient to be exempted from certain kinds
of work (as this is the formal policy rule) or would persuade recipients to
at least try performing this kind of work, in this case, the social assistance
recipient’s word was enough.
Another example concerned an older man who had recently recovered
from cancer, had lost his job and was living in temporary housing
(antikraak). He happily performed volunteer work four or sometimes even
five days a week in a local second-hand store. Rather than encouraging him
to (be willing to) give up his volunteering in order to be directly available
for paid employment, the case manager told him: “You have made yourself
irreplaceable there. You should actually be paid for it”, implying that the
work he was doing was as valuable as paid work. Later the same day, she
told me that, for some people “that have certain issues (waar iets mee is)” –
like this man – volunteer work can be the aim for now, even though he is
‘work-ready’ according to formal criteria.
Thus, these case managers exempted some social assistance recipients
who were formally considered to be ‘work-ready’ from the obligation
to do their utmost to find paid employment as soon as possible, as
they judged them to be too ‘vulnerable’. This accommodating mode
of governing is, therefore, not the result of case managers’ belief that
paid employment is not a legitimate goal (practically all case managers I
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observed and conversed with said they believed that it is) or that the things
social assistance recipients have to do in return for receiving benefits
and the related rules for sanctioning are unjustified (although some
case managers certainly expressed that view). Alternatively, this way of
governing social assistance recipients was justified by the case managers’
assessment of a social assistance recipient as being too ‘vulnerable’ to be
required to find paid employment or to be sanctioned for not adhering
to formal policy rules. It was, however, not clear on the basis of which
social conventions some case managers would assess some social assistance
recipients as ‘vulnerable’ and treat them in more lenient ways than others
.
Conclusions
This chapter shows the different modes in which social assistance recipients
are steered towards paid employment and hence towards becoming
the desired ‘autonomous’ citizen: by means of pressing, repressing and
accommodating modes of governing. All modes of governing are based
on the assumption that the need for income support is mainly the result
of recipients’ individual shortcomings – be they psychological, moral or
otherwise (compare Fraser and Gordon, 1994; Tyler, 2013). Case managers
pressing and repressing social assistance recipients to find paid employment,
used techniques of persuasion (i.e. ‘soft paternalism’), or coercion by means
of (threatening with) sanctioning (i.e. ‘hard paternalism’), depending on
whether social assistance recipients were understood to be ‘unwilling’ to
improve their lives and to take responsibility for their situation (repressing
mode) or whether they were considered to be ‘unable’ to do so, due to a
lack of the ‘right’ knowledge, skills and beliefs (pressing mode). While the
repressing mode is about learning – the hard way – the moral and economic
value of ‘self-responsibility’, the pressing mode is focussed on improving
social assistance recipients’ personal characteristics. When social assistance
recipients were considered to be ‘vulnerable’, case managers tended to use
the accommodating mode of governing which revolves around care.
By analysing these different modes of governing, this chapter reveals
that a certain degree of arbitrariness in the uses of power – by local policy
makers and case managers – is part and parcel of welfare-to-work in the
Netherlands (compare Gemeentelijke ombudsman, 2015; Nationale
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ombudsman, 2017b). This arbitrariness occurs on three levels. First, on
the municipal level, although the national Participation Act provides a
clear framework for social assistance policy, it leaves much room for local
adjustments and interpretations. Consequently, as this chapter has shown,
different geographical localities use different modes of governing. These
differences are partly accounted for in terms of municipal policy aims and
rules that are the result of local democratic processes – and are thus not
arbitrary. However, following Pettit (2012), even though these different
local practices can be traced back to different local (democratic) rules,
state interventions might still be considered arbitrary when they are not
sufficiently controlled by citizens, including those having to implement
the rules and those on the receiving end. Given the meagre local debate
about social assistance policy (compare Tonkens and Duyvendak, 2018),
the relatively low turnout in municipal elections² as well as the lack
of effectiveness of (local) complaint procedures (Tonkens et al, 2013;
Gemeentelijke ombudsman Rotterdam, 2015; Nationale ombudsman,
2017a), people’s lack of control over local policy rules, and, consequently,
the arbitrariness of municipal intervention, is a serious concern.
The second level on which arbitrary uses of power occur is on the
level of individual case managers, as the way they treat social assistance
recipients is not always predictable, resulting from effective social
conventions (policy rules or professional standards) that can be known
and assessed by others (compare Lovett, 2010; Molander et al, 2012).
Indeed, to fill this gap, the National ombudsman (2016) has published
a guide to professional behaviour. However, the different ways in which
social assistance recipients are treated result not merely from the lack of
professional conventions, but also from the different ways in which case
managers have to prioritise between meeting targets and meeting social
assistance recipients’ needs. These differences are, again, found between
municipalities, as they differently organise performance measures (on
the individual or team level and in terms of higher or lower targets).
In addition, for those without employment security there is much at
stake when targets are not met (also see Arts and Van den Berg, 2019).
The resulting arbitrary uses of power are highly problematic, especially
considering the severity of sanctions. As others have argued, the solution
to this is not to restrict the room for discretion, as this room is needed to
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deal with the complexity and diversity of recipients’ needs, but to make
decision criteria transparent and open to public debate (Sainsbury, 2008;
Meers, 2019).
Lastly, exercises of power in local welfare-to-work offices can be
considered arbitrary because social assistance recipients appear to have
very limited opportunities to influence the way case managers classify
them (as being ‘unable’, ‘unwilling’ or too ‘vulnerable’ to meet certain
requirements), as well as to voice their concerns – via client councils and
complaint procedures – because of fear for the consequences (Tonkens
et al, 2013; Gemeentelijke ombudsman Rotterdam, 2015; Nationale
ombudsman, 2017a), but also because of the lack of opportunities to
speak out in informal ways (compare Tonkens et al, 2013). More often
than not, as the observations in this chapter show, social assistance
recipients are barely given the opportunity to be heard, let alone
encouraged to use formal channels to oppose the (arbitrary) uses of power
they are confronted with.
Overall, it can be concluded that both effective social conventions and
democratic control are not sufficiently in place in Dutch welfare-to-work
policy as a result of which social assistance recipients run the risk of being
subjected to arbitrary power. For social assistance recipients, it matters
where they live, because local social assistance offices differ (in terms of
their policy goals, rules, organisation, pressure on and control of case
managers), and it matters who exactly is responsible for granting them the
right to social assistance benefits, as implementation of social assistance
policy differs between case managers. This would not necessarily be
problematic if effective social conventions and democratic control were
present. However, this appears not to be the case, as professional standards
are un(der)developed and both case managers and social assistance
recipients do not have enough room to speak out and be heard. For case
managers, it is important that their employment condition does not
hamper them in voicing criticism, as well as that their superiors and the
policy makers are responsive to their feedback, while for social assistance
recipients it is crucial that case managers are responsive to their feedback
and refer them to official bodies such as local councils and complaint
committees. Aside from more predictable professional standards and
public debate about local social assistance policy and decision criteria,
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there is an urgent need for developing ways in which case managers and,
especially, social assistance recipients structurally become part of policy
development and decision making, as well as better ways in which those
with decision making power can be held accountable (compare Molander
et al, 2012).
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Conclusion: (Un)doing precarisation

This dissertation has examined the focus on future employment in social
assistance policy in the Netherlands today – specifically, the ‘labour market
(re)integration’ that is central to it – in the context of the contemporary
(post-Fordist) labour market. I delved into the (recent) history of social
assistance and developments in the labour market to better understand
the reforms that have led to current Dutch social assistance policy and its
daily constitution in local offices. I have looked in detail at the interactions
that take place in these offices to see how people embrace, cope with and
resist the normalisation of precarisation. This has enabled me to discern
the mechanisms through which ‘governmental precarisation’ (Lorey,
2015) takes shape in the context of contemporary social assistance – where
unpaid and paid work, ‘unemployment’ and ‘employment’ increasingly
look alike due to the principle of conditionality and the focus on the future
employment of recipients. The dissertation asked: How does the focus
on future employment take shape in the context of contemporary social
assistance and the post-Fordist labour market in the Netherlands? What
exactly is required of social assistance recipients who are deemed ‘workready’ in return for obtaining and retaining the right to benefits? And
what does this tell us more generally about the politics of social security?
These questions are important because in times of precarisation – when
social security policies increasingly force individuals to shoulder social
risks (e.g. unemployment, sickness, poverty) and labour markets require
workers who are “all in” (Weeks, 2017) but offer mainly precarious forms
of employment – both social security arrangements and labour markets
do not offer many people a secure existence. It is crucial to examine this
precarisation – particularly how ‘welfare-to-work’ (with its conditionality
and focus on future employment) constitutes it – because it enables us to
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critically reflect on ‘social security’ as it is organised today.
To answer these questions, I have studied the local daily practices
that constitute contemporary social assistance (or ‘welfare-to-work’) in
the Netherlands, focussing specifically on the interactions between those
who are responsible for providing social assistance in terms of money
and services (case managers) and those receiving it (recipients). This has
allowed me to reveal the myriad ways in which social assistance policies
take shape and affect the lives of citizens and to better understand the
day-to-day politics of social security in times of precarisation. In this
conclusion, I briefly reiterate my main findings before drawing my main
conclusions, connecting them to broader theoretical and societal debates
on the politics of social security in times of precarisation in (formerly)
well-developed welfare states such as the Netherlands.
Looking presentable, feeling optimistic, performing
potentiality
In the Netherlands (as in many other countries), the contemporary (postFordist) labour market largely consists of (interactive) service sector jobs
and is characterised by precarious employment (relations) across the
board but most acutely in low-skilled and low-paid work (see for example
Standing, 2011; Savage et al, 2015; Kremer et al, 2017; Vrooman et al,
2018). These conditions require a certain type of labour and relation to
this labour: paid workers must be ‘flexible’, ‘sociable’, ‘presentable’, ‘eager’
and able to develop and communicate their ‘personality’ consisting of all
these ‘qualities’ (and more) (see for example Hochschild, 1983; Warhurst
et al, 2000; Urciuoli, 2008; McDowell, 2009). Given the precarious
labour market conditions (e.g. ‘self-employment’ (ZZP), temporary
and zero-hour contracts, changing demands and required skills,
insufficient bargaining power), there is a constant threat of losing one’s
job and, thereby, a certain income, status and feeling of belonging. This
dissertation has shown that the continuous aesthetic and affective labour
that goes into paid work – before, during and after (compare Gregg, 2011;
Adkins, 2012; Lorey, 2015) – is also required outside of the labour market
in the context of welfare-to-work. Recipients of social assistance must
continuously evaluate, regulate and attune their aesthetics, affects and
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performances to ‘fit’ possible (yet not necessarily probable) jobs, thereby
potentially becoming and remaining ‘employable’ in the post-Fordist
labour market. These performances of potentiality are crucial for social
assistance recipients, not only to possibly obtain and retain paid work in
the future, but to obtain and retain the right to benefits in the present.
This dissertation has addressed the particulars of this labour that is the
essence of welfare-to-work (which would more accurately be called ‘workto-work’) in times of precarisation. Importantly, this labour requires a lot
of effort from both social assistance recipients and case managers without
the guarantee – or often even the fighting chance – of finding paid work
that would offer a secure existence.
Chapter 1 revealed the aesthetic performances required of social
assistance recipients, as taught and evaluated by case managers. These
aesthetic requirements are codified in rather vague terms in the
Participation Act, which obliges social assistance recipients not to
“obstruct” employment by “clothing” or “a lack of personal grooming”.
Case managers interpret appropriate aesthetics as looking ‘presentable’
(representatief) – which still seems vague. Yet, they put this concept
into practice by defining the aesthetic performances considered not
‘presentable’ and even pathological: slouching, dressing scarcely
(particularly for women) and smelling (particularly for men). Moreover,
case managers use aesthetics as pedagogy by teaching social assistance
recipients the importance of looking ‘presentable’, what it entails and
requires. Next to knowing ‘what not to wear’ (e.g. flip-flops), case
managers convey that looking ‘presentable’ is context-dependent and
requires the ability to continuously adapt aesthetic performances to
potential (and changing) work-contexts. Proving this ability is seen as
a sign of ‘actively’ cultivating ‘work-readiness’ and ‘employability’ for
post-Fordist precarious labour. Within post-Fordist labour markets and
welfare-to-work – in which aesthetics are central and highly ambiguous
– looking ‘presentable’ is a vital but complex individual duty, necessary
not only for obtaining and retaining paid work but for retaining access to
social assistance benefits. Aesthetic labour today is a continuous, everyday,
backstage labour for labour.
Alongside aesthetic labour, chapter 2 revealed the importance of
affective labour for social assistance recipients as well as case managers.
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Through pedagogies of optimism – consisting of the techniques of
‘accepting’, ‘controlling’ and ‘imagining’ – case managers teach social
assistance recipients (and often also themselves) to accept their precarious
position, to embrace it, and to prepare for its continuation while
remaining optimistic about better times ahead. The recipients in this
study had little to look back to – either because the past was precarious or
because the labour market and their situations had changed – while the
case managers had mostly insecure, low paid jobs to offer. Case managers
thus taught recipients to look forward to an imagined future that made it
worthwhile to keep applying for jobs (although it continuously resulted
in rejections) and to accept precarious employment in the present if it
was offered to them. They encouraged social assistance recipients to focus
on possibilities rather than on limitations due to being underqualified,
physically less abled, overqualified or discriminated against. The focus on
individual choice was central: you can choose to accept your situation,
control obstructing thoughts and feelings, and select what to focus on.
And although case managers acknowledged the unattainability of these
imagined futures, optimism was not only a suggestion but a moral
imperative as it was seen as labour (paid by the government) as well as
a means to find a job and thus a way out of social assistance. In other
words, although case managers appreciated that precarious work does not
lead to the imagined desired future, imagination was still cultivated as a
means to encourage recipients to obtain precarious work. This paradox
of social assistance recipients having to accept a precarious situation now
in order to (potentially) not be in a precarious situation later is central to
the pedagogies of optimism. Importantly, the case managers had far from
stable careers themselves and shared some sense of precariousness with the
recipients of social assistance; many had ‘flexible’ contracts, while political
changes and reorganisations in social assistance offices only created
further insecurity. Welfare-to-work programmes are thus characterised
by insecurity and precarisation on both the receiving and providing
ends of the state–citizen encounter. In effect, social assistance today
hardly counterbalances precarity, but offers ways to accept it by ‘thinking
positive’ and ‘looking forward’ through pedagogies of optimism.
In chapter 3, I examined in greater detail the exercises that imitate
closeness to paid work and cultivate imagined futures of upward mobility
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through paid work. These exercises require ‘introspection’ and ‘imitation’
and are meant to ‘improve’ recipients into potential (successful),
upwardly mobile paid workers. The chapter analysed these exercises as
performances for upward mobility where social assistance recipients are
required to look, think, feel and act in ways that are (perceived to be)
required in post-Fordist labour markets and that potentially (yet not
actually) lead them to obtain the ‘dream job’ they (should) desire. It thus
delved deeper into the technique of ‘imagining’ – part of the pedagogies of
optimism described and analysed in chapter 2 – showing that the affective
labour social assistance recipients must perform not only consists of
thinking and feeling ‘positive’ about their current situation and possible
future, but of thinking and feeling certain ways about themselves, about
their ‘personality’, of learning ways to know themselves (better) in order
to (continuously) ‘improve’ themselves for and through paid work. I
detailed the performances recipients must give in the social assistance
office, performances that imitate upward mobility but offer little else
than ways to approximate forms of economic security, social status and
belonging. I thus argued that these workshops function as temporal spaces
of imagination in which adherence to the promise of upward mobility
through paid work is best understood as a form of ‘post-Fordist affect’:
the continued adherence to ‘Fordist’ ideals of economic security, social
status and belonging in times of precarisation, unattainable for more and
more people, especially those at the ‘bottom-end’ of the labour market
and in welfare-to-work programmes.
Whereas the first three chapters addressed the similarities within
and between the three case-studies, chapter 4 analysed their differences
by examining the different approaches case managers take towards ‘(re)
integrating’ social assistance recipients in the labour market. First, the
pressing mode of governing was the most prominent in all three social
assistance offices and particularly salient in local office 3. Case managers
‘pressing’ recipients to find paid work traced their need for benefits to
their primarily psychological ‘inabilities’ (e.g. being held back by a ‘fear
of the unknown’ and ‘lack of confidence’). By means of ‘persuasion’, case
managers encouraged recipients to ‘improve’ themselves, helping them
to ‘overcome’ their ‘impeding psychological condition’ and cultivating
the personal characteristics needed to find paid work. Importantly, while
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case managers often (implicitly) referred to formal rules, this was not
followed by (direct threats of) sanctioning. Second, the repressing mode
of governing, characterised by the constant reference to formal rules and
the threat of sanctions, was mostly used by case managers in local office 1.
‘Repressing’ case managers understood recipients’ need for social assistance
benefits primarily in terms of their ‘unwillingness’ to perform paid work.
Case managers ‘coerced’ recipients to display ‘responsible’ behaviour
by ‘getting a job’ in order to take care of themselves without relying on
benefits. The use of sanctions served not only to ‘coerce’ recipients to
exit social assistance, but also as a way to directly cut social spending.
Third, the accommodating mode of governing was the least prominent
approach I observed, used by case managers only rarely when they deemed
a recipient too ‘vulnerable’ to be persuaded or coerced into finding paid
employment. In these instances, case managers would show ‘care’ and try
to ‘empower’ recipients by conveying words of encouragement, trying to
boost their self-confidence, and providing practical support. In sum, this
chapter revealed the differences (both between and within local offices)
in how case managers approach social assistance recipients. It found the
room for recipients to voice their concerns to be generally very limited,
depending on whether a case manager deemed them to be ‘vulnerable’,
‘unable’ or ‘unwilling’. The differences I observed can be traced to the
decentralisation of policy design and implementation as well as the room
for discretion enjoyed by case managers. These differences are problematic
as effective social conventions and democratic control (e.g. professional
standards, appeals procedures, local public debate) are not sufficiently
in place or functioning properly. Based on these findings, I argued that
welfare-to-work functions partly in arbitrary ways.
Together, the four chapters showed how welfare-to-work brings
potential future employment to the present, thereby making employment
and unemployment alike in multiple ways (compare Adkins, 2012).
Given the insecurity inherent to conditional welfare-to-work policies and
precarious post-Fordist labour markets, both employed and unemployed
persons must perform in return for (little) money to find ‘better’ work in
the future. Unemployment and employment are alike in yet another way,
as daily practices in welfare-to-work programmes produce an imaginary
proximity to paid work – and a ‘promise of happiness’ (Ahmed, 2010)
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– through exercises of imagination and imitation. These practices offer
a (temporary) substitute for, and an imaginary proximity to, actual paid
work (with career opportunities) as a way to improve and secure one’s
position in society. This imaginary proximity also functions as a way to
become and remain ‘work-ready’. ‘Work-readiness’ – being aesthetically
and affectively continuously and completely ready for and able to adapt to
potential future employment – is an essential requirement in welfare-towork, and accomplished by problematising the need for social assistance,
by mobilising (presentations of) ‘the right’ aesthetics and affects, and by
glorifying paid work.
Welfare-to-work as precarisation
The close examination of the daily practices of welfare-to-work in the
Netherlands today revealed how contemporary social assistance policy is
part and parcel of ‘governmental precarisation’ (Lorey, 2015). Like postFordist labour markets, it creates uncertainty and instability, making
the lives of everyone insecure and contingent on arbitrary decisions –
although it obviously affects some less than others, especially those who
own, or have access to, considerable wealth. But even for the latter, welfareto-work serves as an object lesson on the consequences of not being able
to successfully participate in the post-Fordist economy. Those who are
currently more or less ‘successfully’ earning money in the (labour) market
are thus encouraged to do their utmost to keep it that way, since, in the
words of one of the case managers in this study, “(going back on) social
assistance is not an option”. Social assistance has become a measure of
last resort in case all else fails, and comes at a price – contrary to what the
then minister had in mind when she devised the social assistance act in
the 1960s. Today, social assistance recipients are problematised, aesthetics
and affects are mobilised and paid work is glorified in order to maximise
and normalise insecurity and create a “social vulnerability that is still
just tolerable” (Lorey, 2015, p. 66). I will elaborate on these three main
conclusions and, subsequently, discuss alternative ways to organise social
security.
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Problematisation of social assistance recipients

This dissertation has shown how welfare-to-work – legitimised by ‘antiwelfare common sense’ (Jensen and Tyler, 2015; compare Fraser and
Gordon, 1994) – classifies social assistance recipients as ‘revolting’ (Tyler,
2013) and in need of ‘improvement’ according to gendered and classed
standards of worthiness. As recipients cannot sustain themselves by
obtaining (enough) money from paid labour (or their relatives), they are
perceived to be members of a separate ‘class’, ‘unable’ or ‘unwilling’ to
look ‘presentable’ according to prevailing norms about ‘proper’ aesthetic
presentation (compare Skeggs, 1997; Lawler, 2005). In addition, they are
considered not ‘optimistic’ enough, not sufficiently self-aware, and unable
to develop and perform their ‘personality’ as is required in the post-Fordist
labour market. Within welfare-to-work policies and practices, recipients
(and their need for social assistance) are perceived as ‘problems’ as they
‘cost’ public money, are not ‘productive’, do not create ‘value’ in the
economy, and thus fail to be ‘persons of value’ (Skeggs, 2004, compare
Dean, 1995). Those in need of income support are thus automatically
deemed to be in need of ‘soft’ or ‘hard’ paternalist intervention (compare
Dean, 2002; Pykett, 2012), depending on local welfare-to-work policies and
case managers’ assessments of the specific ‘cause’ of individual recipients’
‘unemployment’ and ‘welfare dependency’. Perceived ‘unwillingness’ is
met with sanctions whereas ‘inability’ is met with persuasion or care if it
is combined with perceived ‘vulnerability’. Either way, the ‘problem’ lies
with the recipient and the only possible ‘solution’ – finding paid work – is
sought there, too.
Although the problematisation of social assistance and its recipients
is hardly new, decades of social security reform have renewed it. With
welfare-to-work, ‘hard’ paternalistic measures are making a comeback
while ‘soft’ paternalistic measures are being further developed. What
is new are the aesthetic and affective requirements that are now part of
welfare-to-work, a new level of intrusiveness into the private lives of social
assistance recipients.
Mobilisation of aesthetics and affects

A continuous calibration of aesthetics and affects is required as people
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move in and out of precarious employment and unemployment in postFordist labour markets. To give the ‘right’ performance in and for paid
work, workers are required to bring the most private parts of themselves
into the labour market and perform emotional and aesthetic labour (see
Hochschild, 1983; Warhurst et al, 2000). This dissertation has shown that,
with welfare-to-work, the mobilisation of aesthetics and affects needed to
earn an income in the post-Fordist labour market is also needed to ‘earn’
social assistance benefits. Recipients of social assistance must improve their
‘bad’ personal (bodily, cognitive and emotional) attributes in workshops
and put their ‘good’ attributes to use in job interviews, internships and
work placements as well as inside the social assistance office to show case
managers that they are ‘work-ready’ and want to obtain paid work. Case
managers have to “see, smell, feel that [recipients] intend to get back to
work”, as one of them articulated it.
Yet, the ‘work’ that social assistance recipients are supposed to ‘get
back to’ mainly entails temporary, discontinuous, badly paid and highly
insecure employment in, for example, call-centres, cleaning and hospitality.
For many, even such jobs remain out of reach, receiving rejection after
rejection because they are not ‘qualified’ and/or ‘experienced’ enough,
are too ‘expensive’ (due to their age and years of experience), ‘do not fit
the company culture’ or, in most cases, without any reason given at all. In
the context of conditional social assistance and precarious employment,
focussing on the future fantasy of a ‘dream-job’ is the only thing left to
offer relief. But teaching social assistance recipients to be ‘optimistic’ and
to look ‘presentable’ in every possible work-context (with the help of
philanthropic organisations such as Dress for Success) does not offer them
social security. Instead, it offers them strategies to cope with insecurity,
leaving them vulnerable and dependent on access to the knowledge,
abilities and resources that enable them to be continuously creative,
mobile and reflexive (compare Skeggs, 2004).
The state’s mobilisation of affects is not new (see for example
Rose, 1989; Duyvendak, 2011; Muehlebach, 2012; De Wilde, 2015).
Nevertheless, teaching citizens ‘optimism’ and the ‘right’ aesthetics –
and enabling case managers to sanction recipients if they fail to ‘think in
possibilities’ or ‘look presentable’ – is characteristic of contemporary social
assistance in the Netherlands and beyond (see for example Friedli and
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Stearn, 2015; Kampen and Tonkens, 2018). Today, peoples’ ‘whole selves’
are not only exploited in paid work (in the post-Fordist labour market),
but also for paid work (in welfare-to-work programmes). Welfare-to-work,
then, is an example of what Lisa Adkins describes as “the folding of the
economy into society”, that is, “a process concerning the movement of
productive and value-creating activities away from the formal workplace”
and into other (private and social) aspects of life (Adkins, 2012, pp. 621622). At all times, people have to (be able to) look, think, feel and act in
ways that can potentially be ‘put to use’ in the market – where it can be
converted into capital (see Bourdieu, 1986).
Glorification of paid work

This dissertation has shown that the daily practices that constitute welfareto-work policy (re)produce the ideal of paid work as the primary avenue
to decent subsistence, to achieve something in life, and to be a valuable
member of society. They also reproduce the dominant notion that
social assistance is unable to provide these goods – nor should it. As the
recipients of social assistance are stigmatised, paid work is glorified – as an
opportunity for people to earn income, to develop themselves, to make
social connections, to ‘do what they love’, reach their full potential and,
ultimately, be happy (compare Honneth, 2004; Walkerdine and Bansel,
2010; Tokumitsu, 2015; Weeks, 2017). Welfare-to-work requires recipients
to ‘obtain, accept and retain generally acceptable employment’ even when
they have caring obligations that prevent them from participating in the
labour market. And as this dissertation has shown, this ‘generally acceptable
employment’ generally means precarious employment. Welfare-to-work
policy thus revolves around the prominence and promise of paid work
while the precarious labour market rarely offers social assistance recipients
work that provides economic security, social status and belonging.
‘The promise of happiness’ (Ahmed, 2010) that is cultivated is a future
promise to be redeemed outside of social assistance, in the labour market
by recipients themselves. They are taught to work their way up from a
(precarious) ‘bread job’ to a ‘dream job’, while the post-Fordist economy
offers them few avenues to realise this dream. Existing attachments to
the ‘Fordist’ ideal of paid work are thus mobilised in welfare-to-work
138

CONCLUSION

to encourage social assistance recipients to ‘obtain, accept and retain’
precarious employment in the post-Fordist labour market and to dream
about better futures without offering them tangible ways to actualise this
dream (compare Muehlebach and Shoshan, 2012). The glorification of
paid work is ‘cruel’ as it commits recipients to forms of employment in the
present that actually hamper their chances to improve their situations in
the future (compare Berlant, 2011).
With the glorification of paid work, welfare-to-work does not only
assign value to paid work, it simultaneously devalues all the unpaid work
people (predominantly women) do that often goes unnoticed, yet is
crucial for enabling paid work and life more generally. It thus does not
only ‘cruelly’ reproduce the (for many people unattainable) ‘Fordist’
ideal of paid work but also contributes to the ‘post-Fordist’ blurring of
boundaries between paid and unpaid, ‘productive’ and ‘reproductive’
work, while ‘free-riding’ on the latter (Fraser, 2016). As all citizens are
expected to perform paid ‘productive’ or ‘reproductive’ work – which, as
this dissertation has shown, requires a lot of unpaid aesthetic and affective
labour – the unpaid ‘reproductive’ work that is indispensable to human
life, is being ‘squeezed’ (Ibid). In the context of post-Fordist labour
markets and welfare-to-work, this work of nurturing children, managing
households, caring for others, cultivating social relations and political
participation is undermined, resulting in what Nancy Fraser has termed
the ‘crisis of care’ (Fraser, 2016; compare Lorey, 2019). The post-Fordist
economy ‘free-rides’ on this unpaid ‘reproductive’ work (predominantly
done by women) because it does not attribute value to it (neither in terms
of capital nor in terms of time) and treats it as a free and infinite resource
(Fraser, 2016, p. 101). Welfare-to-work contributes to this, by treating
unpaid ‘reproductive’ work as something separate and secondary to paid
work. Consequently, it does not only enhance the ‘crisis of care’, but also
reinforces the gendered division of labour, as it marginalises the unpaid
‘reproductive’ work that is predominantly done by women.
Discussion: The politics of precarisation
This dissertation has focussed on the details of welfare-to-work and what it
requires of case managers and social assistance recipients. The former must
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perform evaluative and pedagogical work to judge and change the looks,
thoughts, feelings and behaviours of recipients by enticing, persuading
or enforcing them to do so. The latter must continuously evaluate,
regulate and adjust their aesthetics, affects and performances in order to
potentially find paid work in the future, or, in any case, to not to lose (part
of) their income right now. Recipients of social assistance must not only
(learn to) become ‘decent’ (i.e. looking, thinking, feeling and acting the
‘right’ way) but to become ‘adaptable’ as the ‘right’ performance is largely
context-dependent and ever-changing. What exactly is required of social
assistance recipients and how they are steered towards paid work differs
between and within social assistance offices. Recipients must thus be able
to ‘read’ and understand not only potential labour market positions, but
also local welfare-to-work policies and programmes as they are shaped by
case managers.
The aim of welfare-to-work policies to reduce the population of social
assistance recipients by deterring those in need of assistance through
stringent rules and sanctions leaves important questions unanswered. For
instance, what happens to people who drop out of the process during
the ‘intake’ (applying for benefits) or later on, when they do not meet
the aesthetic, affective and/or behavioural requirements and relinquish
their right to claim social assistance? In policy terms, it is a ‘success’ when
people are prevented from claiming social assistance benefits (‘instroom
beperken’), just as it is when they ‘exit’ social assistance (‘uitstroom
bevorderen’) to start paid work or because they reach pensionable age,
move away or start new relationships. What happens to people who lose
their right to social assistance benefits when they have found a partner
who earns enough (according to the rules) to sustain them both? It makes
former social assistance recipients even more vulnerable to relations of
domination, as they become economically dependent on their partner.
The primary aim of welfare-to-work is for recipients to find paid work,
but what happens to those who do? What kinds of jobs do they find, with
what working conditions, level of income, autonomy and security? We
know little about how people manage to provide for themselves and their
families outside of social security arrangements. How do they arrange
their social security – their present and future income, housing, education,
health- and childcare? How (well) do people cope? Considering what we
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know about precarious labour markets and severe household debt, my
guess is that, for many people (albeit to different degrees) the answer is:
barely and with a lot of effort.
Welfare-to-work, then, is an example of how ‘governmental
precarisation’ works today (Lorey, 2015). Participation in welfare-towork programmes and labour markets are best understood as stages
in a continuous situation of precarity. Welfare-to-work policies do not
counterbalance precarious labour market conditions, but compound
it by offering a minimum of social assistance while ‘pushing’ people
into precarious employment, teaching them to (optimistically) endure
being vulnerable and insecure (both in social assistance and the labour
market) and making them individually responsible to improve their fate.
It mobilises ‘powerful affective attachments’ (Muehlebach and Shoshan,
2012) to paid work as the primary and only way to economic security,
social belonging and improving one’s condition and position in society.
This not only applies to social assistance recipients; as this research has
shown, precarisation affects case managers as well. They too have to
individually deal with the risk of unemployment always looming in the
background. They too need to be continuously and completely ‘ready’ to
adapt to changing circumstances.
The rhetoric of welfare-to-work making people ‘autonomous’, ‘selfreliant’ (‘zelfredzaam’) and ‘independent’ of social assistance ignores
important implications of this type of policy: people have become
increasingly ‘dependent’ in the labour market. In the contemporary
precarious labour market, this means being dependent on contingency.
With the restructuring of the welfare state (of which welfare-to-work is
but one exemplary part), collectively organised social security has in large
part been exchanged for individualised ways of coping with contingency.
Through policies such as welfare-to-work, governments uphold promises
that more and more people cannot redeem, rendering them precarious
across social positions, struggling for economic security, social status
and belonging, while simultaneously normalising their permanent ‘state
of insecurity’ (Lorey, 2015). Whereas the social assistance arrangements
of European post-war welfare states can be said to be a politics of
social security, welfare-to-work is rather a politics of precarisation that
(re)produces socioeconomic inequalities, consigning recipients to
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conditional social assistance and precarious employment while making
them individually responsible for coping with these circumstances and
improving their situation.
These politics of precarisation are an example of ‘governmental
precarisation’, but that does not mean that it is limited to this. In this
dissertation, I have chosen to study the dynamics of ‘governmental
precarisation’ in the context of contemporary social assistance as it is
provided for ‘work-ready’ recipients by local governments and private
organisations under the terms of the Dutch Participation Act, because
this is where one way for individuals to secure their position in society
(by means of social assistance benefits and services) is replaced by another
(earning money in the labour market). Yet, these dynamics can also be
studied in other (national) contexts, such as family life (see for example
Cooper, 2014) and the high tech industry (see for example Lane, 2011).
Examining governmental precarisation in different (national) contexts
allows us to grasp the processes inherent to post-Fordist, globalised,
financialised capitalism, to understand how people embrace, cope with
and resist the normalisation of precarisation, to reflect on ‘social security’
as it is organised today and to imagine alternative futures.
Alternative imagined futures
The imagined futures so pivotal to welfare-to-work policy and practice
centre around (unattainable) individual labour market success through
which we are all required to individually organise protection against social
risks (e.g. sickness, poverty) and to prove that we are worthy members of
society. Here, I wish to propose alternative imagined futures for social
assistance – and social security more broadly – that entail collectively
organised protection against social risks and which offer individuals
multiple routes to achieve stable, fulfilling lives. I propose that we should
not hold people individually responsible for ‘protecting’ themselves
against vulnerability, but to recognise that this vulnerability is part and
parcel of human life, something that we all share and relates us to one
another (see Butler, 2004; Lister, 2017). Because post-Fordist economic,
political and social processes make people increasingly preoccupied with
precarious working and living conditions, isolating them from each other
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(Lorey, 2015) while nation-states increasingly (have to) focus on fiscal
consolidation (Streeck, 2014), the possibilities for collectively organising
protection against social risks are severely limited. Still, I wish to formulate
concrete alternatives for collective social security in order to open up
possibilities for this within the context of formerly well-developed welfare
states such as the Netherlands – although, of course, more structural
transformations are necessary on a global scale. To do this, I start from
current social assistance policy, or ‘welfare-to-work’.
As I wrote in the dissertation’s introduction, I understand welfare-towork – following the definition of Caswell et al – to be “programmes and
services that are aimed at strengthening the employability [and] labourmarket (…) participation of [partially] unemployed benefit recipients of
working age, usually by combining enforcing/obligatory/disciplining and
enabling/supportive measures in varying extents” (Caswell et al, 2017, p.
3). Two points here offer a starting point for imagining alternative futures.
First, social assistance does not need to be aimed solely at strengthening
peoples’ ‘employability’, that is, increasing their chances of obtaining and
retaining paid work. Contrary to the assumptions underlying welfare-towork policies, labour market participation does not guarantee individuals
‘autonomy’ as many must depend on precarious labour (relations);
nor does it necessarily enable workers to ‘develop’ themselves through
possibilities for ‘self-fulfilment’. While the (labour) market might provide
this opportunity for some, it certainly does not for all. To contend that it
is possible for everyone to ‘flourish’ by performing paid labour in the postFordist labour market is to cultivate ‘cruel optimism’ (Berlant, 2011).
Framing social problems such as unemployment and poverty as
individual problems – resulting from aesthetic, affective and behavioural
shortcomings – and devising policy based on this does not address
their structural and cyclical causes and the damaging consequences
for peoples’ lives. Even though welfare-to-work policy redistributes
financial resources, it still reproduces important inequalities. To force
all individuals to participate in the labour market with the false promise
of economic success, social status and individual happiness – no matter
how precarious and low-paid their position – contributes to (legitimising)
the exploitation, domination, devaluation and stigmatisation of certain
populations – especially women, those who are categorised as belonging
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to the ‘lower classes’ (due to the lack of certain forms of capital) and
those who are racialised due to their skin-color, religion, cultural and/or
migrant background (compare Skeggs, 1997; Korteweg, 2006; Ben-Ishai,
2012; Tyler, 2013; Jensen and Tyler, 2015; Skeggs, 2015; Krivonos, 2019).
In its stead, we need policies that address the causes of social problems
such as unemployment and poverty (see for example Streeck, 2014) or
that at least ameliorate them. Moreover, we can imagine supporting
other roles people can have in society such as participating in (national
and local) decision making, contributing to the wellbeing of local
communities, advocating for interest groups, raising children and caring
for others. This does not mean that social assistance policy should allow
recipients to perform these kinds of work that are currently un(der)paid
(i.e. ‘volunteer work’ and ‘domestic labour’) while retaining the right to
benefits. It requires these forms of work to become decently paid (with
public funds) in order for people to be able to sustain themselves (and
their families). Or, alternatively, more drastic measures are necessary, such
as shorter working days and weeks and/or an unconditional basic income
to allow people to prioritise other roles than that of ‘paid worker’ (see for
example Pateman, 2004; Weeks, 2011; Frayne, 2015).
Second, if ‘labour market (re)integration’ is the primary aim of social
assistance policy, we need enough secure, well-paid jobs and accessible
“employment-enabling services, such as day care and elder care” that free
people (especially women) from having to perform unpaid work (Fraser,
1997, p. 51). This also means that all forms of work that are currently
unpaid (most notably reproductive, care, domestic and community
work), should be performed by paid (instead of unpaid) workers (in
the market) and that this paid work should enable people to sustain
themselves (and their families) (compare Fraser, 1997). An alternative
option would require enough secure, well-paid jobs that demand less
time (i.e. less working hours) in order for people to be able to perform
unpaid work and develop themselves as (fellow-)citizen or caregiver next
to sufficiently paid work (see for example Weeks, 2011; Frayne, 2015).
Subsequently, for those who are (temporarily) out of paid work,
various measures and approaches are conceivable. It is, for example,
possible to move from ‘enforcing/obligatory/ disciplining’ measures
towards those that are ‘enabling/supportive’. Such measures would not
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entail aesthetic and behavioural requirements that demand from case
managers that they judge and sanction social assistance recipients based
on classed, gendered and racialised notions of ‘proper’ looks, thoughts,
feelings and behaviour. Enabling and supportive ‘labour market (re)
integration services’ would consist of vocational training instead of
workshops that teach recipients the ‘right’ aesthetics and affects. They
would also demand more active involvement from case managers (finding
proper jobs) and employers (offering proper jobs and refraining from
biased judgements about recipients) to actually bring paid work closer
to social assistance recipients rather than merely imitating this closeness.
Importantly, these services should cultivate professional standards for case
managers and create professional environments (with enough time and
without ‘targets’ for the number of recipients exiting social assistance)
that enable them to treat recipients with respect, enhancing rather than
undermining their dignity. Such an environment would enable and
encourage social assistance recipients to voice their concerns and to make
use of existing complaints procedures and their right to appeal. Finally, if
‘labour market (re)integration’ is organised at the local level, it should be
democratically controlled through local public debate.
With these alternative imagined futures, I agree with Wolfgang
Streeck (2014) that we need “as far as possible to defend and repair what
is left of the institutions” that redistribute valuable resources, thereby
counterbalancing the social inequalities brought forth by the (labour)
market and guaranteeing social security (Streeck, 2014, p. 174). As this
hardly seems possible in a ‘consolidation state’ such as the Netherlands
focussed on servicing public debt, containing public expenditures, and
privatising social security, it requires long-lasting political mobilisation
and disruption of the status quo (Ibid). It furthermore requires different
labour market policies, offering employment rights and social protection
to all paid workers (see for example Rubery et al, 2018). I do not wish
to idealise how social security was organised in many post-war European
welfare-state-societies. The labour market was highly exclusive and
required much from both (male) paid workers – who had to earn
money and obtain social status largely through (physically) demanding
(and alienating) work – and (female) unpaid workers performing
reproductive and care work at home. Moreover, as Tracey Jensen and
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Imogen Tyler argue: “the welfare state was always a moral and disciplinary
project, conditional upon certain kinds of ideal citizens and behaviours
and grounded in classificatory distinctions between ‘deserving’ and
‘undeserving’” (Jensen and Tyler, 2015, p. 471). I agree with them that
we need to collectively re-imagine how we can share risks and organise
institutions that “ameliorate economic and social hardships, injustices
and inequalities” (Ibid) rather than compelling people to individually
imagine a future that for the majority will never become a reality. With
this dissertation, I have sought to expose how contemporary social
assistance (re)produces rather than ameliorates economic and social
hardships, injustices and inequalities, and to re-imagine alternatives that
undo precarisation in the future.
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Notes

Introduction
1. Although this law was already adopted in 1963, it did not become
effective until 1965. Importantly, this law was preceded by the
‘Poor law’ (Armenwet) of 1854, but that law did not entail a legal
commitment for the government to provide social assistance (Eleveld
and Dermine, 2018, p. 82).
2. Social assistance guarantees a basic income of 70% of the statutory
minimum wage per person for a single-person household, 50% per
person for a two-person household, 43,3% per person for a threeperson household, and so forth – according to the ‘kostendelersnorm’
(only household members of ≥ 21 years old are taken into account). It
offers last-resort financial assistance to those who do not have enough
income and wealth to sustain themselves (and their families) and do
not qualify (anymore or completely) for other provisions, such as
‘unemployment’, ‘sickness’, ‘disability’ or ‘old age’ benefits.
3. Both obtaining and retaining access to social assistance benefits
is conditional on these future-oriented requirements, as some
municipalities employ a ‘waiting period’ (wachttijd), ‘job-searching
period’ (zoektermijn) or ‘period of effort ’(inspanningsperiode)
in which social assistance recipients are expected to show ‘active
behaviour’ (from applying for jobs to seeking help in order to improve
language skills, health, etc) before they are granted the right to benefits
(see for example Nationale ombudsman, 2017b). Once granted,
recipients have to ‘keep up’ or ‘cultivate’ this ‘active behaviour’ in
order to avoid a sanction and, hence, retain their right to benefits.
4. In the paragraph ‘A note on concepts’ on page 43, I will elaborate on
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my choice of words.
5. And continue to inform certain practices today (see for example Van
den Berg and Duyvendak, 2012; Van Houdt, 2014).
6. It is perhaps interesting to note here that until 1956 married women
living in the Netherlands were considered not (fully) competent
to act and, consequently, lacked full legal capacity according to the
‘Act legal incapacity’ (Wet handelingsonbekwaamheid). This meant,
for example, that married women were not allowed to have a bank
account or take out insurances.
7. With the exception of prostitution, illegal work activities, work below
the minimum wage and work that produces severe moral conflict.
Whether and under what conditions work produces severe moral
conflict, is up to the municipality to decide and for the recipient to
contest (in court) (see for example the ruling of the Centrale Raad
van Beroep, 12th of July 2016, ECLI:NL:CRVB:2016:2588). The
most important changes from ‘suitable’ to ‘generally acceptable’
employment are that work does not have to match a person’s
educational background and employment history, preferences for
the level of earnings or distance from home (recipients are required
to accept employment that is within a three hour commute per day
or possibly to move if they are offered at least a one-year contract for
a job that is further away) (see Kamerstuk 28 870, nr. 3 and: https://
www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/bijstand/vraag-en-antwoord/
wat-zijn-mijn-rechten-en-plichten-in-de-bijstand).
8. For the specifics regarding the financing structure of social assistance
since 2004, see Bannink (2018).
9. Although, in the Netherlands, the share of part-time employment
was already relatively high as compared to other countries, mainly
because women largely work in part-time jobs next to the unpaid
domestic and care work they perform (see Duyvendak, 2011, chapter
3; Portegijs and Van den Brakel, 2018).
10. Retrieved May 24, 2018, from: https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/
onderwerpen/werkloosheid
11. Although this designation is still widely used, its more recent name is
‘Work and Income Service’ (‘Dienst Werk en Inkomen’, or ‘DWI’ for
short).
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12. This table is based on data obtained from CBS Statline (Bevolking;
geslacht, leeftijd, burgerlijke staat en regio, januari 2016; Personen
met een uitkering; uitkeringsontvangers per regio: Bijstand tot AOWleeftijd, december 2015), municipal policy documents (Beleidskader/
Beleidsplan en Maatregelverordeningen) and fieldwork.
13. The logic behind this, as one case manager explained to me, was that
it was deemed not statistically possible that one case manager would
have much more compliant social assistance recipients in her case
load than her colleagues. Therefore, if a case manager would sanction
notably less than the department average, it was concluded that the
case manager unjustly avoided giving sanctions – out of sympathy or
fear for the social assistance recipient, for example.
14. The separation of tasks between ‘coordinating’ and ‘work’ case
managers in this local office theoretically resolves the issue for them
of having to reconcile the tension between the role of ‘good cop’ and
‘bad cop’ (Sainsbury, 2008). However, in practice, for social assistance
recipients, it did not always seem clear that the ‘work’ case managers
would not sanction them. Rightly so, because ‘work’ case managers
did (have to) report to their colleagues when social assistance
recipients did not comply and advised them whether and to what
extent they should be sanctioned (within the limits of the law).
15. ‘Job hunters’ are working for the municipality and responsible
for ‘hunting’ for jobs for social assistance recipients to apply to.
‘Recruiters’ are employed by private sector organisations (e.g. a
temp agency, or uitzendbureau) to look for potential employees for
employers. ‘Account managers’ were working for a local ‘Employers
service point’ (Werkgeversservicepunt). This is a public organisation
responsible for facilitating employers in finding employees from
the group of people who are receiving social insurance or assistance
benefits.
16. A term that Lipsky introduced and defined as follows: “Typical
street-level bureaucrats are teachers, police officers and other law
enforcement personnel, social workers, judges, public lawyers and
other court officers, health workers and many other public employees
who grant access to government programs and provide services within
them” (Lipsky, 2010/1980, p. 3).
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Chapter 2
1. We place that term with the conference with that name that was held
in 2007 at the University of Chicago by, amongst other scholars,
Lauren Berlant, see: http://politicalfeeling.uchicago.edu/. Berlant’s
work on cruel optimism and pedagogies is more generally speaking an
important inspiration for this chapter.
Chapter 3
1. VPRO Buitenhof, 16 January 2011. Retrieved 24 May 2018, from:
https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=EQO97gZSiPc
2. Retrieved 24 May 2018, from: https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/
onderwerpen/werkloosheid
3. Retrieved 24 May 2018, from: https://www.rijksoverheid.
nl/onderwerpen/werkloosheid/nieuws/2018/03/30/
koolmees-werk-snelste-weg-naar-integratie
4. During the workshops, as well as before and after, both case
managers and social assistance recipients expressed their belief in
paid work as central to having ‘a good life’. It is beyond the scope
of this dissertation to analyse this belief (how we can understand it
locally and historically, what it means to whom exactly, under what
circumstances, etc), although I acknowledge the importance of such
an analysis.
5. In 2016 and 2017, respectively 10% and 10,5% of all social assistance
recipients in the Netherlands exited social assistance and entered paid
employment. For the two large municipalities in this study, this exit
rate was slightly lower and for the smaller municipalities combined
in the partnership (‘gemeenschappelijke regeling’) it was slightly higher
(CBS Statline: Sociale zekerheid; bijstand, re-integratie en WSW,
gemeenten).
6. Although there is also a lot of resistance, of course, even though this
has not been addressed here.
Chapter 4
1. Van Berkel et al (2010) define discretion as follows: “A public officer
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has discretion wherever the effective limits on [her or] his power leave
[her or] him free to make a choice among possible courses of action or
inaction” (Van Berkel et al, 2010, p. 450).
2. The turnout in the 2018 municipal elections was 55%, while this was
82% for the national elections in 2017.
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Summary

The focus on future employment in contemporary social
assistance policy
From the introduction of the first Dutch social assistance law (Algemene
bijstandswet) in 1965 to the most recent reform in 2015 (Participation Act,
or Participatiewet), state-provided social assistance has been a recurring
topic of public debate. The legal principle that the government must
provide assistance to those who ‘legitimately’ reside in the Netherlands
and lack sufficient means of subsistence has remained unchanged, but
the eligibility criteria, purpose and organisation of social assistance
have undergone many changes. In contrast to social insurance benefits,
entitlement to social assistance benefits (bijstandsuitkering) is not linked
to employment status. However, the right to social assistance has come to
depend on one’s current activities aimed at future employment while, at
the same time, this future is increasingly insecure. In return for the right
to benefits, social assistance recipients must participate in all kinds of
activities meant to teach them to obtain and retain paid employment in
the future.
The right to social assistance benefits has come to be conditional on
individual effort to find any kind of ‘generally acceptable employment’
(algemeen geaccepteerde arbeid) as soon as possible. To enforce this duty,
the Participation Act allows sanctioning behaviour deemed to “obstruct
obtaining, accepting and retaining generally acceptable employment”
(Article 18, paragraph 4g). Moreover, it specifies the kinds of
‘obstructions’ that require special attention: “clothing, a lack of personal
grooming or behaviour” (Ibid). Social assistance today thus entails a focus
on future employment through enforcing specific present-day behaviours
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and aesthetic presentations by its recipients. This is best understood in the
context of specific historical developments in the Netherlands concerning
social assistance and the labour market. But these developments in the
Netherlands are not unique, and parallel those in other EU and OECD
countries with well-developed welfare states, in large part due to the
promotion and coordination of ‘active labour market policies’ through
transnational agencies such as the OECD and IMF. Although this
dissertation addresses the historical development of social assistance in the
Netherlands, recent trends observed in this country in large part mirror
national welfare state reforms elsewhere.
The (international) development of state-provided social assistance
(from primarily a means to sustain oneself independently of a spouse
or relatives) into ‘welfare-to-work’ (focussing on citizens’ labour
market participation) can be summarised as the “individualisation of
responsibility” and “valorisation of paid employment” (Patrick, 2017,
p. 207). With this policy, people are made individually responsible
for sustaining themselves (and their families) by earning money in
the labour market. At the same time, labour market relations have
grown increasingly insecure, rendering workers precarious across social
positions. The surge in service sector employment and the precarisation
of paid work has transformed the skills required of paid workers today;
flexibility, sociability, appearance and communication (i.e. ‘soft skills’ or
‘twenty-first century skills’) are now pivotal (Urciuoli, 2008). Cultivating
‘employability’ has thus become crucial and very specific. In order for
people to attain and retain employment, they must perform emotional
and aesthetic labour (Hochschild, 1983; Warhurst et al, 2000).
Welfare-to-work policies thus revolve around the prominence and
promise of paid work in a precarious labour market that requires a
certain type of labour and relation to this labour. Moreover, due to its
conditionality and primary aim of labour market (re)integration, welfareto-work policies enhance precarity and (re)produce inequality (Wiggan,
2015; Greer, 2016). In this dissertation, I examine welfare-to-work as
a political ‘solution’ to the ‘problem’ of ‘unemployment’ and ‘welfaredependency’, in which social assistance as a way to sustain oneself outside
the market is gradually closed off and recipients are classified, stigmatised
and (by means of pedagogical techniques) governed to become
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‘self-reliant’. Following Isabell Lorey (2015), I understand welfare-towork as part of a wider process of ‘governmental precarisation’ in which
labour market and social security policies together offer minimum
safeguards while requiring people to take responsibility for creating
the life they desire in the (precarious) post-Fordist political economy.
Lorey argues that precarisation is a process of normalisation in which
precarious labour is becoming the norm in formerly well-developed
welfare-state-societies, creating a “social vulnerability that is still just
tolerable” (Lorey, 2015, p.66). This is, of course, not ‘naturally’ so, but
the result of (internationally coordinated) political choices and public
policies that have resulted from deindustrialising labour markets and their
related socio-economic problems, together with the dominant belief that
neoliberal policies are the best answer to this new order.
To empirically study ‘governmental precarisation’, I examine
contemporary social assistance, more specifically, the ‘labour market
(re)integration’ of social assistance recipients central to it. Studying
‘labour market (re)integration’ is well-suited to reveal the dynamics of
‘governmental precarisation’, as this is where one way for individuals to
secure their position in society (through social assistance benefits and
services) is replaced by another (earning money in the labour market). I
ask in this dissertation: How does the focus on future employment take
shape in the context of contemporary social assistance policy and the
post-Fordist labour market in the Netherlands? What exactly is required
from recipients who are deemed ‘work-ready’ in return for obtaining and
retaining the right to benefits? And what does this tell us more generally
about the politics of social security?
To answer these questions, I examine the daily practices that constitute
contemporary social assistance (or ‘welfare-to-work’) in the Netherlands,
focussing specifically on the interactions between those responsible for
providing social assistance – in terms of money and services – (i.e. ‘case
managers’) and those receiving it (i.e. ‘social assistance recipients’). The
interactions between these two actors are crucial for understanding social
assistance today as it is through these interactions – in which case managers
teach recipients the expected behaviours and aesthetic performances, as
well as judge whether recipients ‘obstruct’ their way to paid work – that
welfare-to-work takes shape. Ultimately, by analysing the daily practices
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that constitute ‘labour market (re)integration’, I aim to contribute to
understanding the particularities of ‘governmental precarisation’ central
to the politics of social security today.
Case and methods
With its welfare state and labour market restructuring, the Netherlands is at
the forefront of labour market ‘activation’ and ‘flexibilisation’ (Paz-Fuchs
and Eleveld, 2016; Kremer et al, 2017) – developments that have gone
hand in hand with growing ‘in-work poverty’ (Snel et al, 2008; Vrooman
et al, 2018). Social assistance recipients are obliged to find paid work as
soon as possible in a labour market where more and more people find it
difficult to sustain themselves. This combination of characteristics makes
the Netherlands an interesting case for studying how social assistance
recipients are ‘activated’ for the labour market.
As local governments in the Netherlands are relatively autonomous
in devising and implementing social assistance policy, I selected three
local social assistance offices with the aim of maximising inter-municipal
diversity or ‘variation’ (Flyvbjerg, 2006). The aim of this study is not
to compare municipalities and analyse the observed differences, but
to get a broad view of and gain insight into the various ways in which
Dutch welfare-to-work policy works out in daily practice. The three
municipalities provide different services under the umbrella of ‘labour
market (re)integration’, targeting social assistance recipients deemed
‘ready’ to find paid employment and thus to exit social assistance in the
foreseeable future.
Research for this dissertation entailed 18 semi-structured interviews
with case managers and local policy makers and thirteen months of
ethnographic fieldwork in three local social assistance offices. The cases
include two of the four largest cities in the Netherlands, both with
approximately 40,000 social assistance recipients at the time of fieldwork.
While both are above the national average in the proportion of social
assistance recipients relative to population, they differ in their policy
objectives. The third social assistance office is a partnership between
several suburban municipalities (‘gemeenschappelijke regeling’) that
together had approximately 1,400 social assistance recipients at the time
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of fieldwork. Its proportion of social assistance recipients is below the
national average and its policy objectives are not as explicitly pronounced
as the other two cases.
Aesthetics of work-readiness
Chapter 1 addresses the aesthetic dimensions of welfare-to-work policy,
starting from the aesthetic requirements that are part of the Participation
Act. The chapter examines this legislation and its implementation in Dutch
social assistance offices as a case of the often underestimated importance of
aesthetics in contemporary precarious labour markets, and the aesthetic
performances required of social assistance recipients to retain the right to
social assistance benefits and to potentially ‘(re)integrate’ into the labour
market. Now that aesthetics have become a legal prerequisite for retaining
social assistance rights, together with Marguerite van den Berg, I ask: what
performances grant this right, and what does this tell us about the politics
of aesthetic performance in post-Fordist labour markets?
The chapter shows how the ubiquitous discursive category of
‘representatief’, or ‘presentable’ in English, is used by case managers to
describe appropriate performances by social assistance recipients. The
term first operates as a negative, as a way to pathologise that which is not
‘presentable’: the slouching, the scarcely dressed, the smelling. Second,
it is taken to mean a performance of ‘active’ work-readiness as part of a
continuous calibration of the self in potential work contexts. The stress
on aesthetics in social assistance offices works as pedagogy: it is partly
through aesthetics that ‘work-readiness’ is achieved. The chapter argues
that aesthetic performance is becoming central to low-wage interactive
service jobs as it is in other, frequently better paid and more stable sectors.
Aesthetic labour in unemployment is not just appearing clean and
decent, but entails participating in a continuous calibration of aesthetic
appearances to ever-changing and insecure work contexts.
On a more conceptual level, chapter 1 shows that aesthetic labour in
post-Fordist labour markets is continuous. In contrast to seeing aesthetic
labour as embodied characteristics at the ‘point of entry’ into labour, the
analysis presented here shows how post-Fordist labour markets, in which
increasing numbers of people move in and out of precarious employment
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and unemployment, demand a continuous calibration of aesthetic
appearances. Aesthetic labour is a daily backstage practice in which
workers and, as it turns out, social assistance recipients engage in work-self
calibration. The crucial ability for precarious workers in post-Fordism is
therefore not only to present an attractive appearance or to understand
that flip-flops are a ‘no-go’, but the ability to adapt to work contexts
in flux: potentialities, company cultures and ever-fluctuating opaque
assessments of aesthetics by case managers for social assistance benefits.
Pedagogies of optimism
Chapter 2 examines the affective dimensions of welfare-to-work policy
and the ‘pedagogies of optimism’ central to daily practices in local social
assistance offices. Pedagogies of optimism are encounters between case
managers and social assistance recipients in welfare-to-work programmes
that are set up, in part, to teach citizens to feel certain ways about their
predicament and to teach them to ‘look forward’ as a way to stimulate
positive feelings. More concretely, these pedagogies consist of teaching
recipients to accept their precarious situations, to control impeding
thoughts and feelings, and to imagine their futures.
Since social assistance recipients often have little to look back to –
either because the past was precarious or because the labour market and
their situations have changed – and case managers currently have mostly
insecure, low paid jobs to offer, they teach recipients to look forward,
towards an imagined future that makes it worthwhile to accept precarious,
discontinuous labour in the present. Once the goal of paid employment is
achieved, optimism must be cultivated. Working towards ‘work-readiness’,
then, involves teaching a certain state of mind and stimulating certain
affective labours: optimistically accepting precariousness. Social assistance
recipients are asked to understand the significance of ‘self-sufficiency’ and
to ‘think positive’, ‘look forward’, actively develop, keep up or improve
their ‘work ethic’, resist dwelling on experiences of discrimination and
get rid of feelings of superiority towards low-skilled and low-paid jobs.
The paradox of social assistance recipients having to accept precarious
situations now in order not to be in precarious situations later is central to
the pedagogies of optimism.
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The significance of optimism was apparent not just for social
assistance recipients, but for case managers too. The latter also experience
employment insecurity due to ‘flexible’ contracts, regular changes in
national and local policies as well as continuous changes within the
organisation. In many ways, case managers must also perform the affective
labour of cultivating optimism and creating desires, as they themselves
are relatively precarious. They must perform two-sided affective labour:
lifting the spirits of recipients while, or perhaps because, they are
upholding their own. Welfare-to-work programmes are thus characterised
by insecurity and precarisation on both the receiving and providing ends
of the state–citizen encounter.
This chapter reveals the centrality as well as the complexity of optimism
in times of conditional social assistance and precarious labour markets.
When both social assistance and labour are becoming more insecure and
contingent, stable footing is sought in the hyper-individualised strategy
of ‘feeling optimistic’ and an orientation towards the future. Welfareto-work focusses on teaching social assistance recipients to accept their
precarious position, to embrace it and to prepare for its continuation
while remaining optimistic about better times ahead. Perhaps cruelly
(compare Berlant, 2011), the state teaches citizens to develop optimism
towards certain imagined futures while, at the same time, acknowledging
the unattainability of such futures. In effect, social assistance today does
not counterbalance precarity, but offers ways to accept a state of precarity
through pedagogies of optimism.
Performances for upward mobility
Chapter 3 delves deeper into the technique of ‘imagining’ – part of the
pedagogies of optimism described and analysed in chapter 2 – showing
that the affective labour social assistance recipients must perform not only
consists of thinking and feeling ‘positive’ about their current situation and
possible future, but of thinking and feeling certain ways about themselves,
about their ‘personality’, of learning ways to know themselves (better) in
order to (continuously) ‘improve’ themselves for and through paid work.
This ‘improvement’ entails continuous ‘self-work’ (Gerrard, 2014) from
social assistance recipients and is inherently future-oriented and about the
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prominence and promise of paid work.
This chapter shows how the reproduction of the (Fordist) ideal of paid
work as the primary way to have a decent subsistence, to achieve something
in life and be a valuable member of society is central in welfare-to-work
programmes. Through exercises, social assistance recipients are taught
to give performances that are (perceived to be) required in post-Fordist
labour markets. The focus is mainly on introspection – to ‘know’ or ‘(re)
discover’ oneself – in order to find work that fits one’s personality or to
learn to adjust one’s personality to fit the job. Exercises of introspection are
followed by imitations of meetings with network contacts and potential
employers, where social assistance recipients practice ‘selling’ themselves.
The chapter analyses these exercises as performances for upward mobility
where social assistance recipients are required to look, think, feel and act
in ways that are (perceived to be) required in post-Fordist labour markets
and that potentially (yet not actually) lead them to obtain the ‘dream job’
they (should) desire.
With these exercises, case managers encourage social assistance
recipients to become ‘subjects of value’ (Skeggs, 2004) in the labour
market without being able to offer ways to attain durable waged labour
with career perspectives. They offer social assistance recipients temporary
spaces in which they can perform (and imagine through that performance)
becoming and being an employee – by means of imitating (closeness to)
paid work. These performances function as ways to approximate Fordist
forms of economic security, social status and belonging. In this way, social
assistance recipients are continuously performing a potentiality: someone
yet to be and something yet to come.
Welfare-to-work is thus premised on the potential of social assistance
recipients to become employees as well as the potential that paid work will
provide them economic security and status – something social assistance
does not offer (anymore). But for many people, and especially social
assistance recipients, it is highly unlikely that this potentiality will become
a reality, as the labour market primarily offers them precarious positions.
Through welfare-to-work, then, governments contribute to upholding
promises that cannot be redeemed by more and more people, while
normalising their current precarity (compare Lorey, 2015).
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Local modes of governing
Chapters 1, 2 and 3 reveal the primary aspects of how social assistance
recipients in the Netherlands are ‘activated’ for the post-Fordist labour
market – by cultivating positive feelings and the promise of paid work
and requiring ‘the right’ aesthetic and affective performances. Chapter 4
addresses the modes in which social assistance recipients are ‘activated’ to
become independent from benefits. Building on the republican theory
of non-domination (Lovett, 2010; Pettit, 2012), this chapter analyses
the local differences (between as well as within local offices) in how social
assistance recipients are governed. It specifically looks at case managers’
uses of discretionary power (i.e. their judgements, decisions and actions)
and whether these uses are “justified with reasons others can understand,
assess, accept or reject” (Molander et al, 2012, p. 221).
Because social assistance benefits are a measure of last resort, the
livelihood of recipients depends on (local) policy and case managers’
judgements and decisions. The relationship between case managers and
social assistance recipients is characterised by a high degree of power
imbalance. Case managers have substantial discretionary power while “a
strong professional basis and/or some form of institutionalised recipient
participation in decision making that might guide the use of discretion
are absent” (Van Berkel, 2011, p. 214). These conditions allow potentially
oppressive relationships between case managers and social assistance
recipients in which the former can make arbitrary, unpredictable
decisions affecting the latter, with little or no recourse to accountability.
This chapter asks: 1) How are social assistance recipients locally governed
to become independent from social assistance? 2) Based on what images
of social assistance recipients are these ways justified in practice? 3) Are
these ways sufficiently controlled by effective social conventions as well as
democratic oversight?
This chapter examines the different modes of governing – pressing,
repressing and accommodating – by which social assistance recipients
are steered towards paid employment. All are based on the assumption
that the need for income support is mainly the result of recipients’
individual shortcomings – be they psychological, moral or otherwise.
Case managers employ techniques of persuasion (i.e. ‘soft paternalism’)
or coercion through (threatening with) sanctions (i.e. ‘hard paternalism’),
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depending on whether social assistance recipients are deemed ‘unwilling’
to improve their lives and to take responsibility for their situation
(repressing mode) or are considered ‘unable’ to do so, due to a lack of the
‘right’ knowledge, skills and beliefs (pressing mode). While the repressing
mode is about learning – the hard way – the moral and economic value of
‘self-responsibility’, the pressing mode focusses on improving recipients’
personal characteristics. When social assistance recipients are considered
to be ‘vulnerable’, case managers tend to use the accommodating mode of
governing which revolves around care.
By analysing these different modes of governing, this chapter reveals
that a certain degree of arbitrariness in the use of power by local policy
makers and case managers is part and parcel of welfare-to-work in the
Netherlands. For social assistance recipients, it matters where they
live, because local social assistance offices differ (in terms of their policy
goals, rules, organisation, pressure on and control of case managers).
It also matters who exactly is responsible for granting them the right to
benefits, as implementation of social assistance policy differs between case
managers. This would not necessarily be problematic if effective social
conventions and democratic control were present. However, this appears
not to be the case as professional standards are un(der)developed and both
case managers and social assistance recipients do not have enough room
to speak out and be heard. Aside from more predictable professional
standards and public debate about local social assistance policy and
decision criteria, there is an urgent need for developing ways in which case
managers and, especially, social assistance recipients structurally become
part of policy development and decision making, as well as better ways in
which those with decision making power can be held accountable.
Conclusion: (Un)doing precarisation
This dissertation shows how welfare-to-work brings potential future
employment to the present, thereby making employment and
unemployment alike in multiple ways (compare Adkins, 2012). Given the
insecurity inherent to conditional welfare-to-work policies and precarious
post-Fordist labour markets, both employed and unemployed persons
must perform in return for (little) money to find ‘better’ work in the
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future. Unemployment and employment are alike in yet another way,
as daily practices in welfare-to-work programmes produce an imaginary
proximity to paid work – and a ‘promise of happiness’ (Ahmed, 2010)
– through exercises of imagination and imitation. These practices offer
a (temporary) substitute for, and an imaginary proximity to, actual paid
work (with career opportunities) as a way to improve and secure one’s
position in society. This imaginary proximity also functions as a way to
become and remain ‘work-ready’. ‘Work-readiness’ – being aesthetically
and affectively continuously and completely ready for and able to adapt to
potential future employment – is an essential requirement in welfare-towork, and accomplished by problematising the need for social assistance,
by mobilising (presentations of) ‘the right’ aesthetics and affects, and by
glorifying paid work.
I argue that welfare-to-work is a telling example of how ‘governmental
precarisation’ works today (Lorey, 2015). Participation in welfare-towork programmes and labour markets are best understood as stages
in a continuous situation of precarity. Welfare-to-work policies do not
counterbalance precarious labour market conditions, but compound
it by offering a minimum of social assistance while ‘pushing’ people
into precarious employment, teaching them to (optimistically) endure
being vulnerable and insecure (both in social assistance and the labour
market) and making them individually responsible to improve their fate.
It mobilises ‘powerful affective attachments’ (Muehlebach and Shoshan,
2012) to paid work as the primary and only way to economic security,
social belonging and improving one’s condition and position in society.
This not only applies to social assistance recipients; as this research has
shown, precarisation affects case managers as well. They too have to
individually deal with the risk of unemployment always looming in the
background. They too need to be continuously and completely ‘ready’ to
adapt to changing circumstances.
The rhetoric of welfare-to-work making people ‘autonomous’, ‘selfreliant’ (‘zelfredzaam’) and ‘independent’ of social assistance ignores
important implications of this type of policy: people have become
increasingly ‘dependent’ in the labour market. In the contemporary
precarious labour market, this means being dependent on contingency.
With the restructuring of the welfare state (of which welfare-to-work is
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but one exemplary part), collectively organised social security has in large
part been exchanged for individualised ways of coping with contingency.
Through policies such as welfare-to-work, governments uphold promises
that more and more people cannot redeem, rendering them precarious
across social positions, struggling for economic security, social status
and belonging, while simultaneously normalising their permanent ‘state
of insecurity’ (Lorey, 2015). Whereas the social assistance arrangements
of European post-war welfare states can be said to be a politics of
social security, welfare-to-work is rather a politics of precarisation that
(re)produces socioeconomic inequalities, consigning recipients to
conditional social assistance and precarious employment while making
them individually responsible for coping with these circumstances and
improving their situation.
The imagined futures that are so pivotal in welfare-to-work policies
and practices centre around (unattainable) individual labour market
success through which we are all required to individually organise
protection against social risks (e.g. sickness, poverty) and prove that we
are worthy members of society. I propose alternative imagined futures
for social assistance – and social security more broadly – that entail
collectively organised protection against social risks and offer multiple
ways in which individuals can achieve stable, fulfilling lives.
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De focus op toekomstige arbeidsmarktparticipatie in het
huidige bijstandsbeleid
Vanaf de introductie van de eerste Nederlandse bijstandswet (Algemene
bijstandswet) in 1965 tot de meest recente wijziging in 2015 (Participatiewet),
is het recht op inkomensondersteuning van overheidswege een terugkerend
onderwerp van debat. Het principe dat de overheid mensen die rechtmatig
in Nederland wonen inkomensondersteuning moet bieden wanneer zij
onvoldoende middelen van bestaan hebben, is ongewijzigd gebleven, maar
de toelatingscriteria, het doel en de organisatie van de bijstand zijn drastisch
veranderd. In tegenstelling tot het recht op sociale verzekeringsuitkeringen,
is het recht op een bijstandsuitkering (een sociale voorziening) niet
afhankelijk van het arbeidsverleden van de aanvrager. In ruil voor het
recht op een bijstandsuitkering, moeten aanvragers en ontvangers echter
wel allerlei activiteiten ondernemen die ertoe dienen om in de toekomst
betaald werk te verkrijgen en te behouden, zoals ‘netwerken’, solliciteren,
taalcursussen volgen en aanpassingen doen aan het uiterlijk. Hiermee is het
recht op een bijstandsuitkering meer voorwaardelijk en meer onzeker dan
voorheen. Tegelijkertijd is betaalde arbeid echter ook steeds onzekerder
geworden.
Het recht op een bijstandsuitkering is afhankelijk van de individuele
inzet om zo snel mogelijk ‘algemeen geaccepteerde arbeid’ te vinden. Om
deze eis kracht bij te zetten, is het bij wet mogelijk om de uitkering te
verlagen wanneer een bijstandsgerechtigde “het naar vermogen verkrijgen,
het aanvaarden of het behouden van algemeen geaccepteerde arbeid (…)
[belemmert] door kleding, gebrek aan persoonlijke verzorging of gedrag”
(Artikel 18, paragraaf 4g). Toekomstig betaald werk staat dus centraal
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in de huidige wetgeving die bijstandsgerechtigden in dit kader dwingt
bepaalde gedragingen en uiterlijke presentaties te vertonen. Dit moet
begrepen worden in de context van specifieke historische ontwikkelingen
in Nederland met betrekking tot sociale zekerheid en de arbeidsmarkt.
Deze ontwikkelingen in Nederland zijn vergelijkbaar met ontwikkelingen
in andere EU en OECD landen met sterk ontwikkelde verzorgingsstaten,
mede door de promotie en coördinatie van ‘actief arbeidsmarktbeleid’
(‘active labour market policies’) door transnationale organisaties zoals
de OECD en het IMF. Hoewel deze dissertatie enkel de historische
ontwikkeling van bijstandsbeleid in Nederland bespreekt, zijn de recente
trends die we hier waarnemen grotendeels vergelijkbaar met trends in
andere nationale contexten.
De ontwikkeling van bijstand als een middel voor mensen
(voornamelijk vrouwen) om in hun eigen bestaan te kunnen voorzien
(en dat van hun kinderen) zonder afhankelijk te zijn van een partner of
familie, naar een voorziening die bedoeld is om slechts tijdelijk financiële
ondersteuning te bieden en primair gericht is op het vinden van betaald
werk (‘welfare-to-work’), kan worden samengevat als een “individualisering
van verantwoordelijkheid” en “valorisatie van betaald werk” (Patrick,
2017, p. 207). Mensen worden immers individueel verantwoordelijk
gehouden om zichzelf (en hun familie) te kunnen onderhouden door
middel van betaald werk. Arbeidsmarktrelaties zijn echter een stuk
onzekerder geworden, waardoor werknemers, ongeacht hun sociale
positie, precairder zijn geworden. Daarnaast hebben de opkomst van de
dienstensector en de precarisering van de arbeidsmarkt geresulteerd in een
transformatie van de vaardigheden die werknemers vandaag de dag nodig
hebben. Flexibiliteit, sociabiliteit, uiterlijke verschijning en communicatie
(ook wel ‘soft skills’ of ‘twenty-first century skills’ genoemd) zijn cruciaal
om succesvol te zijn in de huidige arbeidsmarkt (Urciuoli, 2008). Hierdoor
is het cultiveren van ‘employability’ (geschiktheid voor en inzetbaarheid
op de arbeidsmarkt) van essentieel belang en tegelijkertijd zeer specifiek.
Om betaald werk te verkrijgen en behouden moeten mensen continu
emotionele en esthetische arbeid verrichten (Hochschild, 1983; Warhurst
et al., 2000).
Welfare-to-work draait dus om het belang en de belofte van betaald
werk (voor zowel het individu als de samenleving als geheel) in een
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arbeidsmarkt die een bepaald type werk en relatie tot dat werk vereist.
Dit beleid draagt bij aan de precaire situatie waarin mensen zich bevinden
en (re)produceert ongelijkheden door de voorwaardelijkheid van het
recht op bijstand en het doel om zo snel mogelijk te (re-)integreren op de
arbeidsmarkt (Wiggan, 2015; Greer, 2016). In dit proefschrift onderzoek
ik welfare-to-work beleid in Nederland als een politieke ‘oplossing’ voor
het ‘probleem’ van ‘werkloosheid’ en ‘bijstandsafhankelijkheid’. Bijstand,
als een manier voor mensen om buiten de markt om in hun eigen bestaan
(en dat van hun naasten) te kunnen voorzien, is steeds minder toegankelijk
geworden en classificeert, stigmatiseert en bestuurt mensen door middel
van pedagogische technieken, opdat zij ‘zelfredzaam’ worden door geld te
verdienen op de (arbeids)markt en geen bijstandsuitkering (meer) nodig
hebben.
In navolging van het werk van Isabell Lorey (2015), beschouw ik
welfare-to-work als een onderdeel van een breder proces waarin ‘(be)sturen
door precarisering’ (‘governmental precarisation’) de norm is geworden.
Dat wil zeggen dat arbeidsmarkt- en sociale zekerheidsbeleid samen
slechts een minimale bestaanszekerheid garanderen en mensen individueel
verantwoordelijk zijn om het leven dat zij wensen te leiden vorm te geven
in de post-Fordistische politieke economie. Lorey beargumenteert dat
precarisering een proces is waarin het gegeven dat mensen genoodzaakt
zijn om zich staande te houden in precaire arbeidsmarktomstandigheden,
in toenemende mate de norm is geworden in voormalig sterk ontwikkelde
verzorgingsstaten die er tegenwoordig voor zorgen dat de kwetsbaarheid
die mensen ervaren nog nét te verdragen is (Lorey, 2015, p. 66). Dit is
uiteraard niet vanzelfsprekend zo, maar het resultaat van politieke keuzes
die voortkomen uit de breed gedeelde opvatting dat neoliberaal beleid het
beste antwoord is op de-industrialiserende arbeidsmarkten en de daaraan
gekoppelde sociaal-economische problemen.
Om governmental precarisation te onderzoeken, bestudeer ik het
huidige bijstandsbeleid – in het bijzonder de ‘(re)integratie naar werk’
van bijstandsgerechtigden – zoals dat wordt vormgegeven bij drie sociale
diensten in Nederland. (Re)integratie naar werk is uiterst geschikt om
governmental precarisation te onderzoeken, omdat dit een plek is waar
mensen geacht worden het creëren van zekerheid met behulp van bijstand
te verruilen voor het creëren van zekerheid door geld te verdienen op de
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arbeidsmarkt. De centrale onderzoeksvragen zijn: Hoe wordt de focus op
toekomstig betaalde arbeid vormgegeven in de context van het huidige
bijstandsbeleid (welfare-to-work) en de post-Fordistische arbeidsmarkt in
Nederland? Waaraan moeten bijstandsgerechtigden precies voldoen om
recht op bijstand te verkrijgen en behouden? En wat zegt dit meer algemeen
over de politiek van sociale zekerheid? Om deze vragen te beantwoorden,
heb ik de dagelijkse praktijken van ‘(re)integratie naar werk’ (een centraal
onderdeel van het huidige bijstandsbeleid in Nederland) bestudeerd.
Ik heb me daarbij specifiek gericht op de interacties tussen degenen die
verantwoordelijk zijn voor het voorzien van bijstand – in termen van
geld en diensten – (d.w.z. ‘case managers’ of ‘klantmanagers’) en degenen
die bijstand ontvangen (‘bijstandsgerechtigden’). De interacties tussen
deze twee actoren is cruciaal om bijstandsbeleid te begrijpen, omdat het
beleid wordt vormgegeven in deze interacties – waarin klantmanagers
bijstandsgerechtigden leren wat er van ze verwacht wordt, hoe zij zich
moeten gedragen en presenteren, maar waarin klantmanagers ook
beoordelen of bijstandsgerechtigden het verkrijgen, aanvaarden en
behouden van betaald werk al dan niet belemmeren.
Casus en methoden
Nederland is een van de voorlopers van ‘activerend’ bijstandsbeleid
en ‘flexibilisering’ van de arbeidsmarkt waardoor beide in dit land ver
zijn doorontwikkeld (Paz-Fuchs en Eleveld, 2016; Kremer et al., 2017).
Tegelijkertijd is hier sprake van een toenemend aantal ‘werkende armen’
(Snel et al., 2008; Vrooman et al., 2018). Welfare-to-work zorgt er dus voor
dat bijstandsgerechtigden verplicht worden om zo snel mogelijk betaald
werk te vinden in een arbeidsmarkt die het in toenemende mate lastig
maakt voor mensen om in hun eigen onderhoud te kunnen voorzien.
Deze combinatie van factoren maakt Nederland een interessante casus om
te bestuderen hoe, en gebaseerd op welke ideeën, bijstandsgerechtigden
worden ‘geactiveerd’ om betaald werk te vinden en behouden.
Omdat lokale overheden in Nederland relatief veel ruimte hebben om
bijstandsbeleid vorm te geven en te implementeren in overeenstemming
met de lokale politieke opvattingen en beoogde doelen, heb ik drie lokale
sociale diensten (ofwel: ‘dienst werk en inkomen’) geselecteerd die zodanig
188

SAMENVATTING

van elkaar verschillen dat er sprake is van maximale variatie (Flyvbjerg,
2006). Het doel van deze studie is niet om lokale diensten met elkaar te
vergelijken en de geobserveerde verschillen te analyseren, maar om een zo
breed mogelijk beeld te krijgen van de uiteenlopende manieren waarop
Nederlands bijstandsbeleid vormt krijgt in dagelijkse lokale praktijken.
Binnen de drie geselecteerde diensten ‘werk en inkomen’ worden
verschillende diensten aangeboden in het kader van ‘arbeidsmarkt (re-)
integratie’ die gericht zijn op bijstandsgerechtigden die ‘werkfit’ worden
geacht (ofwel: ‘met een korte afstand tot de arbeidsmarkt’) en waarvan
wordt verwacht dat zij op relatief korte termijn voldoende betaald werk
zullen vinden en dus zullen ‘uitstromen’ uit de bijstand.
Het onderzoek waarop dit proefschrift is gebaseerd omvat 18
semi-gestructureerd interviews en 13 maanden durend etnografisch
veldwerk in drie lokale sociale diensten. De geselecteerde diensten
bevinden zich in twee van de vier grote steden in Nederland. De derde
dienst is een samenwerkingsverband tussen een aantal kleine gemeenten
(‘gemeenschappelijke regeling’) buiten de Randstad. De twee grote
gemeenten hadden ongeveer 40,000 bijstandsgerechtigden ten tijde
van het onderzoek. Daarmee lag het aantal bijstandsgerechtigden
(relatief aan het aantal inwoners) bij beide boven het landelijke
gemiddelde. Deze gemeenten verschilden echter van elkaar in het lokaal
geformuleerde bijstandsbeleid. De derde dienst bediende een populatie
van bijstandsgerechtigden die ongeveer uit 1,400 mensen bestond ten
tijde van het onderzoek. Het aantal bijstandsgerechtigden (relatief aan
het aantal inwoners) lag hiermee onder het landelijk gemiddelde en het
lokale bijstandsbeleid was minder uitgesproken dan in de andere twee
gemeenten.
Esthetiek van ‘werkfit’ zijn
Hoofdstuk 1 gaat over de esthetische dimensies van welfare-to-work en start
vanuit de esthetische eisen die onderdeel zijn geworden van het huidige
Nederlandse bijstandsbeleid (zoals geformuleerd in de Participatiewet).
Het bestudeert deze eisen zoals ze worden vormgegeven in lokale
diensten ‘werk en inkomen’ en beziet deze als een voorbeeld van het vaak
onderschatte belang van esthetiek op de huidige precaire arbeidsmarkt. Dit
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hoofdstuk onderzoekt de esthetische presentaties die bijstandsgerechtigden
geacht worden te geven om zo potentieel te kunnen (re-)integreren op
de arbeidsmarkt. Nu esthetiek een wettelijke voorwaarde is geworden
voor het recht op bijstand, worden in dit hoofdstuk de volgende vragen
gesteld: welke esthetische presentaties zijn precies vereist voor het recht op
bijstand en wat zegt dit in meer brede zin over de politiek van esthetische
presentaties op post-Fordistische arbeidsmarkten?
Het hoofdstuk laat die hoe de alomtegenwoordige discursieve
categorie ‘representatief’ door klantmanagers wordt gebruikt om de
geschikte uiterlijke presentatie van bijstandsgerechtigden te beschrijven.
De term ‘representatief’ functioneert in eerste instantie als afwijzing
van hetgeen niet ‘representatief’ wordt geacht en als afwijking wordt
gezien: onderuit gezakt zitten, schaars gekleed zijn en stinken. Daarnaast
betekent ‘representatief’ een actieve houding waaruit blijkt dat iemand
‘werkfit’ is en in staat is zich continu aan te passen aan potentiele
arbeidsomstandigheden. De nadruk op uiterlijke presentatie fungeert
bovendien als pedagogisch middel: met behulp van esthetiek worden
mensen ‘werkfit’ gemaakt. Dit hoofdstuk beargumenteert dat esthetische
presentaties in toenemende mate van belang zijn in laag betaalde banen
in de dienstensector, net zoals deze van belang zijn in andere, vaak beter
betaalde banen in meer stabiele sectoren. Bovendien laat het zien dat
esthetische arbeid in de context van welfare-to-work niet alleen betekent
dat iemand er schoon en verzorgd uit moet zien (hoewel dat zeker ook het
geval is), maar ook dat mensen hun uiterlijke presentatie continu moeten
afstemmen op onzekere en steeds veranderende werkcontexten.
Hieraan gerelateerd, en op een meer conceptueel niveau, laat dit
hoofdstuk ook zien dat het van belang is om esthetische arbeid op postFordistische arbeidsmarkten te conceptualiseren als continue ‘backstage’
arbeid. In tegenstelling tot conceptualiseringen van esthetische arbeid
als belichaamde eigenschappen die van belang zijn wanneer iemand
de arbeidsmarkt betreedt, laat de analyse in dit hoofdstuk zien hoe het
bij post-Fordistische arbeidsmarkten – waarin een toenemend aantal
mensen beweegt tussen precaire arbeid en werkloosheid – gaat om een
continue (her)ijking van uiterlijke presentatie. Esthetische arbeid is een
dagelijkse ‘backstage’ praktijk waarin betaald werkenden en, zoals blijkt
uit dit hoofdstuk, ook bijstandsgerechtigden verplicht zijn om zichzelf
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(en hun uiterlijke presentatie) continu af te stemmen op betaald werk.
Het cruciale vermogen voor precair werkenden in post-Fordisme is
daarom niet enkel om er aantrekkelijk uit te zien of om te begrijpen dat
slippers ‘niet kunnen’, maar om in staat te zijn om zich steeds aan te
passen aan veranderlijke werkomgevingen: ontwikkelingsmogelijkheden,
bedrijfsculturen en voortdurend variërende, ondoorgrondelijke
beoordelingen van de uiterlijke presentatie door klantmanagers in ruil
voor het recht op een bijstandsuitkering.
Pedagogieken van optimisme
Hoofdstuk 2 gaat over de affectieve dimensies van welfare-to-work.
Het onderzoekt in het bijzonder de ‘pedagogieken van optimisme’ die
centraal staan in de dagelijkse praktijken bij diensten ‘werk en inkomen’.
Pedagogieken van optimisme zijn ontmoetingen tussen klantmanagers en
bijstandsgerechtigden in welfare-to-work programma’s die ertoe dienen
om burgers te leren zich op een bepaalde manier te voelen over de precaire
situatie waarin zij zich bevinden en hen te leren ‘vooruit te kijken’ om op
die manier positieve gevoelens te stimuleren. Meer concreet bestaan deze
pedagogieken uit het leren van bijstandsgerechtigden om hun precaire
situatie te accepteren, negatieve gedachten en gevoelens in bedwang te
houden en zich een betere toekomst voor te stellen.
Aangezien bijstandsgerechtigden niet veel hebben om op terug te
kijken – omdat zij zich reeds in een precaire situatie bevonden, of omdat
de arbeidsmarkt en hun omstandigheden drastisch zijn veranderd – en
klantmanagers voornamelijk onzeker, laag betaald werk te bieden hebben,
leren zij bijstandsgerechtigden om vooruit te kijken, naar een denkbeeldige
toekomst die het de moeite waard maakt om in het heden precair,
onregelmatig betaald werk te accepteren. Zodra bijstandsgerechtigden
betaald werk hebben gevonden, en het doel van welfare-to-work dus is
bereikt, moeten zij hun optimisme cultiveren. ‘Werkfit’ worden betekent
dus het aanleren van een bepaalde gemoedstoestand en het stimuleren
van bepaalde affectieve arbeid die het mogelijk maakt om precariteit
optimistisch aanvaarden. Van bijstandsgerechtigden wordt verwacht dat
zij het belang van ‘zelfredzaamheid’ inzien, ‘positief zijn’, ‘vooruit kijken’,
actief hun ‘arbeidsethos’ in stand houden en verbeteren, voorkomen dat
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ze blijven stilstaan bij ervaringen van discriminatie en zichzelf ontdoen
van gevoelens van superioriteit jegens laaggeschoold en laagbetaald werk.
Pedagogieken van optimisme kenmerken zich door het paradoxale idee
dat bijstandsgerechtigden hun precaire situatie in het heden moeten
accepteren om zo in de toekomst niet meer precair te zijn.
Optimisme bleek niet alleen van belang voor bijstandsgerechtigden,
maar ook voor klantmanagers. Door onzekere contracten, regelmatige
beleidswijzigingen en reorganisaties hebben zij te maken met
werkonzekerheid. Klantmanagers moeten zelf ook optimisme opwekken
en bepaalde verlangens oproepen, omdat zij zich eveneens in een precaire
situatie bevinden. Zij moeten dus tweezijdige affectieve arbeid verrichten:
de moed van bijstandsgerechtigden erin houden terwijl, of misschien
juist omdat, zij de moed van henzelf erin moeten houden. Welfare-towork kan dus het beste worden begrepen als beleid dat wordt gekenmerkt
door onzekerheid en precarisering aan zowel de ontvangende als de
dienstverlenende kant van ontmoetingen tussen overheid en burgers.
Dit hoofdstuk laat het belang, alsmede de complexiteit van optimisme
zien in de context van welfare-to-work, waarbij bijstand voorwaardelijk
is en de arbeidsmarkt precair. Wanneer zowel bijstand als betaald
werk onberekenbaar zijn, wordt een stabiele basis gezocht in de hypergeïndividualiseerde strategie van optimisme en een oriëntatie naar de
toekomst. Welfare-to-work is erop gericht bijstandsgerechtigden te leren
om hun precaire situatie te accepteren en omarmen en zich voor te bereiden
op de voortzetting ervan, terwijl zij tegelijkertijd leren optimistisch te
blijven over het naderende einde ervan. Op deze, wellicht wrede wijze
(zie Berlant, 2011) leert de overheid haar burgers om optimisme te
ontwikkelen ten aanzien van bepaalde voorstellingen van de toekomst,
terwijl de onbereikbaarheid van deze toekomst tegelijkertijd wordt
onderkend. Bijstand biedt tegenwoordig dus niet zozeer een tegenwicht
tegen precaire omstandigheden, maar biedt bijstandsgerechtigden door
middel van pedagogieken van optimisme handvatten om met deze
omstandigheden te leren omgaan.
Voorstellingen van opwaartse mobiliteit
Hoofdstuk 3 gaat dieper in op de techniek van ‘verbeelding’ – één van de
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onderdelen van de ‘pedagogieken van optimisme’ die zijn beschreven en
geanalyseerd in hoofdstuk 2. Dit hoofdstuk laat zien dat de affectieve arbeid
die bijstandsgerechtigden moeten leveren niet enkel bestaat uit ‘positief’
denken en voelen over hun huidige situatie en mogelijke toekomst, maar dat
zij ook op bepaalde manieren moeten denken en voelen over zichzelf, over
hun persoonlijkheid, over manieren om zichzelf (beter) te leren kennen en
zichzelf (continu) te ‘verbeteren’ voor en door middel van betaald werk.
Bijstandsgerechtigden moeten constant aan ‘zichzelf werken’ en dit ‘selfwork’ (Gerrard, 2014) is gericht op de toekomst waarin betaald werk op
de voorgrond staat en de belofte van opwaartse mobiliteit in zich draagt.
Dit hoofdstuk laat zien hoe het reproduceren van het (Fordistische)
ideaal van betaald werk – als de primaire manier waarop mensen iets
kunnen bereiken in het leven, een waardevol lid van de samenleving
kunnen zijn en een fatsoenlijk bestaan kunnen opbouwen – de kern
vormt van welfare-to-work. Door middel van uiteenlopende opdrachten
leren bijstandsgerechtigden zichzelf te presenteren op een manier die
(volgens klantmanagers) is vereist op de post-Fordistische arbeidsmarkt.
De opdrachten zijn gericht op introspectie, waarbij bijstandsgerechtigden
zichzelf (beter) leren kennen of ontdekken wie zij ‘werkelijk’ zijn, om die
kennis vervolgens te kunnen inzetten in de zoektocht naar betaald werk
dat bij hun persoonlijkheid past, of om te leren hun persoonlijkheid
aan te passen aan betaald werk dat beschikbaar is. De introspectieopdrachten worden gevolgd door imitaties van ontmoetingen met
netwerkcontacten en potentiële werkgevers waarin bijstandsgerechtigden
oefenen om zichzelf te ‘verkopen’. De opdrachten en oefeningen tijdens
deze bijeenkomsten zijn niet enkel bedoeld om bijstandsgerechtigden te
ondersteunen in het vinden van betaald werk, maar ook om hen te leren
zichzelf vanuit betaald werk op de arbeidsmarkt omhoog te werken.
Klantmanagers stimuleren bijstandsgerechtigden om zichzelf te
veranderen in een ‘waardevol subject’ (Skeggs, 2004) voor de arbeidsmarkt
zonder hen garanties te kunnen bieden dat zij daadwerkelijk een zeker
bestaan kunnen opbouwen door middel van duurzaam werk met
carrièreperspectief. Zij kunnen voor bijstandsgerechtigden enkel tijdelijk
een plek creëren waarin nabijheid van betaald werk wordt geïmiteerd
en bijstandsgerechtigden zichzelf kunnen voorstellen hoe het is om een
werknemer te worden en te zijn. Deze voorstellingen functioneren als een
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manier om dichterbij Fordistische vormen van economische zekerheid,
sociale status en het behoren tot de groep van betaald werkenden te
komen. Op deze manier zijn bijstandsgerechtigden steeds bezig om een
potentie ten uitvoer te brengen: zij geven een voorstelling van iemand die
ze nog niet zijn en van iets dat nog moet komen.
Welfare-to-work is dus gebaseerd op de potentie van bijstandsgerechtigden om een werknemer te worden, alsmede de potentie van
betaald werk om hen economische zekerheid en sociale status te bieden
– iets dat bijstand niet (meer) biedt. Voor veel mensen, en vooral voor
bijstandsgerechtigden, is het echter zeer onwaarschijnlijk dat deze potentie
werkelijkheid wordt, omdat de arbeidsmarkt hen voornamelijk precair
posities biedt. Met welfare-to-work beleid dragen overheden er dus aan bij
dat beloften in stand worden gehouden die voor steeds meer leden van
de bevolking niet (meer) kunnen worden ingelost, terwijl hun precaire
omstandigheden tegelijkertijd worden genormaliseerd (zie Lorey, 2015).
Lokale wijzen waarop bijstandsgerechtigden naar betaald
werk worden geleid
Hoofdstukken 1, 2 en 3 laten de belangrijkste aspecten zien van de
praktijken die welfare-to-work beleid in Nederland vormgeven. Door het
cultiveren van het belang en de belofte van betaald werk, presentaties van
de ‘juiste’ esthetiek (uiterlijke verschijning), affect (gemoedstoestand)
en persoonlijke eigenschappen die (naar verwachting) nodig zijn
op de post-Fordistische arbeidsmarkt, alsmede het imiteren van (de
nabijheid van) betaald werk, worden bijstandsgerechtigden ‘geactiveerd’
voor betaald werk. Tot slot gaat hoofdstuk 4 in op de wijzen waarop
bijstandsgerechtigden worden ‘geactiveerd’ om betaald werk te vinden
en op die manier ‘onafhankelijk’ te worden van bijstand. Aan de hand
van de ‘republican theory of non-domination’ (Lovett, 2010; Pettit, 2012)
analyseert dit hoofdstuk de verschillen (zowel binnen als tussen diensten
‘werk en inkomen’) in de wijzen waarop bijstandsgerechtigden worden
be/gestuurd. Daarbij wordt in het bijzonder gekeken naar de manieren
waarop klantmanagers hun discretionaire ruimte gebruiken (d.w.z. hoe
zij bijstandsgerechtigden beoordelen, beslissingen nemen en handelingen
uitvoeren) en of die manieren worden gelegitimeerd op basis van gronden
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die anderen kunnen begrijpen, beoordelen, accepteren of verwerpen
(Molander et al., 2012, p. 221).
Omdat de bijstandsuitkering een laatste redmiddel is, hangt het
levensonderhoud van bijstandsgerechtigden af van (lokaal) beleid
en de (daaruit voortvloeiende) beoordelingen en beslissingen van
klantmanagers. De relatie tussen klantmanagers en bijstandsgerechtigden
wordt gekarakteriseerd door een hoge mate van machtsongelijkheid.
Bovendien is de discretionaire bevoegdheid van klantmanagers aanzienlijk,
terwijl een sterk ontwikkelde professionele basis en/of een vorm van
geïnstitutionaliseerde ‘client-participatie’ in besluitvorming – die het
gebruik van discretionaire bevoegdheid kunnen sturen – ontbreken
(Van Berkel, 2011, p. 214). Deze omstandigheden creëren een potentieel
onderdrukkende relatie tussen klantmanagers en bijstandsgerechtigden
waarin de eerstgenoemden willekeurige, onvoorspelbare beslissingen
kunnen nemen die een verregaand effect kunnen hebben op de
laatstgenoemden.
Tegelijkertijd
hebben
bijstandsgerechtigden
onvoldoende middelen tot hun beschikking om klantmanagers te
controleren en hen verantwoordelijk te houden voor hun beslissingen.
Om deze redenen, stelt dit hoofdstuk de volgende vragen centraal:
Op welke manieren worden bijstandsgerechtigden be/gestuurd om
‘onafhankelijk’ te worden van de bijstandsuitkering? Op welke ideeën van
bijstandsgerechtigden baseren zij de legitimatie van deze manieren in de
praktijk? En zijn deze manieren voldoende ingebed in effectieve sociale
conventies en democratische controle?
Dit hoofdstuk brengt de verschillende manieren waarop
bijstandsgerechtigden worden be/gestuurd naar betaald werk in
kaart: door middel van ‘drang’, ‘dwang’ en ‘meegaandheid’. Al deze
manieren zijn gebaseerd op de veronderstelling dat de behoefte aan
inkomensondersteuning voornamelijk het resultaat is van individuele
(psychologische, morele of anderszins) tekortkomingen. Klantmanagers
die druk uitoefenen op bijstandsgerechtigden of hen dwingen om
betaald werk te vinden, gebruiken technieken van ‘overreding’
(‘zacht paternalisme’) of ‘dwang’ door middel van (het dreigen met)
sancties (‘hard paternalisme’), afhankelijk van het beeld dat zij van
bijstandsgerechtigden hebben – ‘onbekwaam’ (door een gebrek aan de
‘juiste’ kennis, vaardigheden of overtuigingen) of ‘onwelwillend’. Wanneer
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klantmanagers bijstandsgerechtigden classificeren als ‘kwetsbaar’ zijn zij
echter meer meegaand.
Door deze verschillende manieren van (be)sturen te analyseren, laat
dit hoofdstuk zien dat een zekere mate van willekeur in het gebruik van
macht – door lokale beleidsmakers en klantmanagers – een fundamenteel
onderdeel is van welfare-to-work in Nederland. Het maakt voor
bijstandsgerechtigden uit waar ze wonen, omdat lokaal bijstandsbeleid
verschillend is (in termen van beleidsdoelen, regels, de manier waarop
welfare-to-work alsmede de druk op en controle van klantmanagers is
georganiseerd). Het maakt ook uit wie precies verantwoordelijk is voor
het beoordelen van hun recht op bijstand, aangezien de implementatie
van welfare-to-work beleid verschilt tussen klantmanagers. Dit is op
zichzelf geen probleem als effectieve sociale conventies en democratische
controle gewaarborgd zijn. Dat blijk echter niet het geval. Professionele
standaarden zijn onvoldoende ontwikkeld en zowel klantmanagers
als bijstandsgerechtigden hebben onvoldoende ruimte om zich uit te
spreken en gehoord te worden. Er zijn meer voorspelbare professionele
standaarden nodig, evenals een publiek debat over lokaal bijstandsbeleid
en de criteria op basis waarvan beslissingen worden genomen. Daarnaast
is het noodzakelijk dat er manieren worden ontwikkeld waardoor
klantmanagers en vooral bijstandsgerechtigden structureel onderdeel
worden van beleidsontwikkeling en besluitvorming, alsmede manieren
waarop lokale besluitvorming beter kan worden gecontroleerd.
Conclusie: Alternatieven voor precarisering
Deze dissertatie laat zien hoe het huidige Nederlandse bijstandsbeleid
(ofwel: ‘welfare-to-work’) potentieel, toekomstig betaald werk naar het
heden brengt, waardoor betaald werk en werkloosheid in meerdere
opzichten op elkaar lijken (zie Adkins, 2012). Door de voorwaardelijkheid
van het recht op bijstand in welfare-to-work en de precariteit van betaald
werk op post-Fordistische arbeidsmarkten, moeten zowel mensen met een
betaalde baan als degenen die dat niet hebben (esthetische en affectieve)
arbeid verrichten in ruil voor relatief weinig geld om zo zekerheid
(proberen) te creëren en beter betaald werk te vinden in de toekomst.
Dagelijkse praktijken van welfare-to-work produceren bovendien een
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imaginaire nabijheid tot betaald werk – en de daarmee samenhangende
‘belofte van geluk’ (zie Ahmed, 2010) – door middel van verbeeldings- en
imitatieoefeningen. Deze oefeningen bieden een (tijdelijke) vervanging
voor en imaginaire nabijheid tot betaald werk (met carrièreperspectief) als
een manier voor mensen om hun positie in de samenleving te verbeteren.
Deze imaginaire nabijheid van betaald werk fungeert ook als een manier
om ‘werk-fit’ te worden en te blijven. ‘Werk-fit’ zijn – d.w.z. esthetisch
en affectief klaar zijn voor potentieel, toekomstig betaald werk en in staat
zijn om je hieraan continu aan te passen – is een essentieel onderdeel
van welfare-to-work. Bijstandsgerechtigden worden ‘werk-fit’ gemaakt
door de behoefte aan bijstand te problematiseren, de ‘juiste’ esthetische
presentaties, gevoelens en gedachten te mobiliseren en betaald werk te
verheerlijken.
Welfare-to-work is een treffend voorbeeld van de manier waarop
governmental precarisation werkt (Lorey, 2015), omdat het laat zien
dat deelname aan welfare-to-work programma’s en op de arbeidsmarkt
verschillende stadia zijn van een continu precair bestaan. Welfareto-work, zoals het huidige Nederlandse bijstandsbeleid, biedt geen
tegenwicht tegen de precaire omstandigheden op de post-Fordistische
arbeidsmarkt, maar is ermee vermengd doordat het voorwaardelijke,
minimale ondersteuning biedt terwijl het mensen naar precair betaald
werk ‘duwt’ en hen tegelijkertijd leert hun kwetsbare en onzekere situatie
(als bijstandsgerechtigde én als werknemer) optimistisch te doorstaan
en individueel verantwoordelijk te zijn om deze omstandigheden te
verbeteren. Welfare-to-work mobiliseert het (Fordistische) ideaal van
betaald werk als de primaire en enige manier waarop mensen zekerheid
kunnen creëren, een waardevol lid van de samenleving kunnen zijn en
hun situatie en positie in de samenleving kunnen verbeteren. Dit geldt
niet alleen voor bijstandsgerechtigden; zoals dit proefschrift heeft laten
zien, worden klantmanagers ook geraakt door precarisering. Zij moeten
ook, ieder voor zich, om kunnen gaan met het sluimerende risico op
baanverlies. Zij moeten ook continu en compleet klaar zijn om zich aan te
passen aan veranderende omstandigheden.
De retoriek van welfare-to-work als beleid dat mensen ‘autonoom’,
‘zelfredzaam’ en ‘onafhankelijk’ maakt, negeert een belangrijke implicatie
van dergelijk beleid: mensen zijn in toenemende mate afhankelijk van de
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arbeidsmarkt. Gezien de huidige precaire arbeidsmarkt betekent dit voor
veel mensen een afhankelijkheid van onvoorziene omstandigheden. Met
de hervormingen van de verzorgingsstaat (waarvan welfare-to-work slechts
één voorbeeld is), is collectief georganiseerde sociale zekerheid grotendeels
vervangen door individuele manieren van omgaan met kwetsbaarheid
en onzekerheid. Door beleid zoals welfare-to-work te voeren, dragen
overheden ertoe bij dat bepaalde beloften in stand worden gehouden,
terwijl deze voor een toenemend aantal mensen niet (meer) ingelost
kunnen worden, en de precaire omstandigheden waarin zij zich bevinden
tegelijkertijd genormaliseerd worden. Waar de naoorlogse collectief
georganiseerde verzekeringen en voorzieningen gezien kunnen worden
als een politiek van sociale zekerheid, is welfare-to-work eerder een politiek
van precarisering die sociaal-economische ongelijkheden (re)produceert,
bijstandsgerechtigden committeert aan voorwaardelijke bijstand en
precaire arbeidsmarktomstandigheden, terwijl het hen individueel
verantwoordelijk maakt om hiermee om te gaan en hun situatie te
verbeteren.
De imaginaire toekomst die centraal staat in welfare-to-work beleid en
de dagelijkse praktijken die hier onderdeel van zijn, draaien om (voor veel
mensen onbereikbaar) individueel succes op de arbeidsmarkt waarmee we
onszelf dienen te beschermen tegen sociale risico’s (van ziekte en armoede
bijvoorbeeld) en kunnen bewijzen dat we waardevolle leden van de
samenleving zijn. Ik stel een alternatieve imaginaire toekomst voor – voor
zowel de bijstand als sociale zekerheid in meer brede zin – waarin collectief
georganiseerde bescherming tegen sociale risico’s voldoende zekerheden
bieden voor mensen om op verschillende manieren een leven te kunnen
leiden dat hen voldoening geeft.
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