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‘We were all adults around 50 years or so with much experience of work but recently 
with quite some unemployment. Now we were, for the first time, together in this 
activation programme. Here we were divided into two groups. The one group should 
clap the rhythm to ‘John Brown’s baby’ and the other one to ‘Old McDonald had a 
farm’. This was trained in two separate rooms. Later, the two groups were brought 
together to see if they could clap and keep the rhythm when being in the same room. I 
wonder whether this programme did bring us nearer the ordinary labour market?’  
(Danish radio programme, Channel One, about activation, November 2003). 
 

 
 
 
ACTIVATION FOR WHAT PURPOSE? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
 
This article is dealing with a question which has puzzled us for some time: why are activation1 
programmes still important parts of most European countries’ social- and labour market policies 
when it during a decade has become increasingly clear that the employment effects most often are 
either unknown or very small? 
                                                           
1 Other and different phraseologies such as ’insertion’, ’work line’ ’raising employability’, ’workfare’ or ’training fare’ 
have been applied for the same phenomenon.  What characterises all these labels of activation is an obligation for the 
unemployed (besides of looking for a job) to ’do something in exchange for the welfare allowance’ and if (s)he refuses, 
the allowance is reduced or withdrawn.     
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It is tempting as a first and more straight forward answer to connect the cross-national 
similarities to external influences such as the EU guidelines of employment policies or to the Open 
Method of Co-ordination. However, the role of the EU should not be exaggerated. At the end of the 
day, it is the individual member states who in tandem formulate the EU policies and in this 
particular incidence, also European countries outside the EU, e.g. Norway, The Czech Republic and 
Slovenia have introduced activation policies with the emphasis on inclusion into ordinary 
employment. So, if any at all, it is only a part of the answer which lies in the homogenising 
influence of the EU. Consequently, one should rather turn to the individual countries for answers. 
Here the authors, however, will have, for lack of time and knowledge, mainly to restrict themselves 
to their own country, Denmark. It is, though, the hope that the evidences and analyses we shall 
present for Denmark can be applied as useful experience and contribution for the evaluation of the 
record of activation policies all over Europe.  

One could imagine that another also rather spontaneous answer to the question why 
activation programmes still have such high priority in governments’ policies could be that 
contemporary governments put more emphasis on other effects of activation than the permanent 
employment on the ordinary labour market. Observations from Denmark, however, do not support 
this view. In line with more than ten years employment policy, the most recent report from The 
Ministry of Employment on the weakest groups on the labour market still concludes that ’everyone 
has a chance on the labour market’ (Beskæftigelsesministeriet 2004).  

To shed light on this ostensibly contradiction between the growing importance of the 
Danish activation policy and its meagre employment effects, the first part of the article will analyse 
unemployment policy since 1970s in the context of labour market and welfare policies. This leads 
us to offer insight into the economic, social and political developments that have fostered the rise 
and growth in activation policies.  
 
 
 
ACTIVATION OF THE UNEMPLOYED  
 
The extensive revisions of labour market policy and related institutions in the 1960s is considered to 
be the establishment of an active labour market policy in Denmark. The most important elements in 
the reform of the 1960s were a new system of financing unemployment insurance, the employment 
service being transferred from municipalities and unemployment insurance funds to the state, a new 
corporate system with 14 regional labour market committees, and raising the rates of unemployment 
benefits to 80% of previous income of the unemployed with 90% of average earnings on the labour 
market as a general maximum. Originally, the right-wing parties and the Danish Employers’ 
Confederation wanted the unemployment insurance to be integrated into the social policy with the 
intention of abolishing the trade unions’ influence on the unemployment insurance system, but this 
was averted through a complicated network of compromises in a number of commissions and 
between the political parties (Lind 1985). 

At the outset, the growth in unemployment from 1974 was considered as a temporary 
phenomenon, and up to 1979, the most significant tendencies and new legislation were that the 
access to benefits for the unemployed was made easier, the level of benefits, in relation to wages 
and inflation, was maintained, the unemployment insurance funds regained their right to 
employment service and job creation programmes were established for young people.  Also, in 
connection with unemployment insurance, a job-offer scheme was introduced for the long-term 
unemployed and a voluntary early retirement pay for people aged 60, or more. 

All in all, changes built on the understanding that social problems arising from 
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unemployment should be limited because unemployment has been created by society and the 
unemployed individual cannot be blamed for her/his situation. This, however, is not to be 
understood in the way that there was agreement about all issues. The Employers’ Confederation, for 
instance, was of the opinion that unemployment benefits were too high and the access to claim 
benefits was too easy and it recommended that the unemployment insurance should be abolished if 
it could not be clearly separated from social policy measures. On the other hand, the Danish Trades 
Union Congress argued that the relatively high level of unemployment benefits should be preserved, 
while being highly critical of the job-offer scheme because it made inroads into the unemployment 
insurance: the constant criticisms of the Employers’ Confederation towards the union administrated 
insurance system (the Ghent system) forced the Trades Union Congress into a position always 
having to defend the system’s legitimacy. This, of course, was made more difficult when, strictly 
speaking, a growing part of the unemployment beneficiaries could not actually be assumed to fulfil 
the availability claims  - the prerequisites for receiving unemployment benefits. On the basis of 
long-term unemployment and being activated in more or less relevant ‘projects’ according to the 
job-offer scheme, which qualified the long-term unemployed for a new period on unemployment 
benefits, it could be argued that the quality of their labour did not meet average labour market 
requirements. 

In the late 1980s and the early 1990s unemployment expenditures put a growing strain on 
public budgets. In order to reduce costs governments came up with new initiatives on substituting 
job-offers with offers on education of the unemployed. Also, during this period, a maximum limit 
was set to hourly wages in job schemes based on, the (in principle) continuing possibility of re-
qualifying for entitlement to benefits by participating. At the same time a training leave programme 
was established financed by the benefit system. On the whole, activation of the unemployed, 
especially through education, gained ground as a fundamental strategy during the 1980s. 

In the labour market reform that became effective in 1994, the most important elements 
were a financing reform, a control reform, an activation reform, a benefits reform and extended 
retiring and leave possibilities. The financing reform introduced a labour market contribution from 
all wage earners and thereby ended the debate of using the financing of unemployment insurance to 
combat structural unemployment. The control reform decentralised labour market policy further and 
gave more influence to the trade unions and the employers’ organisations. 

The activation reform heralded a more individual organisation of the activation process of 
the unemployed but, apart from that, did not contain any significantly new forms of activation. The 
new thing was the idea that the unemployed had rights as well as duties during the 7-9 year period 
they could receive unemployment benefits. Combined with the benefits reform, which removed the 
right to re-qualify for entitlement to unemployment benefits during activation, a system had now 
been institutionalised intended to improve the possibilities of the (long-term) unemployed of 
finding ordinary employment taking into consideration the preferences of the unemployed and the 
market. 

It soon turned out that the government’s strong commitment to combat unemployment 
created problems. As unemployment showed no signs of falling and this threatened the 
government’s reputation, it felt it had to push on - especially in view of the prospect of an 
impending general election. The results of direct intervention by the Minister of Labour (as early as 
April 1994) and other administrative initiatives were that the positive effects of both the 
decentralisation, the ambitious ideas of ‘action programmes’ and individually adapted courses of 
action were reduced. This implicated that the quality of activation deteriorated and the system - both 
the unemployment funds and the employment offices - came under serious pressure to produce 
figures showing that the labour market reform was effective. 
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When, later in 1994, the fall in unemployment finally was manifested, the fear of 
bottlenecks soon came on the agenda again. To begin with, at the budget negotiations in December 
1994, the answer was to reduce the access to parental and sabbatical leave, among other things by a 
reduction of allowances from 80% to 70% of maximum unemployment benefit, advance activation 
by one year and tighten the availability rules. A year later, this ‘overhaul’ was followed by more 
significant changes: raising the age limit from 16 to 18 years and employment requirements from 26 
to 52 weeks; reducing the period of allowance from 7 to 5 years; abolishing the transitional 
allowance scheme; diminishing the rate of benefits by 50 % for young people after 6 months of 
unemployment; limiting training leaves for the unemployed and tightening availability rules. 

In 1997, the availability-for-work rules were made even stricter and unemployed people’s 
access to training leave was limited. As a result of tripartite negotiations in 1998 on the labour 
market part of the 1999 budget, the allowance period of unemployment benefits was lowered from 5 
to 4 years, unemployed people’s access to training leave was again reduced, the schemes for young 
people was made more effective, introduction of a new activation scheme called ‘service jobs’ for 
unemployed and previously activated persons over 48 years, and later the early retirement scheme 
was impaired. Those were all changes motivated by the government’s intention of improving the 
quality of activation schemes and the concern for the future supply of sufficient labour – a concern 
that was fuelled by some allegedly serious demographic changes in the form of fewer young people 
and more old people in future.2  

During 2000-2001 activation schemes and the unemployment insurance were adjusted in 
order to put a stronger incentive on job search, improving the quality of the activation schemes (the 
‘service job’ scheme was expanded and the activated persons in such jobs could re-qualify for the 
entitlement to unemployment benefits). Apart from the minor improvements in 2000-2001, the 
period 1995-2001 manifests itself as the period with many deteriorations in the conditions of the 
unemployed. The abolishment of the right to re-qualify for unemployment benefits by activation in 
1994 and the following 50 % reduction of the allowance period, the gradual reduction in the 
compensation rates of unemployment benefits3, the numerous adjustments to enforce stricter control 
with the unemployed, limitations of access to unemployment benefits and other deteriorations of 
services related to the unemployment insurance have drastically changed unemployed persons’ 
conditions.  In combination with very limited effects of the activation schemes 
(Arbejdsmarkedsstyrelsen 1999), the most obvious result has been a strengthening of the 
disciplining of the unemployed and the rest of the labour force. 

At the general election in 2001 the social democratic government lost its majority in 
parliament and a conservative-liberal government took office. The new government declared that 
the class conflict was over4 and presented a moderate social policy that would preserve the Danish 
welfare state provisions. Some of the structural changes from the government’s programme for the 
coming years, however, had a clear liberal profile emphasising a ‘free choice’ between public and 
private services and the subsequent ambitious plan on ‘More people at work’ introduced a package 
of legislation that targeted an increase in employment at 85,000 more persons before 2010.  
 The first, and perhaps most discussed (cf. inter alia Lind 2003) part of the reform 
included the usual stuff on increasing the incentives for the unemployed to take a job, such as 
lowering the level of social benefits, stricter sanctions to unemployed who reject a job offer, stricter 

                                                           
2 A concern that was quite out of proportion with the facts, cf. Hansen et al. 2000. 
3 The compensation rate of unemployment benefits decreased from 1980-1990 by around 10 per cent and from 1990-
2000 by another 10 per cent (Lind 2004). 
4 Some of the labour market legislation proposed in the programme of the new government were, however, an attack on 
the trade unions and the voluntarist mode of labour market regulation, such as a ban of closed shops and restrictions on 
part time employment (EIRR 2002). 
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demands for being available for jobs in other professions and at a longer distance from home, 
restricted access to benefits for young people etc. 
 The second part of the reform introduced a more simple structure of activation 
schemes by changing the existing 32 schemes into 3 so-called tools, a changed schedule for giving 
an offer of activation and a co-ordination of the legislation and institutional framework for 
recipients of social and unemployment benefits who until now have been subject to two different 
systems. This implies a change in the administrative structure, which is the third part of the reform: 
the state system that deals with the members of the unemployment insurance funds (hitherto 
labelled as labour market policy) and the municipal system that deals with recipients of social 
benefits (social policy) are merged in order to create exactly the same offers and conditions for all 
unemployed irrespective if they are insured against unemployment or not. Furthermore, this 
administrative part of the reform introduced so-called ‘third actors’ which can be private 
consultancy companies, temping agencies, voluntary organisation or unemployment insurance 
funds who may subcontract the entire area of services for the unemployed (EIRR 2003).  
 So, unemployment policy and activation of the unemployed has been (partly) 
privatised and the existing relationship between trade unions and the unemployment funds is to be 
dissolved which has the implication that the trade union membership rate most probably will 
decrease and the unions will lose power in society.  
 
Unemployment policy and current labour market political strategy 
Thus a general tendency since 1979 is for the conditions of the unemployed, especially the young, 
the elderly, the part-time employed and the long-term unemployed to have deteriorated. The logic 
seems clear: the greater the risk of unemployment, the stricter the rules of availability and the more 
intense the activation. This fact, in combination with the shortening of the allowance period, 
constitutes a system that, in reality, offers nothing else to long-term unemployed people but rituals 
in the holy name of activation and, if they do not want to participate in activation schemes, expel 
them from social assistance. 

Some people will probably argue - with some right - that, in spite of all, a positive feature is 
that it has taken 25 years of high unemployment to get that far. 

In spite of most evaluations indicate that long-term unemployed people often are happy and 
satisfied with the measures of activation  (Langager 1997; Weise & Brogaard 1997), it may be 
presumed that, to a rising degree, they will find that the public employment service and the 
unemployment funds are instruments of a repressive and disciplinary system. This is already widely 
acknowledged as the government itself emphasises the so-called ‘motivating effect’ of activation. 
Thus it is said in an evaluation report that “the right and duty to activation has a motivating effect 
on the job-seeking of the unemployed, thus contributing to more unemployed people obtaining 
employment even before they start on an activation scheme.” (Arbejdsministeriet 2000:3). 

Even with a falling degree of compensation, also in the 1990s, unemployment insurance had 
proved to be resistant to very fundamental changes and continued to be an advantage to that part of 
the workforce without serious employment problems. But this fairly good social safeguard 
functions at the expense of the long-term unemployed. Now, as well as 25 years ago, 
unemployment insurance is legitimised by putting increased availability demands on those 
unemployed that are less attractive workers, and via stricter requirements for membership and work 
participation, unemployment insurance has become a more selective measure which, even more 
than before, benefits the core groups. 

From this perspective the reform in 2003 by the conservative-liberal government could be 
seen as a step forward to less inequality among the core and the periphery of the unemployed. But if 
this reform is the first step to abandoning the unemployment insurance the differences between the 
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core and the periphery may disappear completely, but the cost of this egalitarianism will most 
probably be that they then will share a common service at lower standards than the one the 
insurance system now provides. And the consequences of the erosion of the Ghent-system, that 
already is taking place, are that trade unions will be weakened and the voice of labour will be less 
heard. 

The concepts - paradox problems, structure problems and bottleneck problems - and the 
argumentation has changed in the course of time, but the problems seem to be the same: the supply 
of manpower is insufficient to satisfy the buyers’ need for cheap labour. Cheap labour is available if 
competition on the labour market is keen, which it is if unemployment is high and the level of and 
access to unemployment benefits are restricted. A pool of unoccupied labour with the highest 
possible potential productivity is of great importance to competitiveness - both that of the individual 
enterprise and the overall economy of society. 

Seen from both perspectives, there are, in principle - except for lowering wages - three ways 
by the use of labour to improve competitiveness. First, by extending the employment of labour, 
second, by increasing what Marx called the productive force of labour (by introducing new 
technology and a different organisation of the work process) and, third, by increasing the intensity 
of work performance. Usually, the two last-mentioned methods are summarised  under the concept 
of ‘productivity’. In brief, labour market policy is about always being able to satisfy the employers’  
need for labour that may arise and ensuring that they can economise on labour as much as possible. 
If employers can make the maximum use of human resources, competitiveness can be improved. 

In this respect, Danish labour market policy does not differ from the common European 
policy, which, since 1997, has been expressed more and more clearly through the so-called ‘Luxem-
bourg process’ (European Commission 1999; Regeringen 1999), where an attempt is made by 
‘yearly rounds’ to co-ordinate the labour market policy of the member countries by establishing 
common objectives and efforts to be evaluated and adopted. Built into this European strategy of ‘the 
high road to competitiveness’ is the idea that economic growth and rising employment can be 
achieved by an increase in labour productivity to match the wage level, instead of - alternatively - 
lowering wages to match labour productivity. An effort must be made to achieve ‘a new balance 
between flexibility and security’, as Allan Larsson, the former EU commissioner, puts it and ‘It is 
for reasons of economic success, as well as social justice, that (....) our social protection systems 
must improve the range, and the reach, of their responsibility to provide stability and security.’ 
(Larsson 1998).  

This can be seen as an alternative to a more liberalistic strategy which - at least in its basic 
form - is founded on a wage-cut through increased competition on the market. A large amount of 
flexibility, fairly good social security schemes (and thus no effective pressure on the wages) and an 
increase in the productivity of labour are central characteristics of labour market political efforts in 
Denmark and Europe in recent years. In other words: in order to ensure a fairly high material level 
of reproduction for employed as well as unemployed, it is necessary to work. Effectively! And if 
disciplining the workforce is not left to market forces (by abolishing or reducing social security 
schemes), the state must intervene and be the man with the whip. An important tool in this 
disciplinary process is the activation of the unemployed. 
 
 
THE OUTCOMES OF ACTIVATION PROGRAMMES 
 
Since activation programmes were established in a relatively large scale it has been debated what 
the intentions and the outcome really were. The first schemes of the 1970s and 1980s had a twofold 
mission, namely to make it possible for long term unemployed to maintain their rights to 
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unemployment benefit and to train and re-qualify them to a job in ordinary employment without 
subsidies. When the first intention was abandoned by the labour market reform in 1994 the prime 
aim of the activation schemes became to qualify the participants for ordinary employment or to 
guide them into the training and educational system. 

It became clear that the employment effects were dubious. Only 14 per cent of social 
assistance claimants participating in job training achieved regular employment (Weise and 
Brogaard op.cit, Brogård and Weise op. cit) and among long term unemployed persons on 
unemployment benefits only 15 per cent had regular employment half a year after completing 
various types of activation programmes (Arbejdsdirektoratet 1999). Conclusively, activation 
programmes had no particularly employment effects (Jørgensen et al. 1999, Bach 2002). Off course, 
there were also ‘success histories’, for example about the lone mother within an urban regeneration 
programme who after years of economic, employment and family chaos, was matched with a taylor-
made job which were able to change her whole situation. But the success stories and a report from 
the government’s own research institute which demonstrated young unemployed peoples’ eagerness 
to find ordinary jobs when faced with the thread of being activated (Nord-Larsen 1997) were not 
enough to change the general picture of meagre employment results.     

The depressing Danish employment results were supported by similar observations 
from other European countries. Two OECD reports (OECD 1996 and Martin 2000) which as their 
general results showed tiny labour market inclusion effects were followed by predominantly 
qualitative studies based in particularly on in depth interviews (Hanesch and Balzter 2001; van 
Berkel and Hornemann Møller 2002). In the first, the low labour market effectiveness was 
contrasted to a potential high but in the long run dubious fiscal efficiency of activation. The second 
study also showed small effects as to individuals’ inclusion into the ordinary labour market. Instead, 
it pointed to improvements in the social network as the most outstanding effect of activation. 

Regarding country specific studies, it was, among others, observed that caused by the 
disproportional fast growing number of part-time jobs even the most applauded Dutch job machine 
turned out to deliver an increase in the work done by only 10 per cent (when measured in working 
hours, Abrahamson and van Oorschot 20025). Neither, at the hay days of activation in the mid 
1980s, did the official statistics snow the expected growth in the number of people ‘leaving’ social 
benefits to take up employment (quoted from Abrahamson and van Oorschot op. cit). A Portuguese 
study of the effects of the recently introduced  Minimum Income Scheme (RMG) pointed to the 
employment effects as nearly absent (Institudo para Desenvolvimento Social 2004). And for UK it 
was reported that there might be positive employment effects from the combination of activation 
programmes and the ‘in work benefits’. However, the share of the population within working age 
which is more or less permanently outside the ordinary labour market has changed little (Taylor-
Gooby et al. 2002). In Sweden, there are all together around 800 programmes of activation which, 
almost without exception, lack systematic knowledge about possible improvements of the 
participants chances for self-provision (Salonen & Ulmestig 2004).    

However, the negative experiences about the employment effects were ignored and 
activation programmes in Denmark not only continued they also grew in numbers. Also the number 
of evaluations grew and they frequently demonstrated that the activated persons themselves 
expressed satisfaction with parttaking in the activation programmes. For example, they liked‘ 
working with other people’, ‘to get out of the isolation’ or they frequently said that they ‘liked the 

                                                           
5 A previous study of the ’Dutch miracle’ had hinted at growing poverty as a consequence of the increasing numbers of  
part-time jobs (Valkenberg & Coenen 2000). 
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working conditions’, and ‘to be estimated by others’ or ‘to do something useful’6. However, these 
‘side effects’ of activation, although often central staged in the media, did not have any significant 
effects on the official stated aim (employment) as formulated by the changing governments, the 
unions, few large employers7, the employers’ federations and the most powerful political parties - 
all included into the power block89.  

The overwhelmingly technical reform of the Act of Activation, in 1998, incorporated 
a formulation that for social assistance claimants who’s problems ‘were others than unemployment’ 
the aim of activation should not necessarily be labour market oriented. This new formulation 
successfully took the punch out of the critics and the more reluctant activation adherents. From then 
on, it became much more difficult to challenge the dominating powers’ real focus: employability. 
They could always point to the specific legislative formulation. What counted, however, was only 
the effects on employment, no matter what was officially said about other intentions with activation. 

In this light it was easy for the power block to ignore a rather striking result from a 
national survey of both activated, unemployed and employed persons (Hansen 2001; Møller & 
Hespanha 2002). The dominating activation ideology – in Denmark and in other European countries 
- had from the outset rested on the assumption that a person’s inclusion into the ordinary labour 
market more or less automatically would lead to the inclusion into many other areas of the society: 
consumption, networks, politics, culture, and other leisure-time activities, etc. (Van Berkel & 
Møller 2002). Instead the survey indicated that the most important ‘stepping stone’ for inclusion 
into other areas is income! So, the recommendation was strait forward: increase the benefits to the 
unemployed so they can enter other areas of society from where their entrance so far has been 
constrained by lack of money. Instead of listening to these findings, the new Danish conservative-
liberal government from 2001 continued the policy line laid out by of the former social democratic 
dominated government: reduce the standard of living for the long-term unemployed and other 
marginalised and excluded groups of the population1011.  

 The 1993- social-democratic activation reform was supported by the major bourgeois 
parties. That also goes for most of the many minor ajustments/depreciations which followed in the 
years up to the change in government in 2001. As mentioned, the present conservative-liberal 
government is more inclined to follow the traditional liberalistic philosophy of motivation: reduced 
benefits will increase the hunt for paid work. But again, and most important for the understanding 
of the rise and enlargement of activation policies, the social-democrats joined the recent major 
                                                           
6 The support af the activated persons themselves sometimes leads to denote the activation policy a hegemonic project. 
However, what Gramsci underlined  as characterising a hegemonic project was not only the support of the groups over 
which hegemony is to exercised  but  also that the leading groups should make sacrifices of an economic-corporate kind 
(Gramsci 1976). The latter precondition is clearly not prevailing.   
7 Contrary to, for example, Sweden, Danish industry is characterised by many small firms which, among other things, 
implicate that the few big firms have a rather large say in economic-political debates and discourses. 
8 The concept of power block is taken from Gramsci (1976) and expresses an aliance of classes, fractions of classes and 
of other (groups) possesing major power. They have a common social interest – in Denmark to improve their own living 
standard at the expence of the marginalised and excluded persons and for that purpose the policy of activation is a most 
adequate mean. Their common interest exceeds their seperate interests and therefore constitute the glue in the power 
block.  
9 The political parties included into this bock of power are the major bourgeois parties and the social democrats. Only 
the very small and least significant bourgeois parties and two socialist parties are outside. 
10 The reductions in living standard did, however, not include some of the most destituted groups (e.g. the homeless 
people, the most severe drug addicts and the narko prostitutes) for whom special concern was/is given by the new 
conservative-liberal government. This line of bourgeois social policy was in fact not something new but rather a 
continuation of the liberalists’ century long policy: reduce the social expenditures in general and focus both the policy 
and the money on ’the groups in real need’ (Møller 1981). 
11 All major reductions in entitlements, in durations and in the level of benefits were made as compromises among the 
political parties in the power block, cf. footnote 6, and ultimately supported by them, no matter who was in government. 
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negotiations and contributed to the consensus within the power block on the new activation reform 
2002-2004. Even the major trade unions supported the reductions in benefits and started arguing, 
along the lines with many decades of liberal policy (Møller 1981), that benefits should be lowered 
‘so it would be profitable to work’.  

The major elements in the activation reform from 2002-2004 are: 1) A ceiling on 
social benefits to two-adult families with children implies reductions up till 270 Euro a month. 2) 
Another ceiling for persons below 25 years living alone12. 3) A ‘start-benefit’ for refugees and 
immigrants 40 percent below ordinary social assistance13. 4) Reduced benefits for persons who have 
received social assistance more then half-a-year. 5) The obligation to be available for the labour 
market was again strengthened: more than 4 hours of daily transport can now be requested for 
taking up a job on the ordinary labour market. 

In Denmark it has, as mentioned, for quite some years been common knowledge, 
although seldom outspoken, that partaking in activation programmes rarely leads to permanent 
inclusion into the normal labour market. Neither do the lower social benefits seem to have the 
officially intended effects: Recent analyses show that those refugees and immigrants who 
experienced the reduced ‘start benefits’ were less likely – compared to both Danes and other 
immigrants on social assistance benefits - to be self-providing one and three years later (Social 
Årsrapport 2003). Social workers talked around x-mas 2003 about growing queues for x-mas 
parcels (Socialrådgiveren 24/2003). And some students of social law underlined that if the 
intentions with the reduced benefits really were as proclaimed (to increase employment), then the 
legislators would have excluded psychiatric patients, traumatised persons, cancer-seek, etc. from the 
law, i.e. persons for whom it is without meaning to increase the incentives to work (Thorbæk 2004). 
So, these students indicate that from the side of the legislators (and the rest of the power block) 
there are other motivations than the official ones but don’t point to which they could be.  

The recent tax-reductions gave a hint about where the motives could bee found. The 
new government introduced in 2002 the first more comprehensive although rather small tax-
reductions the Danes have experienced for more than half a century. But the reductions were 
relatively larger for the most well off groups. And in the second round of tax reductions from the 
spring 2004 the lowest income groups did not get anything at all. Together with ten years of 
reductions in the benefits, cuts in entitlements, shorter durations, and the recent tax reforms, the 
power block also have improved the access for real estate holders to obtain new cheap and partly 
depreciation free loans and to transform them into consumption. Together these acts of 
redistribution lead to a growing Danish inequality: The Ministry of Finance in 2003 calculated a 
rising Gini-coefficient from 92/93 until 2001. Also the income distribution after tax and social 
transfers (net disposal income) showed greater inequality in the year 2000 compared to 1990 (Social 
Årsrapport 2003)14. The growing inequalities are, for example, also reflected in the financing of the 
social expenditures. So, protected persons’ share of the expenditures to social protection has 
doubled from 1990 to 1998 with an equivalent decline in the governmental share (while the 
employers’ and others contributions have remained unchanged (Amerini 2000)). 

 
                                                           
12 Nordic youth are often living alone. Gallie and Paugam (2000) registered that of unemployed people aged 20 to 29, 
only 14 per cent were living with their parents in Denmark, whereas the proportion rose to 87 per cent in Italy.  
13 This legislation was introduced by the former social-democratic dominated government but its obvious descrimation 
against refugees made it an easy target for the anti-descrimination lobby, for example for UNHCR. The new 
conservative-liberal government therefore reformulated the law so it now concerns every person (also a few Danish 
citizens) who have not spent their last 7 years in Denmark. 
14 Also most other European countries have experienced a growing degree of income inequality from around the midst 
of 1980’ (OECD 2002).  Remarkable in this context is therefore ’only’ that this trend now also prevails in Denmark 
with an almost century long legacy for more equality than most other European countries. 
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THE IDEOLOGICAL WRAPPING 

 
How has it been possible for the power block to ‘sell’ an activation policy whose main essence is 
placing unemployed people into dead-end jobs and dead-end training and at the same lower their 
living standard and the living standard of other marginalised and excluded groups?  

The systematic reduction in unemployed persons’ and other marginalised persons’ 
living standard has been carefully wrapped into an ideology or discourse most of which is well 
known in nearly all West European countries. From the end of the 1990s much of the ideology was 
gathered in what Tony Blair and Anthony Giddens called ‘The Third Way’ (Blair 1998; Giddens 
1998 and 2000): duties must accompany rights; citizens’ own efforts must be advanced and instead 
of equality of outcome, there must be equal opportunities. At the same time as the Third Way gets 
even with governmental redistribution policy, top-down control and paternalism, it is according to 
Giddens (op.cit) the wisest course as political instruments in a society that, to a rising degree, is 
developing towards what has been called a risk society.  

In tandem with the growing inequality of income in the 1990s, the placing of 
responsibilities changed. There was a clear movement from a societal responsibility for the 
unemployed and other marginalised groups towards the responsibility of the marginalised persons 
themselves. Also this was a significant break with previous decades. Not so much for the liberals, 
the employers and the often dominating right wing of the conservative party who’s social policy 
during the last century had been much along these lines (Møller 1981, 1983, 1986). However, and 
in particular, it was a remarkable ideological turn for the liberal-socialist, the social-democrats and 
the dominating trade unions. Of course, these changes did not emerge from one day to another. A  
closer scrutiny of newspapers and parliamentary debates shows that the social-democrats in the first 
part of the 1990s mostly argued for activation policies and social cuts with reference to the tax-
payers’ point of views (Møller 1999). It should by means of activation programmes be made clearer 
to the tax-payers that the unemployed and other marginalised groups were not passive beneficiaries 
of social transfers but were obliged to do ‘something in exchange’. It was in those days where 
unemployment benefits from the social security system could be taken up for, in principle, endless 
periods and the income gab between unemployment benefits and low income groups were rather 
small. During the second part of 1990s, however, also the social-liberals, the social-democrats and 
the major trade unions adhered to the ideology of the rest of the power block which emphasised that 
‘it should be profitable to work’ and that the social clients ‘should take responsibility for their own 
life’.  

 
 
 
 
 
THE INDIVIDUAL APPROACH IN ACTIVATION 
 

 
In the second part of the 1990s many European countries experienced a rising 

business circle, increasing employment and a decline in unemployment. With the favourable 
developments in the labour market, the contours of a relatively large group of people who are very 
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difficult to include into the labour market, if at all, became visible. (For Denmark, see Social Årbog 
2003; for Holland, see van Oorschot & Abrahamson opp.cit; for Portugal, see Ferriera 2003). In 
Denmark, this group is very heterogeneous: youth having problems with the transition from school 
to work and often without adult contacts and bad conditions of childhood; a large group of badly 
educated single mothers; single elderly men often with bad health or problems of abuse, some 
homeless; and immigrants often victims of discrimination on the labour market. Being very 
different, however, they have one thing in common: they have social problems besides of the 
unemployment. 

The meagre employment results of the ordinary activation programmes plus a growing 
focus on and awareness of the difficulties of including this group into the ordinary labour market 
have not made European governments shelve the activation policy. In Denmark, it has rather been 
intensified. Combined with the above described activation reform from 2002-2004 with its severe 
reductions in the living standard for the marginalised groups, the two recent tax reforms and the 
growing consumption for the real estate holders, the concrete implementation of the activation 
ipolicy has got a new design: the individual or tailor made activation plan, often formulated as a 
contract between the client and the social assistant. 

Ostensibly, the client is empowered by given (more) voice and a greater say in 
forming her own project. In reality, the resemblance with a normal juridical system where contracts 
are made voluntary and between equal partners disguises the fact that there exists a relation of 
unequal power and that the client will not have the choice to say no if she wants to avoid sanctions. 
In the worst situations, the contract cheats not only the client but also the social worker to believe in 
a more balanced power relation. 

The contracts often implies obligations for the client to be active in some respects. 
The social worker, then, will have to control the activities of the client. That can be, for example, 
the intensity of search for a job, but it can also be a check on the use of drugs or of alcohol, it can be 
the application of contraception (if the contract says stop for reproduction), it can be eating together 
with one’ s children or just talking with them a certain amount of time a day, or caring for the 
children and all other types of thoughts and wishes of the client. The social worker’s control, then, 
will often be an intrusion into the client’s private sphere which can be delicate for both the client 
and the social worker. It is an open question whether these types of penetrations into the private life 
of the client are not one step too much.   

The intrusion, whatever intensive it will be, may, however, leave an amount of 
uncertainty as to the clients wholehearted efforts to fulfil the contract. Even then, if the social 
worker have to cross-examines the client, the discretionary element in the social worker’s ultimate 
decision will, however, tendencially be enhanced. Her decisions will be moved further away from 
democratic control.   

All in all, then, we and up in a situation where the growing power of the social worker 
is leading to increased power asymmetry and sometimes to extreme degrees of intimacy-control, 
while at the same time the inequality of power is more disguised and labelled under the heading of 
more influence to the client.  

 
 
 
 
Conclusions 
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Following Bourdieu’ s example in his studies of excluded and marginalised people in 

France (1993), our focus have been more on what is done and less on what is said. We have tried to 
descend, describe and analyse what the power block have been doing for itself and the people at the 
margin of the society. The effects have been that the gab between the around three fourth of the 
population on the one side and the around one fourth on the other has been widened. The 
discrimination against the one fourth has reached such an extent that it can be called a war. The 
governmentally chosen, but in principle independent, Danish ‘Power Commission’ declares that 
there has been ‘an increasing disciplining of the weakest groups in the Danish society’ 
(Magtudredningen 2003). And one could add, there are many indication that the power block, by  
means of the intensification of the activation policies and marginalised peoples’ reduced living 
standards, also have succeeded in disciplining the whole workforce (more people work harder and 
for longer hours, and not rarely without over-time compensation).  

We admit, that we have not proved that there is a power block in the present Danish 
society. But by going through more than ten years of labour market and social policy legislation, we 
think, however, that we have identified the contours of a power block. What in particular is both 
striking and convincing are the permanent willingness and capabilities of the actors, within the 
claimed power block, to make the many compromises, as long as their main objective: to improve 
their own living standard at the expense of the marginalised and excluded is not affected - no matter 
the political colour of the government.   
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