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1. Introduction

Compared to other countries in the European Union, Denmark has experienced several major
developmentson the labour market sincethe early 1990s. Between 1994 and 1998, the employed
population has increased by 7%. Simultaneoudly, the unemployment rate has decreased from
12.9% to 6.5%. These developments have been attributed to two major welfare date reforms
affecting the labour market. The first reform, the 1994 labour market reform targeted all those
collecting unemploymert benefits, whilethe second reform, thelaw on activationfrom 1996, was
aimed at those receiving social assistancebenefits. A common aim of the two reforms has been
to help the vulnerable groups and long-term unemployed to return to the labour market, to
minimizethe problems of unemployment and marginalisation, and to improve the functioning
of thelabour market. Thiswasto beaccomplished, by reducing the structural imbal ances between
the qualifications of the work force and the needs of industry, and by stimulating mobility
between different segments of the labour market. These goals were to be achieved by utilizing
pro-active measuresinstead of passive provisions, and by decentralising policy formation so that
programmedesign could fit with local labour market structure and the needs of those affected by
unemployment. Assuch, thesetwo welfarereformsmark ashift from centrali sed and standardised
passive programmes to local, individual and need-oriented pro-active measures.

In Denmark there has been some controversy asto how to interpret the reforms of 1994
and 1996. Some scholars have argued that the labour market reforms indicate a transition from
awelfare state to aworkfare state, while others have seen the reforms as programs enabling the
indivi dual to achi eve self-actud isation and persona autonomy.

Scholars arguingfor the “workfareperspedive” emphasizethat activation of the long-
term unemployed is a civic obligation for the unemployed individual (e.g. Moeller 1996). As
such, the new labour market reforms resemble the work houses under the rule of the poor laws
of the 19" century, and the new activation strategy is interpreted as amoral obligation to work
in order to receive the meansfor subsistence. Others arguing for the workfare strategy, however,
emphasize that the new policy measures are designed to improve the flexibility of the labour
market. Torfing (1996), for instance, draws heavily on Bob Jessop (1993) to argue that the new
labour market reforms represent a Schumpeterian workfare state inasmuch as the new policy
programs intervene on the supply-side in order to achieve labour market flexibility and
socioeconomicinnovation. Nonethel ess, common features to the various workfare perspectives
are that the labour market reformsare seen as social coercion, asthe individual is compelled to
adapt to “external” demands through re-socialization, i.e. being tought new moral standards, or
re-education, i.e. being taught new skills.

Social scientists arguing for the “enabling perspective” emphasize that unemployed
individuals become actively involved in their own activation (e.g. Ketcher 1996). As the
activation of theindividual must takeits point of departurein the needs and the wants articul ated
by the unempl oyed person, the labour market reforms support self-reflexion: asthe unemployed
individual is involved in defining and solving his or her own problems, the individual helps
reformulate anew daily life. As such, the new labour market reforms are an illustration of “life



political” decisionsin as much as what Anthony Giddens calls“life politics’ represents a move
away from standardisation and productivism. This occurs by allowing “individuals and groups
to make things happen, rather than have things happen to them” (Giddens 1994:15). Lifepolitics
is about new and second chances in all aspects of life. From the perspective of unemployment,
however, the politics of second chances “ consists of placing the unemployed in jobs’ (Giddens
1994:186), because wage labour at the micro level has a defining role in relaion to one s self-
identi ty, and because wage labour at the macro level isakey cultural valueinmodern societies

The purpose of this article is to discuss the origin, the content and effects of the new
labour market reforms. | will then pave the way for an evaluation of whether the new policy
measures may be perceived as predominantly a workfare strategy or an enabling, life political
strategy.

2. The historical framework

Since early 20" century Denmark has been marked by a two-tiered system dividing the
unemployed population into two distinct groups. The first group consists of those unemployed
persons who receive unemployment benefits. As it is not compulsory to be a member of an
unemployment insurance fund in Denmark, this first group consists of persons who have
voluntarily joined an unemployment insurance fund. These insurance funds are regulated and
subsidised by the statebut affiliated and administered by the trade unions. The functioning of the
unemployment insurance fundsis subject to national labour market | egidlation, with the Ministry
of Labour asthe central authority. The other group consist of people receiving public assistance
(social benefits). These benefits are administered by the municipalities, are subject to social
policy legislation, and the Ministry of Social Affairsisthe central authority. About 70% of the
unemployed population receive either unemployment benefits or public assistance, and the
proportion of those receiving assistance to those receiving unemployment benefitsis 1:1,5.

To be eligible for unemployment benefits, one must be amember of an unemployment
fund and have been inemployment for at |east 52 weekswithin thelast threeyears'. Theduration
of benefitsisfive years, where upon anew period of 26 weeks of unemployment enables one to
regain access to a new five-year benefit period. An unemployed worker receives 90% of his or
her previous wage, though up to a certain ceiling. In January 1998 this ceiling was 538 Danish
crowns (DKK) per day or 2.690 DKK per week?; i.e. about 140.000 DKK per year.

Eligiblefor public assistance are those who have been subjed to il ness, unemployment
or marital separation and are no longer are able to provide subsistence for themselves or the

! The employment requirement was raised from 26 to 52 weeks in 1995 (Law no. 15/95)

2 For those in part-time employment, itis possible to be part-time insured against unemployment. The
unemployment benefits for part-time insured have a ceiling of 1.795 DKK per week. Furthermore, there are no
work requirements for those who have finished an education of at least 18 months duration. Thisgroup of
unemployed, howev er, receives only 82% of the ordinary benefits, i.e. 2.205 DDK per week.



family®. Recipients receivedifferent amountsin public assi stance according to variouscategories.
Adult child-care givers receive 9.100 DKK per month, while non-providers above 24 years
receive 6.825 DKK , non-providers below 25 and living alone, receive 4.394 DKK per month,
whilethoseliving with their parentsreceive 2.144 DKK pe month (law no. 455/1997). A single
parent/care-giver receives about 110.000 DDK per year*.

These welfare provisions are rather generous, as an averageworker in Denmark earns
about 230.000 DDK per year; i.e. those receiving unemployment benefits are compensated at the
rate of 61% of the average earnings, while those receiving public assistance are compensated at
arate of 48%. It should be recalled, however, that alarge proportion of the unemployed are low
skilled and minimum wage workers, and for these categories of workersthe level of compensa
tion is much higher. As for low paid workers, the financia gains from having employment are
rather meagre. It has been estimated that about 20% of the unempl oyed would gainless than 500
DKK per month by working (Smith 1998:179ff).

Higoricaly, the generous unemployment benefits have contributed to labour market
flexibility sincelabour hasnot feared or resisted dismissals. Employershiring and firing practices
have been subordinated to the requirements of economic efficiency and the need for economic
restructuring. The generous benefits may account for the fact that Denmark can hardly besaid to
havedevel oped or implemented empl oyment protection schemes, and that empl oyment protection
schemes have not been a priority withinthe Danish labour movement. Liberal hiring andfiring
practices has contributed to a high degree of movements between employment and unemploy-
ment. In 1994-95, for instance, of the total labour force of 2.9 million, about 775.000 persons
were affected by unemployment. Most, however, only suffered short-term unemployment, since
more than 50% of the 775.000 persons went unemployed for less than 15-16 weeks
(Finansministeriet 1995:291). The high degree of movement in and out of employment, of course,
hashad animpact on the composition of the unempl oyed popul ation. Of those unempl oyed, about
12% are in search of their first job, while the remaining 88% have suffered loss of their
employment.

Recipients of unemployment benefits and social assistance must be available for the
labour market and must register asjob seekersat the Public Employment Service. For employers,
however, it is voluntary asto whether they want to make use of the employment service or not.
Nonethel ess, the most important task of the Public Employment Serviceisto establish acontact
between job-seeker s and employers. Besides this core acti vity, the Public Employment Service
hasfunctioned asthe administrative body for the formation and devel opment of the active labour
market policies since the late 1950s (Joergensen 1985/86). The aim of the active labour market

3 |n order to be entitled to public assistance, of course, the individual must not be entitled to other
types of welfare programs.

“ This amount may be supplemented if the person has extraordinarily high housing expenses.
Furthermore, it is important to note that an unemployed person may receive cash assistance even though his/her
spouse/co-habitant isin employment. In such cases, the local government will make deductionsin the public
assistance so that the total household income does not exceed 15.925 DKK; i.e. 9.100 DKK for the costodial
parent + 6.825 DKK for the non-custodial adult.



policiesinthe 1950sand 1960swasto combat “ bottlenecks” and structural imbalancesgenerating
inflation problems. This was primarily done by means of supply-side interventions such as
mobility grants, training and education measures intended to stimulate geographic and
occupational mobility. Supply-side intervention in order to improve economic performance has
thus had a long tradition in Denmark. However, it was not until the 1970s, that job creation
became an integrated part of theactive labour maket policies.

Intheearly 1970s, Danish unemployment beganto riseand from the middle of the 1970s
attemptswere made tocombat the new problems of unemployment and marginalisation. Thenew
schemes, however, weretargeted exclusively towardsthe beneficiariesof unemploymentbenefits,
and politics intended to reduce the supply of labour, improve the living conditions of the
unemployed, and expand employment opportunities by means of wage subsidisation to privae
and publi cfirms. In 1978, an early retirement scheme allowed those members of an unemploym-
ent insurance fund aged 60-66 to withdraw from thelabour market prior to theordinary retirement
ageof 67 years. Thisschemestill operates. To beeligiblefor early retirement one must have been
amember of an unemployment fund for at least 20 years; the benefits paid are 2.690 DKK per
week (equivalent to unemployment benefits) thefirst 2%2years, and 2.205 DKK per week for the
rest of the period. In the mid 1970s the duration of unemployment benefits was prolonged from
180 daysto 2¥2 years in order to prevent members of the unemployment insurance funds from
becoming welfare recipients (public assigance). And in 1978 a “job-offer” scheme was
introduced according to which long-termed unemployed were offered a subsidized job after 2
yearsof unemployment. The salaryinthe“job offer” arrangements was equivalent to wageslaid
downinthecollective agreements, and the*job offer” hadaduration of 7-9 months. Participation
ina“job offer” wasthus an offer of at least 26 weeks of employment, which in turnenabled the
unemployed person to re-establish eligibility tounemployment benefits. Assuch, the®job offer”
scheme provided the opportunity to endlessly “commute” between unemployment benefits and
subsidised employment.

The*job-offer” schemewas subject to minor changesin the1980s. In 1985 the scheme
was supplemented with the possibility to receive self-employment and educational dlowances,
and by the end of the 1980s the number of “job-offers’ which could be offered to the same
individual was reduced to two. Nonethel ess, the main ideabehind the activation in the 1970sand
1980swasprimarilyto prevent members of the unemployment insurancefundsfromloosing their
rightsto unemployment benefits. The experience of the 1970s and 1980s may thus be labelled
“passive” activation, inasmuch as it was the “passive’ policies, i.e. the rules laid down in the
unemployment insurance scheme and the number of people at risk of loosing their entitlements
to unemployment benefits, which tended to determine the scope and institutional configurations
of the“active’ |abour market policy.

Itisnot until the labour market reform in 1994 that we may genuinely speak of “active”
activation of the vulnerable groups among the members of the unemployment insurance funds
In 1994, the maximum duration of unemployment benefitswas fixed at seven yearsand in 1995



reduced to five years’. Thetotal period of five yearsissubdivided into two minor periods. The
first period, i.e. the benefit period, has a duration of two years, while the second period, i.e. the
active period, has aduration of threeyears. In thefirst period, the unemployed person isentitled
to activation for aperiod of one year. In the second period, the unemployed person has boththe
right and the obligation to be activated during the entire period. Activation usually entals a
combination of short-term instruction, education and job training aiming at improving the
capabilities and life chances of thelong-term unemployed person. These activation activitiesdo
not qualify to help the individud regain the rights to unemployment benefits.

The 1994 labour market reform had a forerunner in the field of social legislation.
Already in 1990 anew youth policy wasintroduced for recipientsof public assistance. Under this
new scheme, youth (18-19 years) receiving social assistance had an obligation to participate in
either education or job training after three months of unemployment. The age limit was
subsequent extended to 24 yearsin 1993, and beginning in 1997 all red pientsof public assistance
below 30 years are obligied to accept activation after having received public assistance for a
period of 13weeks. Theactivation period is 18 monthsfor personswithout any formal education,
and six months for those with a formal education®. People over 30 years also have aright to
activation after 12 months unemployment. Nevertheless, the activation of thosereceiving soda
assistance is clearly targeted towards younger people in order to avoid previous mistakes.
Experiencefromthe 1970sand1980sclearly shows, that young peopl ereceiving social assistance
have a high risk of ending up in a marginalised position at later stagesin their life. From this
perspective, the activation of beneficiariesof public assistance may beinterpreted as asuccess
inasmuch as Denmark has witnessed a dramatic drop in youth unemployment since 1993 (e.g.
Brogaard & Weise 1997:19ff).

3. The activation system

Thecrucial features of the new labour market reforms are that rule-governed activation has been
replaced by decentralisationin poli cy formation and by need orientation in policy implementation
so as to ensure the smooth functioning of the labour market. As has been shown, however,
Denmark is marked by a two-tiered benefit system, and this two-tiered system is also a
constitutive structure in the activation system. Therefore, in the following description of the
activation system, we must distinguish between |abour market policies and social policies.

3.1. Labour market policies

® People over 60 of age are only entitled to unemployment benefits for aperiod of 2% years; i.e.
unemployed personsabove 60 are more or lessforced to early retirement after 2% yearsof unemployment. On
the other hand, there are no limits as to the duration of unemployment benefitsfor peoplebetween 50-60 years of

age

®|f theactivation doesnot lead to permanent employment, the person has a right to a new period of
activation after 3 months of unemployment.



Since the early 1970s the governing principles of the labour market policies have been
regionalisation and decentralisation (Jensen 1997). The aim has been to achieve a higher degree
of responsiveness vis-a-vis local and individual problems, as it has been assumed that a
decentralisation of competence and responsibility will generate a more complementary
relationship between polices and structural problems of unemployment. It was not until 1994,
however, that a regionalisation of responsibility and competence in relation to the activation of
the unemployed was fully implemented. This was done with the creation of 14 regional |abour
market councils, onefor each of Denmarks 14 counties’. Theregional labour market councilsare
structured according to corporatist principles. Thelabour market organisations, i.e. the organised
interestsof employeesand employers, occupy 2/3 of the seats, and the regional/local authorities,
I.e. the county and municipalities, the remaining seats. One reason for establishing these
corporatist arrangements has been, that it was expected that employees and employers hed first
hand insights into the functioning of the labour market, such that they could read adequately to
the practical problems of unemployment. Moreover, the choice of corporatist arrangements was
also due to the fact that organised interest groups, the enterprises and the local authorities are
crucial for the implementation of activation measures. For instance, it isimpossible to give an
unemployed individual an offer of job training if private firms or local governments refuse to
participate in theactivation effort.

Thelabour market reform of 1994 created anew administrative machinery. TheMinistry
of Labour continued to have overall responsibility for labour marke policy. At the national level,
however, a National Labour Market Coundl was established. Like the regional councils, the
National Labour Market Council hasacorporatist structure. It functios as an advisory body to the
Minister of Labour, and formulatesgeneral goal sand out-put requirementsof theregional Labour
Market Councils. In conformingto these centrally formulated goa's, each regional Labour Market
Council establishes priorities and plans their activities in accordance with local needs and
demands. As such, the regional Labour Market Council sets two types of priorities. First, they
define those groupsin the local area considered to be particularly vulnerable to therisk of long-
term unemployment; suchgroupsareto beactivated at anearly stagein theunemployment career.
Second, they orchestrate the policy instruments available for the unemployed in the local area;
i.e. the regional Labour Market Council defines the most appropriate local/regional means of
hel ping the unemployed badk into employment.

Theregional Labour Market Councils command along range of policy instruments of
whichthemost important istheindividual “activity plan” elaborated for each unemployed person
individually. An activity plan out-linesthegoal of activation and the means by which thegoal is
expected to be reached. The plan is drafted and signed as acontract between the unemployed
individual and the Public Employment Service. The formulation of an activity plan must depart
from the needs and wants of the individual. Clarification of individuds skills and goalsisa
precondition for the formulation of an activity plan. Y et the plan must be realistic andtherefore

" The 14 counties differ in size, ranging from 45,000 and 619,000 inhabitants (1995), with an average
county population of 326,000 inhabitants..



adaptableto the needs of the local labour market. Formulation of an activity planisbased ona
dialogue between the social worker and the unemployed person, and in this dialogue the social
worker functions as an expert regarding the means by which the unemployed individual can
achieve hisor her goals. Assuch, the unemployed person participates actively in solving his/her
individual problemsvis-a-visthelabour market; i.e. an activity plan supports self-activation and
is tailored to individual needs and wants.

The policy instruments commanded by the regonal Labour Market Councils include:

* job placement services, information and guidance;

* subsidised employment (job training) at public or private employers;
Job training consists of atemporary job with awage subsidy of DKK 47.46 per hour for
privateemployersand DKK 86 per hourfor public employers; thejob training must lead
to a net expansion of the work force. For the activated person, wages and working
conditions must bein accordance with the collective agreements. However, wages may
not excede DKK 86.31 per hour; i.e. DKK 3,193.47 per week

* individual job training with public or private employersfor unemployed personsunableto carry

out an ordinary job

Thetermsarevery similar to “ordinary” subsidised employment. However, wages may
be lower and the subsidy to the employer may be higher

* “special jobs’ inthe public sector within areas such as environmental protection, culture,

energy, public transportation, health, child care, dder care, etc.
These jobs are designed to improve servicesin the public sector. Wage conditions are
the same as subsidised employment. Ninety per cent of the wage costs are financed by
the state. The jobs are long-term jobs (3 years), and in 1997 it was dedded to establish
anational quota of 12,400 “special jobs”’.

* participation inthe ordinary vocational/training system or participation in specially organised

vocational activities,

Employed aswell asunemployed areentitled to participatein thepublicly organised job
(re)training system. V ocational trai ningistargeted tothe needs of thelabour market, and
participants are entitled to unemployment benefits. There are about 190 vocational
training centres in Denmark, i.e. about 13-14 in each county, offering about 2,300
different vocational educations. The number of participants and the content of the
vocational training are determined locally. Two-thirds of thepositionsin the vocational
training system arereserved for peoplecurrentlyin employmert. Thevocational system
has been built up sincethe early 1960s as an integrated part of the active labour market
policy.

* acombination of the instruments mentioned above;

Other instruments targeted towards employed as well as unemployed:



* educational leave;
All members of an unemployment insurance fund over age 25 may take educational
leave of their own choice. An individual who takes educational leave, which last from
1-52 weeks, is entitled to unemployment benefits

* parental leave;
Parents may take a parental leave of between 13-52 weeks any time until their childis
eight years. Parents receivean allowance equivalent to 60% of unemployment benefits

Instruments exclusively for employed persons:

* sabbatical leave;
Employed members of an unemployment insurance fund over age 25 are entitled to
sabbatical leave of between 13-25 weeks. A condition for obtaning sabbaticd leaveis
that the person going on leave is replaced by an unemployed person during hisher
period of absence. Sabbatical leave is compensated by 60% of unemployment benefits.
This scheme will terminate in 1999.

ThePublic Employment Serviceistheadministrativebody of the political instruments mentioned
above. The Public Employment Service is thelocal body of the Ministry of Labour, and also
functionsastheadministrative unit of theregional Labour Market Councils. Thereare 14 regonal
Public Employment Services, which serve as the administrative centre for the locd Public
Employment Service units.

Asthe new labour market reform introduced need-oriented activation, we have seen a
move away from rule-governed labour market policies. This has put a pressure on the internal
structure of the Public Employment Service to adapt to the new circumstances; i.e. changng the
organisation from a Weberian to amore professional organisation (e.g. Mintzberg 1979). Such
changesrequirean internal re-education among the street level bureaucrats, as standardisation of
outputsin a professional organisation is conditioned by standardisation of skills. However, such
internal measures of re-education have still not been fully accomplished (Haahr & Winter 1996)
which may pave the way for “creaming” and arbitrariness in the treatment of the unemployed.

3.2. Social policies

The municipalities administer the socia assistance system, and the municipalities have an
obligation to activate all beneficiaries of cash assistance payments’. This obligation also applies
to recipients of sodal assistance who have social problems other than unemployment. In such
cases, however, the activation must mirror the capabilitiesof the social client, the activation must
be complemented by other forms of trestment, and the aim of adivation isprimarily to improve

8n 1995 Denmark had 275 municipditieswith populationsranging from 2,400 to 473,000. On
average, each municipality had a population of 19,000 inhabitants.



the genera life conditions of the client. In general, 50% of the expenses of the municipal
activation come from the state, the remaining 50% being financed by the municipalities using
local taxes.

Asin the case of labour market policies, those receiving social assistance havearight
to have elaborated an activity plan. The activity plan must reflect the capabilities, needs and
wishes of the socia client. The goals of the activation must be outlined and the client offered the
possibility to choose among various means and options. If employment or education is not a
realistic goal, the aim of the activity plan must be to stabilise and improve the genera life
situation of theindividua (law no. 455/1997 § 9).

The political instruments at the disposal of the municipalities are very similar to the
instruments used in the labour market reform. The instruments are:

* placement services’, information and guidance;
Short information and guidance courses help the client improve his’her chances of
employment and education. Thereisapossibility for the client to try out the type of job
sought by the client

* subsidised employment (job training) at public or private employers;

* individual job training at public or private employers for unemployed persons unableto carry

out an ordinary job;

* gpecially programmed educational activities;

* gpecially programmed practical coursesin order to mature the dispositions of theindividual for

work or education;

* voluntary activities considered to be of societal importance;

* adult education dasses in accordance with the wishes of the individud;

* parental leave

In general, social welfare clients receive an alowanceduring the period of activation. However,
if the client is activated under “individual job training” arrangements, the municipality can
supplement the cash assistance withDK K 10 for each hour worked. “ Subsidi sed employment (job
training) at public or private employers’ and “parental leave’ are governed by the same rules
which apply to activated persons under the labour market reform.

4. The orchestration and effects of the new political instruments
It isadifficult task to calculate the precise number of people undergoing activation. However,

on the basis of Ministry of Labour (Arbejdsministeriets 7. kontor) statistics we can optan a
general impression of the size and composition of theactivation effort.

®In 1990 the placement ervices in Denmark was liberalised. As a result municipalitieswere allowed
to establish their own placement services.



Table 1: The population undergoing activation, August 1998"

Job training 12,482
Individual job training 265
Special jobsin the public sector 6,561
Participants in education/(re)training 22,745
Educational leave 16,292
Parental leave 17,990
Sabbatical leave 418

Only 2,7% of the labour force are enrolled in the new labour market and social policy measures.
It is noteworthy, however, that the “passive’ leave schemes are utilised by 45.2% of the
population and, as such, are the predominant labour market instruments. The philosophy behind
theleave schemesis, however, that the employers areexpected to hire asubstitute for the person
on leave. As such, the leave schemes are supposed to have an effect on the overall demand for
labour. Among thegenuinely activated, 54.1% areenrolled in educational programs, while45.9%
are enrolled in various kinds of job training. Of the total population genuinely activated, about
26% were unemployed in thar “first period”, while 74% were unemployed in their “second
period”.

1% The number of activated persons per municipality is not fully illuminated. However, the beneficiari-
es of social assistance activated by means of “subsidised employment (job training) at public or private
employers” and those social welfare clients taking “parental leave” are included in the figures.



4.1 The effects

Since the early 1970s Denmark has spent great sums on measures to comba unemployment,
marginalisation and socia exclusion. In 1996, for instance, Denmark used 6.62% of its GNP on
labour market policies. Quch a scale of labour market policies has been functioning as an
institutional mechanism, counteracting the processes of marginalisation and social exclusion.
Levels of socid inequaity and poverty in Denmark are much lower relative to the levels of
unemployment than in most other West European countries. For instance, in 1988, the proportion
of households living below the poverty line was considerably lower in Denmark than inthe rest
of the European Union member countries (e.g. Andersen 1997).

Itisremarkable, however, that thelabour market reformsfrom1994 and 1996 havebeen
accompanied by a decrease in public expenditures for labour market policies:

Table 1. Public expenditures for labour market programs as a percentage of
GNP

1993 1994 1995 1996

Total costs 7.47 7.16 6.75 6.62
Costs for active measures 1.97 2.01 2.14 2.26
Costs for passive measures 549 515 461 4.36

Source: OECD (1997)

Considering the decrease in expenditures devoted to labour market measures, Denmark
has experienced a dramatic decrease in unemployment since 1993. That is, other things being
equal, despite a decrease in expenditures, more resources have actua ly been available for the
singleindividual. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the labour market reforms have not led to
more dramatic changes in the expenditure structure. Denmark is still heavily dependent on
passive labour market measures. Nevertheless, we may suppose that the ative measures since
1994 have been better prepared, better organi sed and more goal -directed since Denmark s overall
decrease in unemployment 1994 has been accompanied by 61% decrease in long-term
unemployment, and adecreasein youth unemployment on about 67%. \We may presumethat the
labour market reforms have been rather effective from the perspective of social cohesion.

In order to evaluate the effects of the labour market measuresin termsof the degree of
social coercion, however, the following questions shall be considered: Do the activated persons
fedl that they had any kind of influenceon their own activation? How have they experienced the
process; i.e. as a meaningless activity or as an opportunity for enrichment? How have the
activated persons experienced the effects of the activation; i.e. did activation provide new
prospectsand life chances? In answeringthese questions | shall draw on two recently published
evaluations of the activation measures authored by Langager (1997) and Weise & Brogaard



(1997).

Thosewho areactivated have had asignificant influence ontheir own activation. Among
those receiving unemployment benefits who were adivated during the first period, two-thirds
believe that they have had a decisive influence on their activity plan, compared to 56% in the
second period. Ingeneral, however, 85% of thosereceiving unemployment benefitswere satisfied
with their activity plans. Among those who wereon public assistance and who received activity
plans, only 16% of them felt that the social worker or other persons in the municipality had
determined the content of the activity plan. These positive assessments indicate acertain degree
of autonomy inthe activated individuals' choice of activity, just as the positive assessment can
perhapsto some degree be attributed to the D anish social workers having ahigh standard, being
professionally well-qualified, being loyal towards professional ideals and able to enter into a
dialogue with the affected clients (e.g., Ministry of Social Affairs, 1997).

Asconcernstheir peception of theactivation processnearly 90% of the activated persons
viewed their activation experience ashaving been either “ highly” or “to somedegree” interesting.
Inother words, one must concludethat thevast majority of those indivi dualsrecel ving unempl oy-
ment benefits or public assistance have perceived job activation as a positive experience.

Thosebeing activated al so have apositive valuation of their perceived ability to master
their own situation and their possibilities to becomeintegrated onto the labour market, athough
minor differences appear in the perceptions of those receiving unemployment benefits versus
those on public assistance. Among those receiving unemployment, 80% viewed themselves as
having acquired new qualifications, 50% perceived themselves having been rerained in their
gualifications, just as a great portion of those activated perceived themselves as having gained
self-confidence. With reference to future employment possibilities, therewere clear differences
In assessment among those activated in thefirst period versusthosein the second period. Among
those activated in the first period, two-thirds pereceived an improvement in their employment
opportunities, while significantly fewer had the same experience after activation in the second
period. With referenceto those receiving public assi stance, 51% saw themsel ves having obtained
new qualifications, 48% thought they had improved their job possibilities, and 54% perceived
themselves as having gained greater self-confidence.

In general, it can thus be concluded that participants have had a significant positive
benefit from participating in the activation program, that the unemployed have improved their
occupational and educational possibilities, and that the unemployed have perceived benefits
leading toward an improvement in their situation on the labour market.



5. Conclusion

A central intention of decentralising thelabour market measureshas been toimprovetheproblem
solving abilities of thewelfare state. A decentralised system thusallows labour market measures
to adapt to thelocal and individual problem structure in amore comprehensive fashion. Assuch,
the labour market reform from 1994 together with the reform of activation onthemunicipal level
of 1996 have been entailed by a significant drop in the rate of unemployment.

In adecentralised system, different groups receive a treatment adapted to their specific
characteristics. As such, the new labour market reforms contain a range of different measures
each tailored to different groups on the labour market. These groups include:

* unemployed youth, for whom efforts focus on bringing them into jobs or into education as
rapidly as possible;

* the core groups on the labour market, i.e. the permanently employed and/or the short-term
unemployed. These groups are made targeted by supply-side oriented and active labour market
policy, which hasitsroots back in the 1950s. Thus, the supply-side oriented policy measures are
certainly not a new phenomenon. Hence, when workfare, assupply-side oriented strateges, is
promoted as a new societal development, one must ask, “new in relationto what?’ In addition,
from a workfare perspective it is worth noting that the leave schemes are directed especially
toward the core groups on the labour market, the expectation being that new jobs will open up
whenever employees take educational, parental or sabbatical |eave.

* the groups which have somewhat |ooser tiesto the labour market without being marginalised;
i.e., they have periods of unemployment without being “long-term unemployed.” The efforts
towards these groups are directed at bringing them into education/job training or employment,
and the conditions of work and salary follow therules of the collective bargaining agreemerts.

* themarginalised, i.e., thelong-term unempl oyed and groupswith major social problems. Efforts
are also made to bring these groups into training or jobs. But improving the individual’ s social
conditions and self-esteem isin itself considered as asuccess.

* the elderly on the labour market, i.e., those over 50 years of age. This group is subject to
“passive’ labour market measures. The elderly, if they become unemployed after age 50, may
receive unemployment benefits without interruptions until they become 60 yearsof age, when
they will proceed to early retirement.

In general, the new labour market reforms aim at combining socia ethical and sodal utilitarian
principles by simultaneously offering the unemployed new life chances and by trying to solvethe
structural problems on the labour market. Insofar as such efforts improve the efficiency in the
functioning of the labour market, they also improve overall economic performance.



Even though Denmark ischaracterised by atwo-tiered benefit system there are no clear
distinctions between “ deserving” and*“ undeserving” unemployed. Furthermore, itisnoteworthy,
that no unemployed person is activated in the abstract, i.e. in principle there is no meaningess
activation. Activation hasto be goal oriented. Furthermore, the conditions for activation follow
the conditions on the labour market generally. An exception isthevery small segment of persons
(265) activated inindividual job training arrangements. However, this minor exception mirrors
the difficulties of activating the most weak and vulnerable groups among the unempl oyed.

In sum, it seems well founded to interpret the new labour mark et reforms as a strategy
which enablesindividualsto gain control over their own livesrather than astrategy of workfare.
Those subjected to activation generally perceiveit asapositive experience which improvesthar
self-confidence and increases their potential on the labour market.

Asthecentral focal point inthestrategy of enablingindividudstogaincontrol over their
own lives, theindividual activity plan marks ashift from standardisation to need-orientation and
positive choice in Danish labour market policies. Standardisation entails descriptive and
normative criteria as to how we should live our lives. Standardised welfare programs, however,
may not bein accordancewith the dispositions of theindividual, and may even exacerbate rather
than counteract the processes of marginalisaion. Thisisbecause standardised programmes have
atendency to maintain individuas in a social position from which it is difficult to escape. In
contrast, the individual activity plan of the new labour market reforms contains prescriptive
criteriafor what “ could be” and freedom for the individual to partidpatein anew life project on
his own terms. Social integration is achieved by means of individud reflexivity and autonomy
of action.

An activity plan is based on citizenship, and its realisation is preconditioned on the
welfare state acting as a central institution in society, providing economic and informational
resources. An action plan, thus, functions as a sophisticated intermediary mechanism between
collectivity and individuality.
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