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Introduction

Stephan Köppe, Andrea Parma and Bożena Sojka

When we issued the call for papers for Social Policy Review 37, several key national elections were already on the horizon, so we specifically welcomed contributions reflecting on them. Then, by sheer coincidence, the UK general election was called earlier than expected and fell in the same week as the Social Policy Association Conference 2025. After the conference dinner on Thursday evening, everyone was awaiting the first exit poll and the social policy implications were hotly debated in the student union pub of the University of Strathclyde. Since then, multiple journalistic commentaries had been written and we are pleased to feature one of the first systematic scholarly analyses in this volume (Chapter 1 and Chapter 2). Furthermore, a planned submission that was intended to evaluate ongoing social policy reform proposals turned out to assess an outgoing government, due to another early election being called in Germany (Blank, Chapter 3). This year’s Social Policy Review stays at the pulse of social policy, covering recent elections, policy reforms and broader social trends.

The second part of this edition covers a wide array of policy fields and countries to underscore our commitment to comparative social policy. ‘Comparative’ social policy here is used broadly, encompassing case studies that enhance our understanding of comparative social policy. Some chapters compare social profiles within a single country, examining how groups interact or evolve, while others explore different socio-economic contexts within the same country. There are also chapters that engage in cross-national comparisons, analysing similar policy fields across multiple countries to identify similarities, differences or emerging cross-country trends. Finally, some chapters examine changes over time, comparing different historical periods to highlight shifts or continuities in attitudes and social policy.

Finally, the geographical scope of the studies has expanded. Last year, fewer than half of chapters covered case studies outside the UK and we have increase this share to two-thirds this year. We see this as an indication for a growing reach of the Social Policy Association beyond the UK and the Social Policy Review in particular. These contrasting case studies are vital to foster academic debates outside of national silos and to understand policy differences and innovations across national and cultural boundaries. While Social Policy Review 37 still has a bias towards high-income countries within the European Union and the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, we received very interesting abstract submissions focusing on countries in the global south and emerging middle-income economies. Although this volume features only one chapter on a middle-income economy and welfare state (that is, China, Chapter 5), going forward we hope that this trend continues and future volumes will maintain this stronger comparative profile and feature more global social policy studies.

Before we delve into this issue of the Social Policy Review, we want to acknowledge the support and help we received from Ruggero Cefalo, who was part of the Social Policy Review editorial team from 2022 to 2024. Last year he was instrumental in managing the transition to the new editorial team, especially as the rotating editorship was interrupted between Social Policy Review 35 and Social Policy Review 36. His collaborative spirit helped navigating the complexities of editing a long established book series, keeping tight deadlines and ensuring the high quality standards of the Social Policy Review were met. We can already announce that for Social Policy Review 38 the rotating editorship has been re-established with Bożena Sojka and Andrea Parma leading the series into 2026 with a new editor joining them in summer 2025.

The first part of Social Policy Review 37 concerns elections and party positions in relation to social policy. To begin with, Lee Gregory and Gerardo Javier Arriaga-Garcia examine three general UK elections, including the latest, and the party manifesto audits of Academics Stand Against Poverty UK. The chapter critically reflects on the audit methodology and provides a timely overview on poverty alleviation pledges of the main UK political parties.

Uisce Jordan, Ruth Patrick, Maddy Power, Katie Pybus and Emily Mann draw on data from Changing Realities, a long-term research project with low-income parents to explore their perceptions of political discourse during the 2024 UK general election campaign. Findings show a lack of both hope and trust in the government, regardless of their political affiliations. The chapter concludes by advocating for collaborative policy making with those affected by poverty, emphasising the need to rebuild trust and enhance political engagement to strengthen democracy.

In Chapter 3, Florian Blank traces the ideological positions and social policy reforms of the German social democrats. With a focus on pension and labour market reforms since the 2000s, Blank shows how the social democrats were instrumental for the erosion of the social insurance pillar within the German welfare state and a move towards more means-testing schemes. This paradigmatic policy change is shown both at the policy and the outcome level. Blank argues that the social democrats remained the pivotal social policy actors in the 2010s as part of coalition governments and were able to mitigate some of the harshest means-testing. While stabilising the social insurance pillar, the social democrats have not reversed the move towards means-testing within the German welfare system.

In Part II we collate social policy case studies from the UK, Europe (Austria, Lithuania, Germany, Denmark, Sweden), Canada and China. These span across a number of key social policy themes, such as gender justice and gender roles, sustainability, welfare user satisfaction, labour market activation provider co-operations as well as welfare schemes and services from the cradle to the grave (childcare, labour market policies, housing, long-term care, healthcare).

The first two chapters of this section explore gender roles and justice in two different contexts. In Chapter 4, Carmen Walenta-Bergmann focuses on the persisting effect of parenthood gender roles in the distribution of childcare work within Austrian families, despite policy reforms that introduced the possibility of a more equitable distribution of parental leave. On the one hand, gender attitudes as well as family policies have evolved – at least partly – to embrace more shared roles during the last decades, while, on the other hand, the analysis of parental leave take-up and periods spent on unpaid care work shows that these attitudinal changes are not reflected in actual behaviours.

Following on, Yunyan Li provides an in-depth qualitative study on gender justice discourses in China in Chapter 5. She traces the multi-level governance of gender justice and gender equality in modern China, which draws on socialist and Confucian values. The analysis shows that the state-led discourse focuses on gender equality and concentrates on metrics in the public sphere such as public sector employment and state representatives. However, this is in stark contrast to the continued gender injustices in the private sphere, which includes private business employment and the family. This chapter contributes to a more nuanced understanding of gender discourse and adds a novel perspective in contrast to previous studies of post-socialist Eastern European countries and religion in shaping welfare discourses.

In Chapter 6, Antonios Roumpakis, Aniela Wenham and Katherine A. Smith propose a theoretical framework that examines how families offer emotional support to young people during key life transitions. However, these transitions are shaped by place-based inequalities, linking a family’s ability to offer emotional support to its socio-economic context. Interviews with young people aged 16 to 25 from York and Scarborough highlight this complex relationship.

Jolanta Aidukaitė, Kristina Senkuvienė and Rūta Ubarevičienė draw on a rich mixed-methods study of housing need and housing preferences in Lithuania in Chapter 7. Within the context of a high rate of homeownership, stakeholder interviews reveal that a dysfunctional rental market evolved, plagued by insufficient rent controls and tenancies without contract to avoid taxes. Hence, policy makers and stakeholders focus their attention on the private rental market and housing affordability for these vulnerable tenancies. Yet, this is at odds with attitudes of residents, who express a strong preference for homeownership and a concern of affordability of buying a home, instead of affordability in the rental market. Furthermore, overall there is a high housing satisfaction that is directly related to the homeownership rate. Overall, the study highlights the value of mixed-methods research by revealing differences between the two datasets and contrasting policy preferences of housing experts and the general public.

In Chapter 8, Sebastian Brandl, Thorsten Braun, Edda Luth and Michaela Schulze focus on employment services for long-term unemployed and specifically on the role of street-level bureaucrats in implementing effective services. The chapter examines changes in organisational and communication processes to strengthen connections between street-level bureaucrats working with jobseekers and employers. The analysis draws on case studies from Denmark, Germany and Austria.

Carl-Johan Sommar and Johan Nordensvärd examine in Chapter 9 the value conflicts in contemporary sustainability framing within the Swedish healthcare system. Through an in-depth analysis of policy documents the chapter highlights the normative tensions between environmental, social and economic sustainability. Through the lens of local policy making in the Östergotland region, the findings highlight the framing of sustainability in healthcare organisations over time. The authors argue that it is necessary to recognise the interconnectedness of social and environmental factors and to create clear incentives for sustainable healthcare practices.

In Chapter 10, Poland Lai examines the complaints system in long-term care homes, focusing on the case of Ontario, Canada. The effectiveness of complaints in drawing regulatory attention to deficiencies in care depends in part on users’ willingness and capability to complain. Through a pilot survey, the chapter investigates how long-term care residents and their family members and friends respond to incidents of potential non-compliance in a home. The results indicate that respondents generally had a solid understanding of complaint mechanisms and did not view enforcement processes as unfair. However, a subtle tension emerged between advocating for individual residents within an under-resourced system and a sense of futility, particularly among potential complainants who lack personal resources or support.

In conclusion, Social Policy Review 37 provides a timely and comprehensive examination of contemporary social policy, with a particular focus on recent elections. The volume reflects our commitment to staying at the forefront of social policy developments and fostering comparative research across various national contexts. The diverse case studies presented in this issue highlight the complexities and challenges of social policy in both high-income and emerging economies. We hope that future editions continue to expand the geographical scope and deepen the global comparative profile of the series.




PART I Elections, parties and social policy





1 Lacking ambition: insights from three poverty audits of UK election manifestos (2015, 2017 and 2024)

Lee Gregory and Gerardo Javier Arriaga-Garcia


Introduction

Election campaigns are often filled with a range of narratives, claims and analysis. Debates during elections usually blend policy proposals with broader political debate, which can make it difficult for voters to clearly understand policy options and their implications. In response, Academics Stand Against Poverty UK (ASAPUK) developed a manifesto audit to provide voters with clear, evidence-based information on how political parties address poverty. The audit has been conducted in three of the last four UK general elections and seeks to offer a focused, transparent analysis of party manifestos. This chapter outlines the aims and methodology of the audit, detailing how it was constructed and carried out, and reflects on the insights over the last three reports. By analysing the findings from these audits, we consider their potential impact on political discourse and highlight shifts in the priority given to poverty alleviation in party manifestos over time. We also reflect on the social media analytics of the audits as a measure of their impact to consider the implications of social media as a tool for activity. Ultimately, we conclude with four key lessons from our analysis. First, the priority given to anti-poverty policies within manifestos has remained at a low level. Second, there is a general lack of ambition to tackle poverty. Third, the role of social media to promote the audit findings has diminished over the various elections reported here. Fourth, the audit remains an important activity but one that needs to reflect on how it has an impact on informing the electorate.


The Academics Stand Against Poverty UK manifesto audit

The UK has a long history of public sector audits that extends to medieval times (Maltby, 2008). In developing the manifesto audit, ASAPUK offers a distinctive approach that seeks to assess the commitments to poverty reduction set out in manifestos as a potential source of information for voters. This contrasts with public sector audits where government officials are held to account. ASAPUK’s manifesto audit instead offers voters a tool to evaluate political parties on their pledges and policies related to poverty.

Of course, there is a broader debate to be made about manifestos per se. On the one hand, they are prescriptions of what a political party promises to do should it be elected, while, on the other, the influence of manifestos potentially wanes when government ministers collide with the workings of the civil service (Kavanagh, 1981). Yet, manifestos remain important vehicles through which political parties can communicate to the electorate. Their arguments, priorities and vision can be articulated to not only garner support but also differentiate themselves from their opposition (Dolezal et al, 2016), potentially between devolved versions of the same party (Bennie and Clark, 2020). As such, they are an ideal document for auditing as they play an important role in outlining the anti-poverty potential of a potential government to the electorate.

Yet, in adopting an audit approach, ASAPUK sought to develop an evidence-based, politically neutral and comprehensive framework for the audit. To achieve this in preparation for the 2015 general election, a workshop was convened, bringing together academics and charity sector campaigners to develop a shared theory of poverty and a methodology. This task was crucial, as ASAPUK recognised that political parties reflect different value systems, shaping society’s views on the roles of the state and market. These values influence their understanding of issues like poverty and the solutions they propose. Consequently, ASAPUK sought to develop an evidence-based approach to understanding and defining poverty through which the audit methodology could be developed and applied.

To develop a political neutral framework for conducting the audit, workshops were held to discuss contemporary theory and research regarding poverty to guide the analysis facilitated by the audit. The outcome of the workshop activity was to integrate the philosophical idea of Eudaimonia, or human flourishing, as articulated by Aristotle as the guiding analytical framework. This concept emphasises the ability of individuals to live fulfilling lives, focusing not just on material well-being but on the broader conditions necessary for human happiness and fulfillment. Eudaimonia aligns with ASAPUK’s understanding of poverty as more than just a lack of resources. It includes the opportunity for individuals to pursue the ‘good life’, a life marked by enjoyment, civic engagement and intellectual development. As Gregory (2018: 10) explained: ‘For Aristotle this was based upon three aspects of happiness: 1) pleasure/enjoyment; 2) a life as a free and responsible citizen (although who Aristotle attached this label to is something we would not recognise today); and 3) a life as a thinker/philosopher.’ Utilising the term Eudaimonia draws attention to the notion of flourishing and how this may be defined, pursued and supported by policy interventions. At a broad level this approach draws attention to debates around the ‘good life’, which has been a debate within wider social policy discussions of need (see Dean, 2010). The concept also resonates with the Positive Psychology movement, which shifted the focus from resolving individual psychological issues to fostering societal well-being (Seligman, 2011). A similar focus can also be found in the work of economists such as Boltvinik (2005) in their poverty theorising and research and contemporary political philosophies which give attention to the role of the state in bringing about societal flourishing (Evans, 2012).

The ASAPUK workshop critiqued classical neoliberal discourse which promotes an ethically neutral government and a free-market economy as the means for citizens to flourish (Ferguson, 1990; Sandel, 2012). ASAPUK believes that this framing of flourishing overlooks the role of values such as social justice and environmental sustainability to promote societal flourishing. This recognises that needs are not just individual but also exist at a broader, societal level (Titmuss, 1971). From this, Boltvinik’s (2005) work outlining a flourishing life model became a key part of the analytical approach integrated into the audit methodology (see appendices 2 and 3 listed in ASAPUK, 2024a). Boltvinik mirrors Sen’s emphasis on people’s freedom to pursue the activities they value, recognising that choices are shaped by opportunities and constraints (Sen, 1999; Alkire and Deneulin, 2009: 27). However, Boltvinik highlights the importance of both societal and personal values in fostering individual and collective well-being. Societal values, in particular, shape public discourse and can influence, or even control, people’s perceptions and behaviours (Foucault, 1977; Sandel, 2009). Personal values also shape institutions through the choices of individuals working in and engaging with these institutions (see, for example, Shrestha, 1995).

Justifying the use of Boltvinik’s flourishing life approach the ASAPUK workshop agreed to three key points:


	1.The flourishing life approach views poverty as a dynamic process, directly linked to flourishing, that is, poverty and flourishing are two sides of the same coin.

	2.This approach explicitly considers universal human needs, which are dynamic and change throughout a person’s life (Max-Neef et al, 1989); it recognises different types of resources (material, psychological, social) available to people, which are important components in fulfilling needs.

	3.The approach is highly cognisant of the institutional environment, enabling factors and barriers, and the role of people’s agency in the process of flourishing. It recognises the complex interplay of these factors, which may lead to flourishing or poverty along different dimensions.


Subsequently, the audit framework adopts the concept of a flourishing life, a means through which individuals can pursue (varied) outcomes of their preference across their lives. This framework identifies key elements in the process of flourishing, which apply at societal level. These elements are therefore critical areas for policy intervention, as they enable people to flourish in their own individual ways. Workshop participants illustrated this by combining individual and societal aspects as outlined in Figure 1.1.


Figure 1.1:Conceptual elements of a flourishing life

[image: Figure 1 visualises the key elements of a flourishing life, highlighting the interconnected factors that shape an individual's well-being, including physical health, social participation and access to resources. The diagram emphasises the importance of resources (such as a balanced diet or self-esteem), opportunities (like cycling routes or community centres), enablers (such as public interest in sports or democratic values), barriers (like fast food advertising or discrimination) and the natural environment (including clean air and outdoor spaces). These elements collectively support an individual's ability to lead a fulfilling and thriving life, whether through improved health, social connections or the availability of supportive societal structures.]

Source: Recreated from appendix 1 in ASAPUK (2024a)

A country that is flourishing, economically, socially and environmentally, is one where its citizens and residents are able to lead meaningful lives, as they define it, and have the resources to meet their needs consistently over time. In effect their lives are free from poverty. The manifesto audit’s objective was to assess the extent to which party manifestos provide the confidence that policies will enable British society to flourish within environmental limits, both now and in the future. This chapter sets out the principles underpinning the audit, scope and process. Consequently, a number of parameters for a flourishing life were established to inform the methodology of the audit, outlined in Table 1.1.

Table 1.1: Parameters for a flourishing life


	Parameters for a flourishing life

	Definition

	Examples in relation to a particular need



	Example one: need for good physical health

	Example two: need for participation in social life




	Resources

	External inputs that help individuals develop the capacities that allow them to pursue activities to fulfil their needs. They can be psychological,a monetaryb and non-monetaryc

	Balanced diet, healthcare, time for sleep and exercise, knowledge of healthy lifestyle, budget for healthy foods and sport activities

	Self-esteem, relationships, internet, knowledge, ability to express one’s opinion, time to participate



	Opportunities

	Available spaces (physical and virtual) in which activities can take place that allow the achievement of desired outcomes. These spaces are created at societal level

	Cycling route to work, local farmer’s market, affordable gym membership, reasonable work hours and holidays

	MP surgery, local pub, community centre, online discussion forum, cooperatives, neighbourhoods, religious centres



	Enablers

	Social, cultural, political or environmental factors that allow resources to be mobilised towards desired outcomes

	Passion for sports spreading with 2012 Olympics

	Functioning democracy, tradition of volunteering, open access to information



	Barriers

	Social, cultural, political or environmental factors that hinder resources from being mobilised towards desired outcomes

	Aggressive advertisement and spread of fast food chains

	Discrimination against particular social groups, inequality, censorship



	Natural environment

	The natural landscape and planetary processes and systems, which enable the equitable and sustainable use of resources between populations and across generationsd

	Balanced climate and weather conditions for agricultural yields, outdoors spaces for exercise, clean air

	Places of scenic beauty to visit and/or to pursue an active lifestyle




	Notes: a They include optimism, autonomy and self-esteem and can be mapped to two core domains of personal well-being.

b This includes income, assets and free goods and services (for example, healthcare, a car, school books).

c This includes time, skills, knowledge, relationships and physical and mental health.

d These include air quality, biodiversity (loss), chemical pollution, climate change, (global) fresh water, land-use change, nitrogen cycle, ocean health, ozone depletion and phosphorous cycle.

Source: ASAPUK (2024b)




Audit methodology

Manifestos are published late in the electoral process resulting in time pressures for completing the audit activity. To support the work, ASAPUK developed a methodology that ensures an equitable and systematic analysis of manifestos, with attention to broader conceptual frameworks. It was designed to allow for a rapid review of proposed policies but to use a rigorous audit structure developed over several months.

A practical audit methodology was created to guide auditors and ensure consistency across the first and subsequent audits. The primary objective was to evaluate whether the policies outlined in party manifestos facilitate flourishing through policies that would reduce poverty.

The audit consists of three sections. Section A provides a space in which auditors outline the evaluative baseline for the policy area they are reviewing, using their expert knowledge of current research and debate. This section is completed prior to the release of manifestos, incorporates the flourishing life narrative, clarifying for anonymous reviewers the baseline and provides a connection with the wider audit framework. Three questions guide auditors in the development of this section:


	1.What would be a good social outcome(s) in your topic area in the UK context?

	2.What are the relevant parameters influencing the good social outcome(s)?

	3.What are the major challenges the next government will face when trying to achieve the outcome(s) described?


Section B evaluates the manifestos against this baseline and single multiple-choice questions are used to assist auditors. These questions address equity, transparency and sustainability, with several criteria assessed under each heading, using a 1–5 Likert scale: 1 represents the lowest score and 5 the highest. Figure 1.2 provides an illustration of one of the ratings for reference. Topics covered include equity, UK regions, transparency (referring to the evidence base/clarity around costings) within manifestos and environmental sustainability. At the end of this review an overall final rating is requested, where auditors provide an overall rating indicating how confident they are that the manifesto policies will enable flourishing within planetary boundaries, both now and in the future. These scores contribute to the final comparisons across manifestos, resulting in a scorecard for each election.


Figure 1.2:Extract of Likert Scale ratings

[image: The extract displays the analytical grid for Equity. It lists the following question: 1. To what extent do the manifestos discuss good social outcomes that recognise and respond to legitimate needs and preferences of the following social groups: a) Different age groups Examples of age groups may include children, people of working age including young adults, people of pension age. 1. Ignored 2. Privileges a single age group (which one?) 3. Privileges a single age group, but acknowledges implications for other age groups 4. Acknowledges the implications for multiple age groups, but overlooks inter-generational implications 5. Acknowledges the implications for multiple groups including inter-generational implications. This is followed by a blank table with all six major parties listed and two rows: 1a) score, Any comment?]

Source: ASAPUK (2024b: 9)

The final section builds on the analysis from Section B, providing a written review of the manifestos. This section focuses on comparing manifestos, allowing auditors to articulate their findings and forming the core written content of the final report.

Within this work, efforts to ensure the rigour of the audit were designed around principles of independence, transparency and materiality (a term linked to financial audits). Independence was ensured in two ways. First, by engaging academics who are experts in their fields and requiring peer reviewers to assess the neutrality and objectivity of the analysis. Second, reviews were shared with an independent, anonymous academic reviewer to consider analysis, offer comment on the quality of the review and suggest revisions. Like academic journal processes, reviewers could choose to accept the review without changes, request revisions with minor or major changes, or reject it altogether.

Transparency was achieved through the design of the audit framework, the public disclosure of the audit guidelines and the aforementioned peer review. The publication of the report also contains the key insights for public consumption and scrutiny. Finally, materiality in this audit refers to issues which will be of significance to the users of this report, that is, voters. This was addressed by:


	1.Identifying policy areas that link to societal and individual flourishing.

	2.Requiring authors to comment on the equity and sustainability implications of policies in their respective topic area.


For a more detailed account of the audit see ASAPUK (2024b), as the presentation of the framework documentation does not easily translate into chapter content – hence the outline here provides an overview of the core aspects of the audit design.

It is important to note, however, that the timing of elections and the late release of manifestos does limit the depth of analysis possible. The three sections of the audit document, as already outlined, are designed to allow some time in advance of the election to develop the baseline by authors for their topic. This provides the foundation against which to conduct the audit and ensure the audit aligns with contemporary academic research and insight.

The key challenge in the process is the tight timeline for completing the review. As already noted, manifestos are typically released late in the election cycle, leaving limited time for auditing, reviewing and publication. As a result, each audit has covered slightly different topics and included varying manifestos, influenced by two main factors: the expertise of academic volunteers available for auditing, and the deadlines of the publication process, which determine the cut-off for manifesto inclusion. This creates a limitation to the audit as it does not consistently review the same policy areas. Additionally, there is variation in the number of areas covered. Such limitations, however, are a result of practical limitations rather than of the audit per se. Consequently, the three audits do facilitate some comparability across elections, but this must be taken with some caution, as the audits also reflect what was practically possible during each election period. To illustrate this, Tables 1.2 and 1.3 provide an overview of the political parties included and the policy areas reviewed in each audit.

In 2024 one attempt to address the limitation was to launch a blog series with Policy Press to facilitate more analysis in the lead up to the election. However, the election was called earlier than most people expected so the blog series was only active for a few months, thus limiting the coverage of topics and parties it sought to achieve.

Table 1.2: Political party inclusion


	
	Conservative and Unionist Party

	Green Party

	Labour Party

	Liberal Democrat Party

	Plaid Cymru

	Reform

	United Kingdom Independence Party




	2015

	X

	X

	X

	X

	

	

	X



	2017

	X

	

	X

	X

	

	

	



	2024

	X

	X

	X

	X

	X

	X

	



This variation in coverage is perhaps the second limitation in the level of analysis across audits. While the three main UK parties have been consistently reviewed, other parties have been reviewed sporadically. The Green Party and Plaid Cymru have been included twice, the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) was included in 2015 but later replaced by a focus on Reform. The Scottish National Party has not been included in any review as their manifesto has not been released within the timescale of audit publication. Additionally, several parties, notably those specific to Northern Ireland, were excluded due to practical challenges in completing the review within a limited timeframe.

Table 1.3: Policy topics audited


	
	2015

	2017

	2024




	Brexit*

	

	X

	



	Crime and justice

	X

	X

	X



	Disability

	X

	X

	X



	Education

	X

	X

	X



	Employment

	X

	X

	



	Fiscal policy

	X

	X

	X



	Health

	X

	X

	X



	Housing

	X

	X

	X



	Immigration

	X

	X

	



	Levelling up**

	

	

	X



	Migration and security

	X

	

	



	Money and banking

	X

	

	



	Social care**

	

	

	X



	Social security

	X

	X

	X



	Sustainability and environment

	X

	X

	X



	International aid/development

	X

	X

	



	Beyond aid

	X

	
	



	Notes: * Topic added in 2017; ** Topics added in 2024.



As illustrated by Table 1.2 there has been some variation in topics covered. Primarily this results in two factors:


	1.Changes between elections: Brexit, for example, would not have been a feature for the 2015 election but following the 2016 Brexit referendum does become a pertinent issue.

	2.Availability of volunteer auditors to complete the reviews in the short time available between manifesto publication and publication deadlines.


As such significant efforts were made to secure auditors for the range of topics, but practicalities often have an impact on what is possible, more so in 2024 when the rumoured autumn election was called over the summer.


Audit insights from 2015 to 2024

In this section, we provide a brief chronological analysis of the three audits before offering a comparative commentary and identifying some key trends that we can identify in the prevalence of poverty alleviation in electoral debates since 2015. This section draws from the three published audits by ASAPUK (ASAPUK, 2015, 2017, 2024c). To assist with the analysis, Table 1.4 presents the overall scorecard from all three audits. Scores are determined by taking each final score from the reviewed policy areas to generate an average score. The earlier workshops determined that a score lower than 3 (out of 5) indicates a low level of confidence that policies will adequately address poverty and support individual and societal flourishing within planetary limits.

Table 1.4: Combined overall scorecards for the audits


	
	Conservative and Unionist Party

	Green Party

	Labour Party

	Liberal Democrat Party

	Plaid Cymru

	Reform

	United Kingdom Independence Party




	2015

	1.7

	3.9

	2.6

	3.2

	–

	–

	1.4



	2017

	1.5

	–

	3.6

	3.2

	–

	–

	–



	2024

	1.3

	3.4

	2.1

	2.9

	2.4

	0.9

	–




Key insights from 2015

The 2015 audit found that poverty was largely overlooked as a policy area in the general election campaign. Table 1.3 presents the scorecard from the audit, showing that both the Conservative and Labour parties received scores below 3, indicating a lack of a robust strategy for addressing poverty and promoting flourishing. In contrast, the Green Party performed particularly well, thanks to their innovative policy proposals aimed at tackling long-standing public policy challenges, which contributed to their strong overall ranking (ASAPUK, 2015: 9, emphasis in original):


The Greens scored consistently the highest, and didn’t receive less than a ‘3’ in any area. Although, there are questions around how far they would be able to meet these commitments in practice (when it comes to resourcing and implementation) on commitments alone this is where they come out. A common theme that came out was that – unlike other parties – their policies were more far-sighted, addressed the structural causes of problems (like Housing) and looked systematically at the impact on different parts of UK society.


The Conservative Party and UKIP performed consistently poorly in the audit, with very little difference between the Conservative and Labour parties. The audit (ASAPUK, 2015: 9, emphasis in original) summary demonstrates that while there was pretty low confidence across both parties they were vying for last place:


The Conservatives and UKIP both performed fairly badly. The highest score was a ‘3’ (medium confidence) on disability for UKIP, and on Money and Banking for the Conservatives. UKIP scored higher than the Conservatives on Disability and Housing. The Conservatives scored higher than UKIP on Health, Fiscal Policy, and Money and Banking.


Specifically, Labour significantly outperforms the Conservatives on disability, housing and education, but on health, crime and justice, money and banking, and sustainability and environment they rank the same. In relation to social security, fiscal policy or employment no party performed particularly well. The Liberal Democrats outperformed both Labour and the Conservatives, primarily due to their policies on disability and health, despite receiving their lowest scores in fiscal policy and employment. Thus, it was only certain policy areas that generated higher overall ratings, rather than a broader, consistent, anti-poverty approach. An advantage of the audit is that it facilitates a policy level as well as overall manifesto level comparison.

Ultimately a few cross-cutting themes were identified in the 2015 audit report (ASAPUK, 2015: 8):


	Most parties do poorly in terms of addressing equality or the position of young people.

	There is a general tendency to come down hard on welfare recipients, with a shift towards means-testing and victim-blaming across the board. This can be seen particularly in the context of Immigration and Housing.

	The worst performing areas, where all parties do badly in addressing the needs of the British public, are Social Security, Fiscal policy and Employment (all parties scores are in the range of ‘1’ to ‘3’).

	There are no areas where all parties stand out as doing particularly well.


Of note with this review is the lower performance of the Labour Party, coming through the middle of the overall scores. This was a surprise for ASAPUK as then party leader, Ed Miliband, had in the lead up to the election pursued several important policy ideas which gave attention to anti-poverty interventions as well as a renewed interest in addressing issues of inequality. Policy ideas, such as redistribution, were being floated as ways to ‘fix the economy’ and improve pay for workers (BBC, 2012), while his first speech as leader of the Labour Party implicitly pointed to influential text The Spirit Level (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010) as a central part of his mission – tackling inequality was a key part in how he sought to ‘move on’ from New Labour (Eaton, 2014). He has even noted that he bought copies of the book for everyone in his office but perhaps tellingly added that its analysis should have played more of a role in the manifesto put to the country (Miliband, 2021). The audit analysis would certainly suggest that this was an example of a radical ambition curtailed for the election.


Key insights from 2017

The 2017 audit showed a notable improvement in Labour’s score, while the Conservatives maintained a similar score, remaining at the lower end, while the Liberal Democrats retained their score but were no longer the highest-scoring party. Labour achieved the highest or joint-highest scores across all policy domains except for environment and sustainability, where the Liberal Democrats outperformed them. In contrast, the Conservative Party did not score above 2 in any policy area.

Drawing from the reviews that inform the audit, policies which seek to move away from the status quo, to address, in more fundamental ways, persisting poverty tend to score more highly. For example, in relation to social security the higher score given to the Labour Party was linked to a proposed wider reform of social security which sought to change the sanctions regime, change the assessment regime and challenge the demonisation of claimants. Contrast this with the housing policy review where Labour and Liberal Democrats scored highest (3 and 2 respectively), likely tied to their promise to abolish the ‘bedroom tax’ (a reduction in Housing Benefit linked to the presence of a spare bedroom in rented council or housing association property). But at the broader policy level there was little suggested that inspired confidence in a significant change in policy to address housing challenges by the end of the next parliament. Overall, the audited parties remained in the middle of the scoring spectrum.

In this audit, Brexit was introduced as a new topic for analysis. Unfortunately, the overall view of the manifestos was that none of the three parties had given much consideration to the impact of Brexit (especially civil service time diverted towards Brexit implementation and the impact this will have on other policy areas) alongside limited details on how they proposed to approach Brexit – a significant omission considering the salience of the issue (and the subsequent complexities of ‘achieving’ Brexit and its ongoing fallout [Tetlow and Stojanovic, 2018; Whiteley et al, 2023]).

Although, looking back analytically at Brexit, its close occurrence with the COVID-19 pandemic does make disentangling the impact tricky, there are deep-seated consequences for societal flourishing. Analysis by the TUC (2020) suggests fundamental changes to the economic structures of the UK across different sectors and regions. The economic effects of Brexit resulted in the UK economy becoming 2.5 per cent smaller compared to expectations had the UK remained in the European Union (Savage and McKie, 2018), and more recent forecasts suggest that exports and imports will be around 15 per cent lower in the long run, compared to the UK remaining in the European Union (OBR, 2024). Brexit fundamentally shapes the economic context in which governments can work towards tackling poverty and promotion of flourishing. The limited consideration given to the topic in manifestos perhaps hindered the anti-poverty ambition of the 2017 election despite the improved performance of the Labour Party (the other two parties audited remained static).

It is possible to suggest that the shift in Labour’s score results from a change in leadership. Despite the previous Labour leader having a focus on issues of inequality, as noted earlier, a sentiment perhaps shared with the 2017 party leader, Jeremy Corbyn, for whom it is said poverty and inequality are seen to be at the core of problems in British society (BBC, 2015; Syal and Taylor, 2015; Bolton, 2020). The language used by Corbyn at the time pointed to the political choices that underpinned austerity policies (a term used to refer to cuts and reforms to public services in the wake of the 2008 financial crash) and the consequential poverty. This more overt recognition of political choice may have played out in the design of the manifesto. Analysis suggests that early critiques of the Miliband leadership as offering ‘austerity-lite’ and a stronger anti-austerity message resulted in a perceived ‘properly socialist manifesto’ (Bolton and Pitts, 2018: 32). Combined with the anti-austerity populism at the time the manifesto was ‘immune’ to media critiques that policies would ‘bankrupt Britain’, contributing to unexpected electoral performance – 28 per cent of Labour voters referenced the manifesto/policies as reasons for voting Labour (Chiengkul, 2020). Although not audited, the 2019 Labour manifesto also had an entire section dedicated to tackling poverty and inequality (Labour Party, 2019); perhaps further evidence of the prominence of the topic within the leadership at the time.


Key insights from 2024

The 2024 audit revealed a shift in how poverty was addressed in party manifestos. While the Conservative score remained low, both Labour and the Liberal Democrats saw a reduction in overall score, Labour more significantly, dropping below their 2015 score. The Green Party scored marginally lower than in 2015, and for the first time, Plaid Cymru and Reform were included, with Reform receiving the lowest score. The audit illustrated that while several parties were seeking to address poverty through their manifestos, there remained a lack of ambition on this front. No party scored significantly highly, suggesting that proposed interventions are unlikely to sufficiently tackle the main challenges faced by people living in the UK.

While the Conservative score reflects a continuation in their performance across audits at the lower end of the scale, for Labour, the 2024 score showed mixed results across policy domains. They scored well in disability, sustainability and environment, and were on par with other parties in relation to education and crime and justice. However, their lowest scores were in social security and fiscal policy. This contrasted with the Conservatives who scored either 1 or 2 across all policy areas reviewed except for levelling up, where they scored 3.

Illustrating how policy shifts between elections can impact on audit score, we can review differences between social security policy in Labour’s 2017 and 2024 manifestos. Within the 2017 manifesto the Labour Party promised to increase Employment and Support Allowance support for the work related group, repeal cuts in the work allowances in Universal Credit, increase Carers’ Allowance to be equal to Job Seekers’ Allowance, a change to sanctions, a review of assessment regimes, and challenge the demonisation of social security claimants. In 2024 the auditors note a general lack of consideration of social security within Labour’s manifesto. There are no commitments to increase benefit rates or reverse reductions that have been introduced over the last 14 years. There are broad commitments to review Universal Credit, but no specifics. Labour’s strong social security proposals in the 2017 audit (a score of 4) were not reflected in 2024 (a score of 1). This indicates a significant drop in confidence between these two manifestos, in how effective their policies would be in promoting flourishing.

The noticeable change in Labour Party scores between 2017 and 2024 potentially reflects the party’s strategy leading up to the election to bolster their reputation for economic management. This approach aimed to mitigate potential damage to their poll lead that might arise from promising a bolder, possibly more costly, set of anti-poverty policies in their manifesto. This was evident in Labour’s reluctance to abolish the two-child limit (a cap on Child Benefit allowing claims for the first two children in a family but no more), which they framed as a ‘hard decision’ necessary for ensuring economic stability.


An overarching reflection of the audit insights

The foregoing has drawn out insights from the three manifesto audits and sought to present these with a brief contextual elaboration of potential explanations of the scores. Building on this, the following discussion seeks to reflect on what the audits may be telling us about anti-poverty policy ambitions among UK political parties. This is not an exact science. Rather it is an effort to highlight some emerging themes/issues which would be worthy of future research.

As already noted, a score of 3 out of 5 was considered the lowest level of confidence that policies suggested in manifesto will successfully pursue societal flourishing and tackle poverty. This was developed through the establishment of a narrative and methodology designed to facilitate the audit activity. Across all audits few political parties reach the lower end of this confidence threshold, and no party has ever scored a 4 out of 5 rating. While this may be considered a potential limitation of the audit methodology, there are a few issues which perhaps suggest this is not the case:


	1.Higher scores have been attained on individual policy areas but these average out at the middle of the range, suggesting that the anti-poverty potential, and the promotion of flourishing, is not consistent across policy domains.

	2.The audits has involved large numbers of academics both in the development of the framework and its implementation. It is reviewed each time to ensure it reflects research developments and relies on independent peer review to assess the analysis.

	3.Each policy area requires that the auditor outline a state of the art commentary, reflecting on how flourishing relates to their policy area to guide their analysis. This is also assessed in the peer review process.


Rather, a potential reason for the lower scores across the political parties may reflect the current position of politics. The collapse of the Keynesian consensus (King, 1987) has long been noted in Social Policy as a key turning point in which neoliberal economics not only started to reshape public services and welfare provision at a national level, but also reconfigured global governance and economic systems (Clarke, 2004, 2012). Recognising this is not a monolithic imposition, wider analysis has suggested a subtle realignment of national politics with global, neoliberal economic ideology, creating bespoke forms of neoliberal praxis within national contexts (Larner, 2000; Hall, 2005). This triggers a range of welfare reforms which challenge the role of the state in addressing social problems.

Such developments have resulted in a reconfiguration of welfare politics towards greater responsibilisation (Peeters, 2013; Liebenberg et al, 2015). Be it through privatisation (Drakeford, 2000), changing notions of citizens as consumers (Clarke et al, 2007) or grand policy initiatives such as the Big Society (Lister, 2015), there has been a process of transferring responsibility from the state to individuals and communities, which has become accepted as a new ‘common sense’ understanding of public service delivery. Ideas for policy therefore coalesce around a smaller range of ideas, leaving little space for alternatives. This has been illustrated in analysis of welfare scandal, where a broad consensus around a policy approach results in limited scope of pointing to injustice as a tragedy or injustice to be challenged by an alternative policy solution (Drakeford and Butler, 2007: 229). Arguably, a similar occurrence underpins the limited anti-poverty aspirations found within the party manifestos. Consequently, a general lack of ambition within politics to tackle poverty and the resulting low audit scores may be linked to a narrow range of policies which limit the scope of more radical reforms.

First, there is potentially a narrow policy scope resulting from the development of neoliberal thinking across mainstream political parties. A range of reforms to anti-poverty policies over several decades have resulted in behavioural and individual explanations of poverty starting to dominate policy debate. Perpetuating a culture of poverty narrative, such views grew out of the underclass thesis presented by Murray (1996) and continue to be reiterated through policy narratives which focus on personal flaws or ‘bad life decisions’ (O’Hara, 2020). Subsequently, policy reforms in relation to social security have been recalibrated around behavioural conditionality (Dwyer, 2019) while work for some has become increasingly insecure and precarious (Shildrick et al, 2012). Giving way to a supply-side policy focus (childcare, good education, training, and so on) which fails to address deeper, structural causes of poverty.

Such framings of poverty also filter into public perceptions. Reinforced by discourses of poor people as ‘scroungers’ and the media representation through ‘poverty porn’ television shows (Shildrick, 2018a, 2018b). Analysis of attitudes during the COVID-19 pandemic suggest that there was little shift in public support for working-age unemployment benefits. Rather, a form of COVID-19 exceptionalism, whereby attitudes remain orientated towards ‘conventional claimants’ rather than new COVID-19 claimants (De Vries et al, 2023). The suggestion here is that this alignment of a political parties around a neoliberal hybrid and the influence this has on public attitudes causes a realignment of what has been referred to as the ‘Overton window’. The range of policies which are perceived to be politically acceptable to the mainstream population have been drawn around a small range of policies, leaving little scope for more radical proposals that can better promote flourishing as outlined in the audit methodology. The Overton window is something which needs greater consideration within Social Policy – and the suggestion here is the need for research which offers more depth to the issues outlined earlier, which can only be suggested here.

A second reason for the lower audit scores across political parties may reflect the evolution of policy approaches to tackle the causes of poverty potentially causing path dependency (as suggested by Maino and De Tommaso [2022] in the Italian context). Such path dependency makes it difficult for policy makers to shift policy into more radical directions. Combined with the discursive space in which policies are debated, scope to engage in more radical debates may be limited. A simple search of news articles around leadership of Ed Miliband (Red Ed) and Jeremy Corybn illustrates how floating policies which do not align with the neoliberal status quo can result in criticism from the media. Particularly in relation to Corbyn, Cammaerts et al (2016) present the British press as moving from a ‘watchdog’ to an ‘attack dog’. Arguably, efforts to present policies outside of the neoliberal mainstream/Overton window, even to a small extent, can create a hostile media coverage that hinders the chance of electoral success.


Conclusion

This chapter has sought to provide a review of three manifesto audits carried out by ASAPUK in 2015, 2017 and 2024. Utilising a rigorously developed account of flourishing and associated methodology the audits have adopted a systematic, peer-reviewed approach to inform their final scoring.

Broadly there are four lessons we think can be drawn from the discussion in this chapter. Two relate to the analysis of the audits, and two relate to the purpose of activity of the audit.

The first lesson illustrates the shifting consideration given to poverty over time. While some parties have been consistent in relation to their anti-poverty agendas (for example, the Liberal Democrats), others, particularly the Labour Party, have seen some fluctuation in their consideration of policy designed to tackle poverty. This fluctuation, as outlined earlier, was a shift away from a more ambitious set of policies to tackle poverty and potentially challenge some of the dominant ways of thinking about poverty alleviation. The recent reduction in score for the Labour Party suggests a diminished ambition, or at least a more cautious approach which will not challenge the accepted neoliberal praxis.

The second lesson relates to the shifting anti-poverty ambition of the political parties. Scores consistently illustrate a very low to moderate level of ambition to tackle poverty within audited manifestos since 2015. Over one hundred years ago the seminal poverty studies by Booth and Rowntree highlighted the plight of the poor and the need to respond. As Thane (2024: 273) argues in an overview of the welfare state: ‘Poverty then led to the beginnings of a welfare state. Poverty now owes a lot to the decline of the welfare state. The situation is so serious that the time has come for a comprehensive vision of how to improve social and economic conditions.’ This decline of the welfare state results from a reframing of welfare debates to align with neoliberal-informed, behavioural and cultural explanations of poverty. The lack of ambition in the manifestos reflects this alignment and an unwillingness to challenge the current status quo.

There have been a number of calls for a new Beveridge moment in the UK. An opportunity to revitalise the welfare provision, align interventions for the 21st century and to fix the systemic problems with welfare provision (Henis and Chung, 2021). But as Tully and Gregory (2024) suggest, these low scores are hopefully the last gasp of a failing socio-economic order. It is not just a new Beveridge moment that is needed, but a larger socio-economic reorientation away from neoliberalism, which captures the anti-poverty momentum Thane (2024) outlines in the first part of the 20th century. The manifesto audit demonstrates the withering anti-poverty agenda and indicates potential challenges to such change. But there is a need for a coherent effort to draw together the breadth of social policy research which challenges and offers alternatives to the current status quo, if we truly wish to end poverty and promote flourishing.
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2 Lost trust, lost hope: what low-income parents say about politics in the 2024 UK election – a call for participatory research

Uisce Jordan, Ruth Patrick, Maddy Power, Katie Pybus, Emily Mann and Changing Realities participants


Introduction

In May 2024, a snap general election was called by then Prime Minister Rishi Sunak, which resulted in the end of 14 years of Conservative-led government. The 2024 election campaign took place at the tail end of a period of extreme societal and economic instability, marked by the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic and the ongoing cost-of-living crisis. On 5 July 2024, Keir Starmer took office as the new Labour prime minister with a landslide majority, elected on a mandate of ‘change’. In his victory address on the steps of 10 Downing Street, he promised ‘a return of politics to public service’ and set out how we would ‘rebuild our country’ (Prime Minister’s Office, 2024a).

The narrative surrounding people in receipt of social security benefits was, both before and during the election, often pejorative in tone, framing people in receipt of social security as a problem that needed to be fixed, and almost never as part of the electorate themselves (Erhardt, 2024; Whannel, 2024). Perhaps as part of their campaigning strategy, the Conservatives used some of their final months in office to promise sweeping reforms to disability benefits, reforms which were announced with a heavily stigmatising rhetoric (Department for Work and Pensions, 2023), with Rishi Sunak (at the time prime minister) describing welfare reform as a ‘moral mission’ (Prime Minister’s Office, 2024b). Labour too has sought to position itself as the party for ‘working people’ and the narrative has sometimes felt exclusionary (Changing Realities, 2024). In the immediate aftermath of the election, there have been mixed signals about whether the new government will usher in a new approach; Labour has vowed to introduce a Child Poverty Strategy and to reform Universal Credit but Starmer used his first speech at the Labour Party Conference as prime minister to promise a crackdown on ‘welfare fraud’.

Drawing on findings from Changing Realities, a long-running online research project working with over 100 parents and carers living on a low income, this chapter provides new insights into the perspectives of low-income parents during the pivotal election period in UK politics. This chapter explores the perceptions and concerns expressed by participants in online diaries during the election period from May to July 2024. Through the data collected, we investigate participants’ attitudes towards the political system, particularly their scepticism and doubts about its efficacy and integrity. Key questions that guide this research include: How do individuals perceive the political system as a whole during election periods? To what extent do these perceptions reflect broader concerns about government and political processes? And how do families living in poverty express their concerns about the potential for meaningful political change?

This chapter will explore the extent to which feelings of hopelessness and disconnection from political processes may contribute to a deep mistrust in political institutions. We hypothesise that if people perceive political outcomes as consistently failing to improve their lives, this could foster a broader sense of disillusionment. Furthermore, we aim to understand how such perceptions might reflect a belief that their voices and concerns are largely disregarded by those in power, leading to diminished engagement with the political system. We also draw on theorisations of hope that show how feelings of anger and despair can motivate us to hope (see Duggan and Muñoz, 2009; Solnit, 2016); with this meaning that widespread disillusionment and despair in politics can actually drive hope where this is rooted in a demand for urgent and active change (see Power and Patrick, 2024).

Certainly, the political landscape suggests the need for change. A widespread distrust of all politics has significant implications for the integrity of democracy generally. There was a low voter turnout in the 2024 general election and the Labour Party, despite winning, secured only a relatively small mandate (Curtice, 2024). Post-election analysis of voter turnout by Loose (2024) found average voter turnout in the 30 least deprived constituencies was around 20 per cent higher than in the 30 most deprived areas.

The pressing challenge is: how would this trust be rebuilt? Re-establishing faith in political institutions requires both a recognition of the harm caused by stigma and a genuine commitment to engaging with people living in poverty in a meaningful way. In the concluding discussion, we provide guidance on effective strategies for providing a platform for low-income individuals to foster genuine change. These insights are crucial for policy makers and politicians to implement approaches that are truly responsive to the needs of those most affected by socio-economic inequalities. Direct collaboration and working in partnership with people who have lived experience is critical to creating policies that make a meaningful difference.


Background

Since mid-2021, the UK has experienced a decline in disposable incomes amid mounting cost pressures (Ray-Chaudhuri et al, 2024). This current cost-of-living crisis can be ascribed to a confluence of factors, which have cumulatively contributed to an escalation in the price of basic essentials: heightened inflation, trade disruptions stemming from the Russia–Ukraine war, the lingering repercussions of the COVID-19 pandemic, along with the aftermath of Brexit and the subsequent devaluation of the pound (Francis-Devine et al, 2023). The impact of the cost-of-living crisis has, however, not been felt equally. For those households already living in poverty, attributable to both a decade of austerity policy (Cooper and Whyte, 2017) and the economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, the financial and emotional consequences of the crisis have been far more severe (Clegg and Corlett, 2024).

Over a decade of austerity and the economic impact of the cost-of-living crisis have contributed to a narrative that blames individuals for their economic situation rather than acknowledging structural factors (Marsden, 2024). This narrative fosters a stigma against benefit claimants, who are often portrayed as undeserving or as taking advantage of the system. Bolton et al (2022) detail qualitative work on the lived experience of welfare stigma and how this has revealed the multifaceted ways in which welfare stigma ‘gets under the skin’ (Tyler, 2020: 7). Scholarly work has focused on this in specific settings or contexts, for example, in relation to the administration of social security payments (Patrick, 2017), food banks (Garthwaite, 2016), people who use drugs (Wincup and Monaghan, 2016), young unemployed men subject to conditionality (Redman, 2023), men in long-term receipt of benefits and experiencing mental distress (Jordan, 2022), lone mothers (Jun, 2019) and women generally (Evans, 2022). The literature highlights how people experiencing welfare stigma often internalise shame and blame themselves (Shildrick and MacDonald, 2013; Bolton et al, 2022). Shame is not typically directed ‘upstream’ (Hudson et al, 2016) towards the structural causes that create the need for welfare, such as unemployment and poverty, or towards the roots of the welfare stigma itself. By individualising blame for structural problems, it provides an excuse for austerity and justifies growing inequality (Harkins, 2024).

In this way, stigma is used strategically by successive governments (Ryan, 2020; Tyler, 2020). The Conservative 2024 manifesto included a pledge to tighten up the work capability assessment from 2025, an assessment which studies have already shown to have a detrimental impact on unwell and disabled people (Barr et al, 2016; Stewart, 2018). The pre-election release of a disability white paper, which included potential reforms to the Personal Independence Payment (a cash benefit designed to help people with disabilities or long-term illnesses with extra living costs), created additional uncertainty for claimants during this time. Suggestions included changes to assessments and criteria, and replacing monthly cash payments with vouchers, one-off payments and access to talking therapies (Pring, 2024). As a result, the election period caused undue stress for unwell and disabled benefit claimants, which Changing Realities parents documented during the time (see Big Issue, 2024; Child Poverty Action Group, 2024).

Much of the literature tracks how, since 2010 in particular, there has been a backdrop of ongoing cuts to social security, alongside an increasingly negative, stigmatising rhetoric, which impacts the most marginalised and vulnerable people in society (Adler, 2018). We have again seen this in the lead up to the 2024 UK general election period, which included a reigniting and resurgence of attacks on social security and ‘sick note culture’, with Rishi Sunak saying that GPs would no longer have a role in the process (Gregory and McKiernan, 2024). Jensen and Tyler (2015) evidence how stigmatising narratives create mechanisms through which anti-welfare sentiments are produced and mediated. Over the past 14 years, politicians and the media have together circulated an anti-welfare common sense that reinforces the idea of ‘welfare’ as part of the problem rather than part of the solution, and creates a simplistic but, it appears, persuasive narrative to justify ever more cuts to social security. Unfortunately, the widespread stigma that is associated with poverty and benefits receipt makes challenges to the status quo very difficult, as people fear speaking out about their own experiences in case of derision from the public, from their family and friends (Shildrick, 2018).

During the 2024 election campaign, the opposition (and subsequently elected) Labour Party failed to condemn the Conservative proposals on ‘welfare’, and instead reiterated the framing of mental illness as a burden on the economy (Siddiqui, 2024). In Sunak’s speeches he described those on long-term sick leave as lacking ambition and in a stagnant state of dependency. This was echoed by Liz Kendall, the new Work and Pensions secretary, who prior to the election said that there would be ‘no option for a life on benefits’ under Labour, declaring that ‘Labour is the party of work’ (Quinn, 2024). During the election period Labour positioned itself as the party for ‘working people’ and this narrative sometimes felt exclusionary (Patrick, 2024). Labour’s pre-election announcements focused on the need to ‘get people back into work’ (Labour Party, 2024) and, after being elected, Keir Starmer made a speech promising to reward those who ‘work hard’ and ‘play by the rules’ (BBC News, 2024).


Methods

Changing Realities is a long-running online participatory research programme. Between 2020 and 2024, we have worked in partnership with over 100 parents and carers, alongside a national charity, the Child Poverty Action Group, and a range of arts-based practitioners to document and seek to change the everyday realities of life on a low income for parents and carers in the UK (see www.changingrealities.org). The programme started during the COVID-19 pandemic as Covid Realities and was rebranded and expanded from 2022 as Changing Realities in light of the cost-of-living crisis. Activities largely take place online, with parents invited to keep online diaries, respond to video-elicited questions and collaborate through online Zoom discussion groups. In addition, participants have the opportunity to engage in creative, arts-based methods to directly share their own experiences and priorities for change, including, but not limited to, zine-making, audio recordings, writing workshops and creative journaling. There is significant emphasis on changing the public narrative and policy-making processes, supported by high-profile media appearances and by direct meetings (routinely, but not always, online) between policy makers, politicians, and participants.

Changing Realities’ work is rooted in a feminist ethics of care and reciprocity (Gilligan, 1982; Holland et al, 2014; Power et al, 2024), with the research team additionally prioritising efforts to soften but also to be honest about the nature and extent of the power differentials that exist between participants and the academic researchers. The researchers are transparent with participants about who they are and why they are doing the research, participants receive vouchers to thank them for their engagement in the project, and their input is factored into every stage of the process. The research received formal ethical approval from the University of York and the quotes used in this article have been pseudonymised.

The research programme works with parents and/or carers who are living on a low income (self-defined) across the UK and the sample comprises a diverse array of participants from various regions. In this chapter we draw on responses to two weekly video-elicited questions. Participants share their responses to the research questions in their online diaries. The questions posed and the responses we received are as follows:


	‘Should poverty be a key issue in this election, and if so, why?’, asked on 31 May 2024 by a member of the research team, received 33 responses.

	‘Have the recent political debates made you feel more or less confident in whoever comes to power helping low-income families after 4th July?’, asked on 21 June 2024 by a participant, received 32 responses.


This approach highlights the advantages of our use of technology and online diaries to generate real-time responses, which offer a unique benefit to our methodological approach. Notably, our online infrastructure allows participants to choose how much – if any – demographic details to share. To join the project, people only need to tell us that they self-identify as living on a low income, live in the UK and are responsible for a child under 19. Of the responses received to these two questions, we know that they included an ethnically diverse population, which is predominantly (but not entirely) female, and includes those in and out of work, and those in receipt of social security and asylum support. We have included quotes with participants’ pseudonyms and geographic location to give a sense of where they are based. The findings are discussed in the following section.


Findings

Responses shared by participants during the election period demonstrate that participants lacked both hope and trust in government, regardless of their political affiliation. Each of these themes is examined in turn.


Hope

During the election period participants articulated their lack of hope. Participants consistently reported a sense of disconnection from the political discourse and described how politicians appeared neither relatable nor genuinely aware of the daily struggles associated with living in poverty. This perceived detachment extended beyond rhetoric; participants felt that their lived experiences were largely invisible to those in power.


I can’t relate to politicians and they can’t relate to me as a low income single parent. They will always be well off and I will always be struggling to make ends meet. The election didn’t fill me with any hope. It doesn’t matter who won. The future for low income single mums like me will be the same. I doubt I’m going to wake up in a month’s time and the new PM has granted the government a larger set amount of money to help people in my situation. All the politicians are in it for themselves. That’s how the rich stay rich. (Hope O, West Scotland)


Hope, who views herself as ‘always’ ‘struggling’, illustrates how hope in politics is undermined by systemic inequalities and a sense that people’s voices and struggles are not acknowledged by those in power. Similarly, Holly shares how hope is diminished by a sense of disconnection, mistrust and perceived indifference from political leaders towards the struggles of low-income families:


Honestly, I don’t think the politicians are abreast with the realities of things, especially what the struggling families are facing. And I don’t have a single faith in any of the political parties taking us, we struggling families with children into consideration, considering that they are from a very wealthy background. So they are not aware, in reality, of what we are facing. (Holly W, South West England)


It was a widely shared sentiment from participants across the political spectrum that neither Conservative nor Labour politicians adequately related to, or understood, the circumstances of those living in poverty. Televised debates have become a staple of the UK general election period (Scullion et al, 2013) and in 2024 this was more prominent than ever before. Such debates are intended to provide a platform for political leaders to present their policies and challenge their opponents in a direct, unfiltered manner (Bailey, 2011). In reaction to the growing coverage of leadership debates, Ella, a Changing Realities participant, asked a weekly video-elicited question: ‘Have the recent political debates made you feel more or less confident in whoever comes to power helping low-income families after 4th July?’ In response to this, parents, such as Aurora, explained how the absence of meaningful dialogue around issues such as inadequate housing, food insecurity and the cumulative stress of financial instability during such debates contributed to a deep-seated scepticism towards the political process:


Personally I have not watched the debates. I have only read about them. From what I can gather at the moment, the two manifestos of the two main political parties do not address the situation of tackling poverty. There has only been a mention in the media from former prime ministers. And because of our voting system a vote for another party would be wasted. Perhaps the issue will arise in time?! It’s almost as if the subject is being avoided or they’re skirting around the edges. I feel politicians are far removed from our reality. (Aurora T, South East England)


In other responses parents called out examples from the election campaign of politicians’ failure to relate or attempts at this being insensitive. For example, Evelyn D, a lone parent to a child with additional needs, explained her frustration at Rishi Sunak thinking about things he ‘went without’ as a child (this being Sky TV; see Morton [2024]):


I personally felt really deeply offended as Rishi Sunak tried to think of things that he went without. I don’t think it’s comparable at all to what a lot of our children have been going without. Just an example. Recently, I was unable to buy my son some new walking boots. … He’s gone without food, he’s gone without sort of named clothing, in fact, a lot of clothing for a long time, new clothing. And I don’t feel that there’s anybody actually relatable. And whilst I appreciate that Keir Starmer grew up in a working class background, he certainly didn’t have a working class education. I do feel that there are some sort of politicians locally who may sort of feel closer to what we have experienced. But actually, I don’t think there’s a single politician in any party who is relatable for our young people, and certainly nobody, from my perspective. (Evelyn D, North West England)


Like Evelyn, many participants expressed frustration that political campaigns often failed to address the nuanced realities of poverty, instead focusing on broad, generic promises that did not resonate with their immediate needs. Our work with Changing Realities made it clear that for hope in politics to be restored for most disadvantaged groups, poverty must be recognised as a central issue on the policy agenda and appropriately discussed in political debates.

One week after the announcement on 21 May 2024 of the snap election, Ruth, a member of the research team, asked the weekly video-elicited research question: ‘Should poverty be a key issue in this election, and if so, why?’ In the responses participants explained how important they felt it was to get poverty on the political map during this election and that there needs to be action to deal with it from the next government. Many explained in their responses how the current levels of poverty and consequent pressure are directly affecting their mental and physical health. This is why it is imperative for politicians to address these issues. Sadie Q and Nikki wrote:


Families are living under severe pressure to survive on a day to day basis. This is not a situation that can be ignored or left unaddressed. To live under continuous pressure and financial worry is very detrimental to both physical and mental health. Not being able to afford essentials, important repairs to my home, maintenance and replacement of necessary equipment is causing me so much stress. when is this situation going to change, I feel I am suffocating under the pressure and failing my young children. (Sadie Q, West Yorkshire)



So I think that poverty, 100% needs to be on the agenda, because for real people, this is one of the real concerns that all of us have and that we are fed up of living in. I have never, ever, in my 44 years of being alive, been this skint, this hungry, this cold, this worried. I’ve got so many feelings going around in my head constantly, all day, just worrying, worrying, worrying. And there’s no. There’s no end in sight to this misery. (Nikki, South East England)


In their responses Sadie and Nikki provide a brief glimpse into how difficult life is for people living on a low income in the UK. Restoring hope in families living in poverty requires addressing the root causes of inequality and recognising that poverty is preventable; there is ample evidence showing that we know what is needed to tackle child poverty effectively (Child Poverty Action Group, 2024; UK Parliament, 2024). By making targeted investments in poverty reduction, policy makers can significantly improve not just the economic stability of families, but also their children’s education, health and long-term outcomes. Hope is also restored when policy makers recognise that not everyone is able to work, and there must be provisions to support those who cannot, without the fear of sanctions or penalties. This kind of holistic improvement would instil a sense of hope in families, demonstrating that policy makers are genuinely committed to bettering their lives and the lives of future generations. The public – and those facing poverty especially – need to be able to trust that politicians will deliver on their pledges. But our findings show that trust in politicians is in very short supply.


Trust

Hope without trust is often fragile. For low-income families, hoping for policy changes that will improve their standard of living requires some degree of trust in the political process (National Centre for Social Research [NCSR], 2024). When trust is absent, due to years of unmet promises or unclear policy proposals, hope may wane, leaving individuals feeling powerless or disillusioned with the political system. The NCSR (2024, unpaginated) found ‘72% of those who nowadays are “struggling” on their household income almost never trust politicians to tell the truth, compared with 49% living “comfortably”’ and this was reflected in Changing Realities participants’ diary entries:


None of the politicians care about closing the gap between the rich and the poor. If they did, they would be giving themselves a pay cut, and they don’t want to do that. We do not live in a democracy. There is no hope. (Donnie C, East Yorkshire)

I just feel no matter what way it all goes it’s never going to be totally for people in poverty. (Faith N, Northern Ireland)


Political parties often make promises during election periods, which can influence both hope and trust. If these promises are vague, unrealistic or fail to directly address the concerns of low-income families, they risk further weakening trust. The absence of clear solutions for managing inflation, interest rates or the cost of living can leave people feeling neglected, reinforcing the belief that political leaders are disconnected from their struggles. Parents, such as Ana Q, did not feel they were represented or adequately discussed in the debates and that politicians’ failure to relate meant they don’t have a ‘clear concept of how to deal with low-income families’:


We, low income families passed really terrible years since Covid19 due to job loss, fuel cost rose, food price rose, war in other country, benefits cuts etc. Hoping to see the rapid changes in benefits increasing by the new government for low income family to live standard live in a modern society. But recent political debates among the leading parties not made me so hopeful as they don’t have clear concept of how to deal with the low income family as we all managing inflation, interest rates. (Ana Q, South East England)


As previously mentioned, during the lead up of the general election 2024, the Conservatives began to suggest sweeping reforms to disability benefits, reforms which were announced with a heavily stigmatising rhetoric. Labour, too, in their campaign positioned themselves as the party for ‘working people’. Some participants shared directly their concerns regarding disability benefits and Universal Credit: ‘I am overwhelmed with mud slinging between political parties. … There certainly is no respect for the disabled and elderly who are scapegoated for costing the tax payers in benefits. I fear what the future holds for myself and my teen daughter’ (Bessie J, North East Scotland).

Participants shared a growing disillusionment with the political system, driven by a perceived lack of empathy and engagement with the experiences of low-income families. For policies to be effective and inclusive, and for trust to be regained, there must be a concerted effort to bridge this gap, ensuring that political leaders not only acknowledge but also actively address the complex challenges faced by people living in poverty. Current failure to do so meant participants had very little trust that poverty would be prioritised in any future policy agendas.

Evelyn D shared her mistrust also came from the lack of definition around poverty, and the need for myth-busting around this and how people on low incomes are living. Evelyn stresses the importance of language also, when the Labour Party focus on ‘working people’ and fail to acknowledge the myriad of people within society not currently in paid employment, due to health, illness, circumstance, unpaid caring roles, lack of opportunity, to name a few.


I think we need to have a definition of what poverty is as well, so that people understand it’s not just about heating and eating. I think we need to start sort of doing a bit of myth busting about what poverty is. … I think using terminology like, you know, we’re a party for the workers is really, really exclusionary and that needs to stop happening. It’s a party for the people, not a party for the workers. We all have a right to live an enriching life and fulfilling life. (Evelyn D, North West England)


This led to participants advocating the importance of holding politicians and the government to account, particularly around the importance of language. Victoria and Isabella-Rose share their insights into how the use of divisive and stigmatising language during the campaigns, and beyond, has led to a lack of trust:


[W]‌e need to be extra careful and clear with what we mean and what we expect from politicians when we’re talking about poverty. Because they aren’t listening, these last few months have made that clear, they don’t care about us at the bottom. We need to find a way to make them care, and that’s by challenging their attitude towards us and fighting stigma and having clear expectations. Invest in our present to protect our nations future (especially our youth). They want to lower crime rates, NHS burdens, disability welfare burdens, etc. then they need to invest in our present welfare, give us a basic quality of life, not this squalor we’ve been forced to make the best off, through higher rates of UC, not dehumanising us by telling disabled people what they can or cant spend their disability money on and tackling child poverty by supporting parents. (Victoria S, North East England)



It’s the system need to be change. The facilities available for MPs [members of parliament] is shocking. I will feel worthless sometimes that even I am a working single mom and unable to have a simple life. I am not asking for a luxurious life as MPS have. I just want a life without worrying about my son’s present n future. (Isabella-Rose S, South East England)


Our findings show that participants lacked trust in the political establishment and any intentions to improve their lives across the political divide. As Isabella-Rose outlines, trust can be rebuilt by introducing policies aimed at reducing everyday costs for struggling families. Such policy recommendations have emerged in our work together at Changing Realities, where we co-produce recommendations for change (see changingrealities.org/priorities). Here, we take an approach to policy making that works with, and starts from the expertise that comes with experience. Adopting a similar approach within government might lead to radically different - and, we would argue, radically better - policies.


Conclusion

The evidence from parents and carers presented in this chapter clearly shows the harms caused by a lack of trust and hope in politics, the importance of reframing the language and narratives that is often derogatory towards people living on low incomes, and the benefits that can emerge from engaging with expertise from direct experience.

We are navigating challenging times, marked by the rise of right-wing populism (Honeyball, 2024) and a multifaceted crisis encompassing the COVID-19 pandemic, conflict, economic strain and climate change (Jordan et al, 2024). Thus, perhaps unsurprisingly, the evidence shared in this chapter presents a rather bleak picture of how participants living on a low income felt in the lead-up to the 2024 general election, particularly regarding their trust in being listened to and their hopes for the future under a new government. Hewer and Collier (2024: 1) describe how during such a period of polycrisis, ‘(u)rgent evidence and expertise, developed by communities, activists, academics, and others, struggles to pierce the veneer of a destructive neoliberal hegemony’. And our aim in sharing parents’ insights during this period has also been to contribute towards this: showing the realities faced by those on low incomes and amplifying their voices in a way that challenges the prevailing narrative, highlighting the urgent need for policies grounded in lived expertise.

Participatory research aims not only to implement significant changes in policy and practice but also to establish collaboration and connection. It values a variety of voices and expertise, fostering cooperation and collective self-determination. As a project, Changing Realities contends that dedicating time and creating spaces for reflection and action through hope is, in itself, an act of hope (Power and Patrick, 2024). This counters the pressures of everyday life and, by extension, addresses the lack of hope and trust highlighted in the findings. Dotty shares why this matters:


[A]‌ lot of the policies and procedures that they make that govern us and directly impact our daily lives (for example, Universal Credit) are full of flaws (because often they were not well thought out, nor were we consulted with on them, as a people, before they were implemented) that as a result of this, often times, those same politicians come back to us (the people/recipients of benefits) to ask us what they can do to either fix or improve things. (Dotty G, North East England)


Flawed policy implementation, like Dotty’s example of Universal Credit, breeds a lack of trust and hope in government, as policy makers later seek input from those impacted to rectify their mistakes. Drawing on theories of hope such as Cuervo and Cook (2019) as well as our work on Covid and Changing Realities projects, Power and Patrick (2024) detail how ‘(p)articipatory research, properly done, can not only be generative of hope but can constitute a form of hope-work in which participants and researchers come together to become activists, and self-identify as such, encouraged by a strong peer support network’.

Participatory research has the advantage of being able to mobilise the expertise of people living in poverty, challenging dominant, stigmatising narratives and can itself build solidarity between people living in poverty. Adopting participatory methods can drive transformative change and can also represent a confrontation and challenge to dominant, intersecting inequalities, both within academia and in broader society. Such research offers a platform to decentralise academic knowledge, challenge traditional methodologies, collectively share caring labour, and resist hierarchical and stigmatising trends prevalent in academic and societal contexts (Bell and Pahl, 2018). The potential inherent in participatory approaches extends beyond research too, to policy and campaigning activities.

In light of the recent failure of politicians to listen to much of the electorate during the election period, it is essential for the current Labour government – and any other government – to prioritise listening now that they are in power. A fundamental step in rebuilding trust in political institutions and systems involves listening to those living in poverty. Genuine listening can influence and reshape realities (Power et al, 2024) and findings here can serve as a critical lesson for politicians and policy makers. In concluding, it is worth noting that Changing Realities has been given a structured role in the development of the Child Poverty Strategy (see Cabinet Office, 2024). This has included the real-time sharing of evidence and meetings between parents and carers in poverty; including one held at No 10 Downing Street (see Barker-Marsh, 2024). These are significant and important signs of listening, which suggest a readiness to do more to engage with the expertise of experience in this domain. However, this is only a first step and more actions are needed by policy makers to commit to working in a participatory way, to help rebuild lost hope and lost trust. We close this chapter with an extract from Jo Barker-Marsh’s writing, which captures both the possibilities and fragility of rebuilding trust and fostering hope in the face of systemic challenges:


Changing Realities stands ready to be part of a conversation about change – and to do the work required to make a real difference in driving rates of child poverty down. But this week gave me hope, and it’s hope that I hope the government will show is well-placed. The alternative is almost unimaginable. (Barker-Marsh, 2024: unpaginated)
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3 A paradigm shift backwards? Current trends and reforms in German pension and labour market policies

Florian Blank


Introduction

In November 2024, the German coalition government of the Social Democratic Party (SPD), the Greens (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen) and the liberal Free Democratic Party (FDP) broke up. During its time in office since December 2021, the government led by social democrat Olaf Scholz took some decisions and presented draft bills in pensions and unemployment policies with the aim to mitigate and revise reforms enacted by the red-green government in the early 2000s. These paradigmatic reforms had been contested and were a constant reference point for political debates even after two decades. Interestingly, it was a coalition led again by the social democrats and including the Greens that actively dealt with the red-green legacy.

For instance, in pensions policies the government had planned – among other things – to stabilise the benefit level of the public pension insurance.1 First steps in this direction had been made by its predecessor, but this measure is a sunset law and will cease by 2025. In labour market policies the much-criticised basic income support for jobseekers – the unemployment benefits II, colloquially known as ‘Hartz IV’ – were reformed and re-labelled as ‘Bürgergeld’ (citizen’s benefit).

The reforms of the red-green government (1998–2005) were often evaluated as retrenchment: they aimed at cutting benefits, shortened the duration of benefit receipt and increased conditionality (Blank, 2011). Some reforms in the fields of pensions and labour market policies were seen as paradigm shifts, that is, far-reaching changes that went beyond the calibration or choice of instruments and affected the ‘hierarchy of goals behind policy’ (Hall, 1993: 279) while at the same time signifying a new understanding of the underlying problems. One outcome of these reforms is a change of the relative significance and relation of some of the institutions of welfare provision: while social insurance schemes remain the most important – and to many the defining – element of the German welfare state, reforms led nevertheless to a growing importance of means-tested basic income schemes vis-à-vis social insurance schemes. Simultaneously, reforms that can be labelled as marketisation or privatisation were enacted (Köppe et al, 2015).

While a multitude of qualitatively different social policy reforms took place under the red-green government, this chapter focuses on two key issues. First, only pension and unemployment policy outputs are considered, and, second, it will be analysed how these reforms have changed the relation of insurance and means-tested schemes. The selection of policies is due to their prominence in public debates, but also reflects the interplay of social insurance and basic income schemes that are most prominent in both schemes. The focus on public schemes – despite privatisation (pensions) and outsourcing (active labour market policies) reforms – serves to highlight the transition from the original Bismarckian social insurance model towards more means-tested schemes within the mandatory public welfare state provision. Also, a focus on the public schemes is linked to normative questions about the legitimacy of the social insurance systems and the perceived ‘standard’ way of providing social security.

This chapter seeks to describe and evaluate current reforms and reform proposals. Can they be seen as another paradigm shift, but this time with traits of welfare state expansion, that is, an increase of benefits or an easing of conditionality? Did the government really plan to turn back the clock and revise earlier decisions? While this implies an assessment of the policy outputs, a second question refers to the institutional outcomes: are the planned or realised reforms to halt or reverse the trend towards more means-tested benefit provision? Finally, the chapter tries to shed light on reasons for the current policy changes. Special attention is paid to the position of social democrats who were responsible of social policy making during 22 years in the period 1998–2024 and I will argue that their reorientation towards stronger social insurance schemes was a main driver for proposals to reverse the reforms of the early 2000s. The chapter is structured as follows: the next section summarises major reforms and their outcomes from 1998 to 2021. This is followed by an analysis of the policies of the 2021–2024 government and a discussion of the conditions that made these policies possible.


Looking backwards: the German welfare state, 1998–2021

Since the late 1990s there has been lively debate among researchers about how to understand the reforms of welfare states enacted by politicians pursuing new ideological agendas or trying to adapt policies to a changing macroeconomic and social environment. Following Pierson’s influential work on the politics of retrenchment in the US and the UK (Pierson, 1994; Levy, 2021), the research community identified various ways of reforming welfare states that often could not be reduced to simple cuts of benefits (Pierson, 2001; Gilbert, 2002; Green-Pedersen, 2004). Rather, analyses made clear that the reforms comprised various qualitatively distinct developments, such as activating labour market policies (Dingeldey, 2011), increased conditionality of benefit receipt (Clasen and Clegg, 2007), and trends towards marketisation and choice within welfare programmes (Blomqvist, 2004). In reaction to these observations, the community grappled with methodological issues such as the problem of how to measure welfare state change and how to evaluate the scope of changes (Hinrichs and Kangas, 2003; Clasen and Siegel, 2007; Kühner, 2015; Sowula et al, 2023).

In Germany, social policy making as well as the associated analyses and debates mirrored the international trends and discussions. As will be shown in the following sections with regard to pensions and labour market policies, reforms included both simple welfare cuts as well as qualitatively more nuanced decisions (for a detailed overview of reforms see Steffen, 2025). In line with international debates there is some disagreement how to evaluate this multitude of reforms in aggregate. Hence, it is disputed whether and to what extent reforms changed the overall character of the German welfare state, often described as the prime example of the conservative type of welfare states. Some even claim that Germany lost its characteristic features of a Bismarckian welfare state with a clear focus on status protection for employees and moved in the direction of a liberal welfare state (Gerlinger and Schmucker, 2009; Hinrichs, 2010; Seeleib-Kaiser, 2016; Sowula et al, 2023). Others point to the stability of welfare arrangements, given the continuity of many structural aspects of the welfare state such as the strong role of social insurance schemes (Nullmeier, 2014; Schmidt, 2014; Blank, 2020). Arguments for the stability of the ‘social-insurance state’ point to the structure of social spending, of which more than 60 per cent is administered by the five social insurance schemes. The following empirical sections will show that indeed we can observe a gradual decline of the social insurance function and shift towards stronger means-testing.


The red-green coalition’s reforms (1998–2005)

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, Germany faced some economic and social challenges. In the aftermath of the reunification unemployment was high, the ageing population started to worry politicians, and low growth rates led to reduced room for manoeuvre for redistributive policies. These (perceived) pressures met a general trust in the efficiency of market mechanisms, and growing criticism of the German welfare state as being an impediment to growth and employment, not least by making labour too expensive through high non-wage labour costs.

After a short period of traditional social democratic policies, the red-green government under chancellor Gerhard Schröder (SPD; 1998–2005) enacted laws that aimed at labour market activation and cost containment, especially with respect to the contribution rates to social insurance schemes (aka non-wage labour costs). While these reforms affected all fields of social policy, the following discussion will concentrate on pension policies and labour market policies as these led to the most intense debates and remain a point of discussion and criticism until the present day.


Pensions 

The German pension system is built on a public pension insurance, covering employees (except civil servants). Prior to the reforms, the benefits of this pay-as-you-go-financed system were supposed to protect pensioners’ standard of living after a long working life. The benefits reflect the wage earned, but also care work and other non-waged periods, including unemployment. Since pension expenditures were expected to rise due to the ageing population, politics focused on containing the projected increase of contribution rates. The debate was dominated by the argument that specific tipping points of social insurance contribution rates would increase labour costs beyond sustainable levels and thus decrease labour demand (Schmähl, 2007). The reforms of 2001 and 2005 were to moderate the rise of pension expenditures by altering the formula according to which pensions are adjusted annually. Because of these reforms, the pre-tax pension rate was projected to decrease, that is, pensions would generally grow slower than wages. To reach prior benefits levels, employees were encouraged to enroll in voluntary private pension insurances (colloquially labelled the ‘Riester’ pension after Walter Riester, the Minister of Labour and Social Affairs from 1998 to 2002) or use occupational pension plans. To support them, parts of the reform package of 2001 introduced new subsidies and tax breaks for funded private pensions. In consequence, the German pension system was transformed into a multi-pillar model, with the public pension insurance continuing to be the biggest and most relevant pillar. Also, a new special branch of the means-tested minimum income scheme was introduced, focusing on pensioners and disabled people.

In pension policies, the assessment of a paradigm shift seems to be widely accepted in politics and society as well as among researchers (for example, Schmähl, 2007). This refers especially to the surrender of the objective of protecting the living standard by means of the public pension insurance alone and the associated move to a multi-pillar model.


Labour market 

Before the 2004 reforms, unemployment benefits were provided by a three-tier system, comprising unemployment benefits (UB I, an insurance benefit, aimed at wage replacement for a limited time), unemployment assistance (UA, a tax-financed system providing wage-replacement on a lower level than UI, partially means-tested), and social assistance (SA, a minimum income scheme, means-tested). Against the background of high unemployment rates, reforms were triggered by the perception of the system of labour market administration and benefit provision as being inefficient, but even more by a change in the understanding of unemployment. Instead of seeing labour demand as the central problem, the policies shifted the focus towards supply-side issues and hence on activation, employability and workfare (Marquardsen, 2007; Oschmiansky et al, 2007).

Among the many single labour market reforms, four legal acts stand out, often labelled ‘Hartz I–IV’.2 At the core of the fourth of these acts stood the merger of unemployment benefits and social assistance: UA was replaced by the new unemployment benefit II (UB II), which is colloquially known as ‘Hartz IV’. The new UB II is a means-test basic income scheme that in many respects bears features of the former SA. It consists of a flat-rate amount (of €345 for a single adult in the first year after the reform) and personalised adequate support for housing and heating. After an individual claim to UB I runs out, claimants transition to UB II. Connected to the reform of the benefits was the reform of labour market administration and active labour market policies. The activation turn meant that access to UB II was linked to the duty to take up work as soon as possible, without any recognition of claimants’ prior qualifications, resembling a ‘work first’ approach. In addition, the maximum duration of receipt of the insurance benefit UB I for older unemployed persons was shortened from up to 32 to 18 months. This decision, however, was revised in 2008 and the maximum duration of UB I receipt was extended to 24 months for older workers.

The ‘Hartz’ reforms were and remained hotly debated. While the public was divided (including a loud minority persistently campaigning against these reforms; see Wittmaack, 2023), the reform triggered political feedback in form of the creation of a new party (Arbeit and soziale Gerechtigkeit – Die Wahlalternative [Labour and Social Justice – The Electoral Alternative; WASG], which merged with the Partei des Demokratischen Sozialismus [Party of Democratic Socialism; PDS] to form Die Linke [The Left] in 2007) and plausibly contributed to the electoral loss of the red-green coalition in 2005. Among researchers there seems to be some consensus that these reforms had a far-reaching impact, even though there is some dispute about the significance of single aspects of the reform. For instance, referring to the cut in the duration of UB I receipt for older workers, Clasen and Goerne (2011: 801) accept that this was a significant change but deny this was paradigmatic change. Referring to the introduction of ‘Hartz IV’, Kemmerling and Bruttel observe a ‘radical divergence from the German system of wage-related-welfare’ (2006: 109). In sum, the reforms altered the overall way that social policy is organised in this field and went beyond the adjustment or change of policy instruments. The goal of the protection of living standards in case of continuous unemployment was abandoned and at the same time activating policies were introduced based on a new understanding of the problem of unemployment (Marquardsen, 2007: 258). Thus, the overarching evidence points to paradigm shift in labour market policies.

During the following years, trade unions, charities, associations, but also public intellectuals and politicians (notably from The Left party, but also from the fringes of other parties) often referred explicitly to ‘Riester’ and ‘Hartz’ when campaigning against what they perceived as unjust social policies. Part of the explanation for the enduring opposition to these policy measures even two decades on may be the disenchantment with the social democrats as the former natural allies of the advocates of generous social policies that led to a permanent grudge and reproaches.


Conservative-led governments with social democrats and liberals as junior partners (2005–2021)

The red-green coalition was succeeded by four governments led by conservative chancellor Angela Merkel (Christian Democratic Union, CDU). After a grand coalition with the SPD (2005–2009), the CDU and their regional Bavarian sister party (the Christian Social Union, CSU) joined a coalition with the FDP (2009–2013). Overall, the FDP’s participation in government left little traces in pensions and unemployment policies (see Blank and Schmitz-Kießler, 2023: 573). This was followed by another two legislative periods with a grand coalition (until 2021). In the field of social policy, the years until about 2008 were signified by reforms that by and large followed the way paved by the red-green government. The following years witnessed some expansive measures. Although this deviates from the prior austerity course, reforms during this period appear somewhat selective and erratic and do not add up to a clear social policy profile (Blank and Schmitz-Kießler, 2023).

The most important pension-related decision of the early conservative-led years was the increase of the retirement age (2007). The regular retirement age will rise step-by-step to 67 years in 2030. In the second half of the era a series of acts led to improvements of pension benefits for mothers and disabled persons. Also, the early access to pensions was made easier. In 2018, the grand coalition decided to stabilise the pension benefit at current replacement levels until 2025. However, the actual effect of this decision was small as the pension rate was not expected to drop much in these years. In 2021, a supplement to small pension benefits after long employment careers was introduced, called the basic pension (Grundrente). Regarding the relationship between the insurance and means-tested income scheme it is important to stress that a share of the basic pension is not credited against the means-tested basic income support. As a general rule, any income such as pension benefits reduces the means-tested benefits pro-rata. Consequently, basic pension claimants can more easily claim additional basic income benefits due to their long – albeit low – contribution record.

These improvements may be seen to hint at (another) shift in the hierarchy of objectives of pension policy making as they seem to signify a reversal of the prior focus on cost-containment. But even though the goal of providing adequate benefits gained some significance, it did so without prompting a change in the overall architecture of the system. In sum, the benefit improvements and widening of eligibility criteria did not add up to a revision of the red-green paradigm shift (Brettschneider, 2023: 593).

As in pension policies, the system of labour market policies was not fundamentally reformed during the years 2005–2021. While active labour market policies were subject to piecemeal reforms that do not add up to a completely new approach (Brandl and Schulze, 2023), the provision of unemployment benefits remained largely untouched. One exception was the extended duration of UB I benefit receipt for older persons, which did not quite reverse previous cuts by the red-green government. Another exception was the easing of eligibility criteria for UB I benefits (2019). But despite constant criticism, politics refrained from overhauling UB II benefits and the associated conditionality criteria. Momentum for UB II reform came from outside the executive and was mainly driven by two judicial rulings. First, in 2010 the Federal Constitutional Court demanded a new calculation mechanism for the means-tested benefit levels (without resulting in an actual increase of benefits in 2011; Bundesverfassungsgericht, 2010) and a second ruling in 2019 demanded an overhaul of the regulation of benefit sanctions (Bundesverfassungsgericht, 2019). The latter point was not taken up by the Merkel government anymore, it only resulted in a moratorium on sanctions for persons that – from the point of view of the job centres – did not comply with the rules. Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in a temporary relaxation of eligibility criteria to grant easier access to UB II benefits.

Taken together, the Merkel years are characterised by a completion of red-green projects in the first coalition with the social democrats and later by selective improvements. The overall architecture of the system of welfare provision was not altered radically (Blank and Schmitz-Kießler, 2023).


Outcomes: institutional shifts in the German welfare state

The reforms described so far changed the internal structure of the German welfare state. With regard to both pension and labour market policies, analyses point to a shift from social insurance to minimum income policies (Rosenthal, 2012; Bäcker, 2022). The central mechanisms for a weakening of the social insurance schemes are a decrease in benefit levels, a decrease of the maximum duration of benefit receipt or tighter eligibility criteria (or a combination of all three) that lead to more claimants having to rely on means-tested benefits. Also, reforms of the means-tested basic income schemes, such as higher benefit levels or more relaxed eligibility criteria, may lead to more people receiving means-tested benefits (sometimes in addition to low social insurance benefits). This section will analyse whether the pension and unemployment benefit reforms shifted the relation of social insurance benefits (pensions and UB I) towards means-tested basic income schemes (basic income support for the elderly and disabled persons and UB II).

In fact, Figure 3.1 shows recipients of the basic income scheme for older people increased in relative terms. Both their share among people aged 65+ as well as their share among the recipients of public pensions rose nearly constantly and almost doubled from 2003 to 2023 (Destatis, 2024; Deutsche Rentenversicherung Bund, 2024; Figure 3.1).3 Also, in absolute terms the number of recipients of means-tested benefits has increased. It has to be noted that non-take-up of benefits is estimated to be around 60 per cent of eligible households (Buslei et al, 2019), which suggest an even higher need among pensioners for means-tested support. This development certainly affects the ‘value’ and hence the legitimacy of the pension insurance as it may well be that a person receives a contribution-based pension whose amount is below the level that allows pensioners to claim additional means-tested benefits. But the basic income scheme is far from dominating the system of old-age security as just below 3 per cent of recipients of a public pension receive additional basic income support. Nevertheless, a decreasing benefit level of the pension insurance means that people have to work longer to earn a pension higher than the means-tested basic income (Bäcker, 2020) and projections show an absolute and relative increase of claimants of basic income benefits (Buslei et al, 2023).


Figure 3.1:Share of recipients of basic income support in old age by age group and among pensioners

[image: The rate of recipients of basic income support in old age increased from 2003 to 2023. As a share of people 65 years old and older it increased nearly constantly from 1.7 to 3.9 per cent with a steep increase in recent years. The share of pensioners who receive basic income support increased nearly constantly from 1.2 to 2.9 per cent.]

Source: Destatis (2024); Deutsche Rentenversicherung (2024)

The situation differs markedly regarding unemployment benefits. Here, UB II has been the dominant means of protection in case of unemployment since its implementation (Rosenthal, 2012; Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 2024b). While about 25 per cent of unemployed persons receive UB I benefits, about 65 per cent of unemployed persons receive UB II/citizen’s benefits. Again, the non-take-up rate for UB II benefits is estimated at around a third of eligible households (Bruckmeier et al, 2019) and research has shown the low legitimacy of mean-tested benefits (Wilke and Sielaff, 2023; Sielaff and Wilke, 2024). Hence, Figure 3.2 underestimates the actual need for and potential take-up of the means-tested UB II. While these rates are fairly stable over time (an exception being 2020, the year of the COVID-19 pandemic), it should be noted that the total numbers of recipients of both benefits decreased as unemployment rates dropped and labour market participation rates rose, especially among women (Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 2024b). Also, it should be noted that these rates refer to unemployed persons only. The total numbers of beneficiaries are higher, especially in case of UB II, as the total number of recipients includes people who receive benefits to top up low wages and household members such as dependent spouses and the children are also beneficiaries (in total, 5.5 million persons in December 2023; Bundesagentur für Arbeit, 2024a).

The higher rates of persons receiving UB II benefits compared to UB I benefits signifies a significant shift compared to pre-Hartz reforms. Rosenthal (2012: 151–152) reports that in the late 1990s/early 2000s over 40 per cent of unemployed persons received insurance benefits. This share dropped to about 20 per cent in 2007 and remained below 30 per cent for most years thereafter. This change is due to tighter eligibility criteria and shorter duration of the insurance benefit UB I on one hand and to the politics of workfare on the other, which stresses the duty to take up a job. If the latter duty is imposed disregarding considerations whether it leads to stable employment this may lead to a revolving door effect – alternating phases of unemployment and short periods of low-paid, low-quality employment that do not lead to entitlements to UB I benefits (Blank and Schmitz-Kießler, 2023).


Figure 3.2:Recipients of unemployment benefits I and II, only unemployed persons

[image: Figure 3.2 depicts the shares of unemployed persons who receive either unemployment I or unemployment II benefits from 2007 to 2023. The share of unemployed persons receiving unemployment benefits I was about 25 per cent for most of the time. The share of unemployed persons receiving unemployment benefits I was about 65 per cent for most of the time.]

Source: Bundesagentur (2024b)

The analysis has shown that one policy outcome of both pension and unemployment reforms is a higher reliance on means-tested basic income schemes. However, the policy fields differ markedly. In the case of unemployment, the ‘standard’ protection seems to be the means-tested UB II and the social insurance scheme of UB I is confined to a minority of unemployed persons. Still, in absolute terms the number of claimants has declined (measured by the numbers of unemployed persons receiving benefits) due to a generally good labour market performance. In the field of pensions, the public pension insurance’s benefits continue to dominate old-age security despite a growing number of recipients of basic income support in old age. Yet, this increase has been more dramatic, albeit from a low base, by doubling the number of recipients.


Recent SPD-led reforms: turning back the clock?

So far, the analysis has shown that the paradigmatic reforms of the red-green government led to a weakening of social insurance schemes that in turn contributed to a higher relevance of basic income schemes within the German welfare state. Both SPD and the Greens promised major policy changes in the run-up to the 2021 elections that resulted in a coalition government of SPD, the Greens and FDP. This section discusses reforms and policy proposals and whether these can be assessed as a policy reversal.

In its 2021 election campaign the SPD promised ‘We will fundamentally overhaul the basic income scheme [UB II] and will develop it into a citizen’s benefit’ (SPD, 2021: 33). The Greens went even further and made the election promise ‘to overcome Hartz IV’ (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen, 2021: 111). Consequently, the coalition formed by SPD, Greens and FDP wrote in the coalition agreement: ‘Instead of the present basic income scheme (Hartz IV) we will introduce a citizen’s benefit. This shall respect the dignity of the individual, empower persons to participate in society, and will be digitally and easily accessible’ (SPD et al, 2021: 59; translation FB).

The election manifestos and the coalition agreements were less outspoken regarding pension policies. While proposals were made to tackle problems within the given system and stabilise the pension level, there seemed to be no perceived necessity to call the whole system into question. Already in 2017, the SPD’s and the Greens’ manifestos stressed the need to stop the decrease of the pension level (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen, 2017; SPD, 2017). Similarly, in 2013 the SPD called for a stabilisation of the pension level until the end of the decade (SPD, 2013) and the Greens warned about the consequences of a significantly decreased benefit level (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen, 2013).


Pensions

In more detail, the coalition sought to permanently stabilise the benefit level of public pensions (SPD et al, 2021; Bundesregierung, 2024). This would have meant a departure from current policies, which mean a return to automatic adjustment of benefit levels in 2026 and hence probably to decreasing insurance-based pension levels. Surely, it would not have meant a return to past benefit levels. Also, the coalition planned to supplement the pension insurance’s revenues with profits from a new capital stock, and reform private pensions.

The pension reform was already discussed in parliament, but the decision was not taken before the break-up of the coalition. While there has been a remarkable shift in political debates towards policies that would lead to more generous insurance benefits, it would be an exaggeration to see the pension policy proposals as a return to pre-2001 policy designs. This leads to the somewhat difficult assessment of the envisaged policies. The policy proposals can be seen as attributing pension adequacy more significance permanently and, thus, a shift in the hierarchy of policy objectives towards restrengthening social insurance. However, at the same time they would have left the overall structure of the pension system untouched. In sum, the proposals aimed to halt the automatic retrenchment enshrined in the adjustment formula without attempting to make up for past cuts and reverting the trend towards a greater reliance on the means-tested basic income support.


Labour market

Criticism directed against the means-tested – and contested heart of the Hartz reform – UB II mainly focused on two aspects: the work-first approach, and the transition to a means-tested system that did not protect claimants’ standard of living, and whose benefits were judged to be too low to protect against poverty. In 2022, UB II was reformed towards a citizen’s benefit (Bürgergeld). The most important aspect of the reform is the promise of a new understanding of conditionality and activation. The principle of ‘work first’ (Vermittlungsvorrang) was abandoned in favour of education and training. Together with less tough benefit sanctions and a new individual ‘cooperation plan’ that is to replace the ‘integration agreement’ this could contribute to a new relation between job centres and beneficiaries, who are supposed to have a relationship on a more equal footing.

Furthermore, the new citizen’s benefit brought with it an adjustment of benefits in face of high inflation (to €502 for individuals, an increase of €53). This adjustment, however, is not the same as a general increase of benefit levels, but merely an earlier indexing to inflation. Generally, basic income benefits are adjusted according to statistical data about the development of consumption expenditures of low-income groups every five years and according to an index reflecting inflation (70 per cent) and wage development (30 per cent) in the meantime. In addition to the per capita citizen’s benefit, beneficiaries receive supplementary benefits for housing and heating at the household level. In sum, the reforms meant that benefits are adjusted more quickly to inflation. This also affects the minimum income schemes for pensioners and disabled, which operate the same formula.

The eligibility criteria were also relaxed around income- and assets-tests. Finally, in active labour market policies, instruments aimed at integrating long-term unemployed persons in the labour market (wage-subsidies combined with training and coaching) were established permanently. However, in March 2024 a subsequent reform of the new citizen’s benefit tightened rules on sanctions due to a public backlash against this ‘soft’ approach towards unemployed.

From a social policy perspective, which focuses primarily on the benefits, there are improvements, but all in all none of the changes were far-reaching. There was no general revision of the benefit calculation to reflect actual need, and a return to wage-replacement benefits in case of longer unemployment (as in the old UA scheme) is not debated at all. From a labour market policy perspective, the citizen’s benefit cannot be assessed as a new paradigm shift, as the focus on conditionality of benefits and activation is not history (Börner and Kahnert, 2024). Activation and integration in the labour market are still the overarching policy aim, and much will depend on how the job centres adjust to the laxer rules, enact sanctions and implement cooperation plans. Although the strictest aspects of conditionality had been softened, altogether there seems to be no new paradigm shift backwards to restrengthening the unemployment insurance policy features.


Insurance or means-test? Plausible outcomes

How will the most recent reforms and proposals influence the aforementioned trend towards a growing reliance on means-tested income schemes? In pension policies, the stabilisation of the benefit level – all other things being equal – would have led to a stabilisation of the relation of insurance-based and basic income benefits. But all other things do not remain equal. First, the pension insurance is adjusted according to wages, while the basic income benefits are adjusted according to the development of incomes of low-income groups every five years (and in the meantime according to an index reflecting inflation and wage development). This means that real wage increases of middle- and upper-income groups would lead to pension insurance benefits rising faster than basic income support, while higher inflation would suggest the reverse effect, where the basic income schemes would catch up to the pension insurance. Second, the basic pension altered the interplay of pensions and basic income schemes, since a share of the pension benefits of persons entitled to the basic pension is not being credited against the means-tested basic income support, thus making more persons eligible. Which of these economic developments and consequences of prior reforms will prevail cannot be assessed with the currently available data. However, projections point to a future increase of numbers and shares of recipients of basic income benefits even if the benefit level of the pension insurance had been stabilised (Buslei et al, 2023). One reason for this is the increased eligibility connected to the basic pension.

The new citizen’s benefit came with somewhat eased eligibility criteria. Together with less pressure on the unemployed to seek any kind of employment this may lead to higher take-up rates and a longer receipt of benefits. This could lead to higher numbers of citizen’s benefit-recipients which would stress this benefit’s significance as the predominant system in unemployment protection even more. However, much depends on both the general development of the labour market and on whether the move towards better labour market integration of unemployed persons by way of qualification proves to be successful. If jobseekers receive citizen’s benefits longer due to less pressure and longer periods of training, they may be more successful in the labour market in the long term, thus leading to lower unemployment in general and to more people being able to meet the eligibility criteria of UB I. Also, the mechanism described earlier with respect to pension policies works similarly in the field of unemployment benefits: UB I is based on prior earnings, while the adjustment of the citizen’s benefit takes into account inflation and wage development and caters for individual housing and heating costs. Since recipients of low UB I benefits may receive additional citizen’s benefits, this means that the relation of unemployment insurance and citizen’s benefit will also be affected by real wage development and the development of the costs for housing and heating. So, at the time of writing the conclusion is pretty much the same for both policies. Only time will tell if the division of labour of social insurance schemes and basic incomes schemes will be permanently affected by current reforms.


No new paradigms but a new attitude: accounting for current trends

While current policies do not reverse the earlier decisions in a substantial manner nor amount to an altogether new paradigm, social policy making since the early 2010s differs markedly from the welfare politics of the late 1990s and early 2000s and a strengthening of the pension insurance seemed a realistic possibility under the last government. The negative attitude towards social protection has weakened across the political spectrum, despite social policies remaining contested until today. The general political approach and public attitude recognise not only the cost burden of the welfare state alone, but also acknowledge welfare benefits as a positive part of German society and important for social cohesion.

In the following I argue that an explanation of the change in social policy making needs to refer both to political actors – notably the SPD – and the macroeconomic environment that enabled the post-Hartz reforms.

The German party system has been marked by both volatility and stability in the last three decades (Figure 3.3). While the number of parties in parliament increased, their respective shares decreased. This concerns especially the old catch-all parties CDU/CSU and SPD who nevertheless remain central to social policy making. This development made various coalition governments possible as well as necessary. An outcome of this constellation is that the SPD has been part of coalition governments almost constantly since 1998, which was only interrupted from 2009 to 2013. At the time of writing this means 22 years of social democratic social policy making because, during all these years, the Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs was led by social democrats.4 While the respective coalitions form the background for (and limits to) the ministers’ activities, it seems plausible to attribute much of the change in policy making to changes of the SPD’s stance.


Figure 3.3:Results of federal elections (only parties represented in parliament displayed) and governing coalitions (depicted on the x-axis), 1990–2021

[image: Figure 3.1 shows the share of votes of the parties represented in the German parliament from 1990 to 2021. Both conservative CDU/CSU and social-democrat SPD lost votes in recent elections compared to the results of the 1990s.]

Note: FDP was not represented in parliament after the 2013 election.

Source: Bundeswahlleiter (2022)

As shown earlier, the SPD campaigned for a stabilisation of the pension insurance benefit level since 2013 and hence for an overhaul of the decisions made in the early 2000s. Not least, the SPD linked the pension insurance to the prevention of old-age poverty in its election manifestos, which could have led to a strengthening of the pension insurance in relation to basic income support (SPD, 2013, 2017). As regards unemployment policies, the SPD explicitly demanded a strengthening of the unemployment insurance through softer eligibility criteria to address the problem of many unemployed being reliant on UB II (SPD, 2017). These proposals aimed certainly at mitigating some of the ‘Riester’ and ‘Hartz’ reforms and stand for an acknowledgement of the significance of social insurance schemes within the German welfare model, but the party did not call for a complete reversal, such as a move away from the multi-pillar model in pension policies or an abolishment of UB II.

Yet, why did the SPD propose to review its own policies? The decisions of the 2000s provoked external protest and also internal opposition (Raschke, 2010: 71–72; Spier and von Alemann, 2013: 445). While the SPD received 40.9 per cent of the vote in the federal elections in 1998 and 38.5 per cent in 2002, it dropped below 35 per cent in 2005 and even lower in the following elections. Following the Hartz reforms, some of the working-class SPD clientele transferred to the far left (the WASG/PDS receiving 8.7 per cent of the vote in 2005, and 11.9 per cent when united as The Left in 2009). The revised SPD policy proposals may be seen as a direct response to the criticism articulated by The Left, but also to objections by charities, associations and trade unions, who kept campaigning and lobbying for a reversal of the reforms or at least a remedy for the problems arising from the political decisions of 1998–2005 and thereafter.5 Last but not least, parts of the SPD’s remaining rank and file stood in quiet and sometimes loud opposition to its own leadership. These political pressure groups could also refer to independent research pointing to new and re-emerging social problems associated with the newly enacted policies, so that political pressure from the left and advocacy groups and the sobering election results blended with policy evaluation and learning. As a result, there was already a programmatic turn that stressed the party’s commitment towards more generous labour market and social policies in the run-up to the 2013 election (Zohlnhöfer and Engler, 2015: 149–150; Voigt, 2019: 424).

This reorientation of the SPD towards stronger social insurance schemes – and an openness by the conservative CDU/CSU to deal with its junior partner’s proposals in three coalition governments – was facilitated by the general more positive economic development. Since about 2009 Germany experienced a long-lasting upturn in the labour market, leading to an all-time high in employment in both absolute and relative terms, accompanied by continued economic growth. Given these ideological and economic developments it seems somewhat surprising that social policy reforms were expansive in the 2010s, but did not amount to a new paradigm shift. First, the conservatives – and the market-liberal FDP in 2009–2013 – were strong counterweights against reversing stronger means-testing. Second, even if there had been a left majority for more far-reaching changes, it is not clear how far the SPD would and could have fully reversed its earlier reforms, given personnel continuities among its upper ranks. And finally, the reforms created lock-in effects (Pierson, 1994), especially regarding the multi-pillar pension system. It is not impossible to reverse a trend towards privatisation (Ortiz et al, 2019), but it may cost much more political capital than simply strengthening the public system and trying to improve private pension schemes.


Conclusion

Social policy making in Germany since about 2008 differs markedly from the austerity politics of the early 2000s. Not only did the relevant political actors recognise the societal and economic value of social policy interventions, but also actual expansive policy reforms were enacted. This chapter has illustrated this change in pension and unemployment schemes that softened eligibility criteria for means-tested benefits and strengthened the pension insurance in some respects, even though some initiatives remained proposals as a consequence of the break-up of the coalition. Nevertheless, a departure from the paths paved two decades ago cannot be found in the embedded structures of these schemes. This stands in contrast to some political campaign phrases that seemed to point to a more general overhaul of policies. While past reforms were certainly evaluated and amended, the recent expansive reforms do not amount to a new paradigm shift, let alone a paradigmatic reversal, that is, full-scale reversals of privatisation, activation and means-testing.

With respect to the relation of social insurance schemes and basic incomes schemes that shifted as an outcome of policy changes, the foregoing discussion can be summarised as follows: in the field of pensions there is a trend towards a growing significance of the basic income scheme for the pensioners, but the means-tested benefits a far from dominating old-age security. As the coalition government failed to realise its pension reform plans and strengthen the pension insurance, the future development could be a higher rate of pensioners having to rely on means-tested benefits. Regarding unemployment protection policies the institutional setting did not change significantly. Easier access to citizen’s benefits may even shift the relation even more towards the basic income scheme. However, the relationship of UB I and the citizen’s benefit is closely connected to the labour market and especially long-term unemployment and wages. Further studies will have to show which effect prevails and if means-tested benefits will gain or lose relevance.

Key political actors who were responsible for the social policy paradigm shift in the early and mid-2000s were in charge for most of the subsequent two decades. In the context of a positive economic development they could realise some expansive policy changes and could mitigate some of their own reforms. This concerns mainly the social democrats, who reacted to internal and external criticism by acknowledging the damaging consequences of too harsh means-testing and eroding the social insurance function of the German welfare state. However, this stability – the continued central involvement of the social democrats in social policy making – may have prevented at the same time a departure from the path taken in the 2000s. While campaigning for stronger social insurances schemes, the social democrats did not demand a full revision of earlier policy changes nor did they have the power to realise such policies. So the future of the Bismarckian model is far from clear. While social insurance schemes still dominate the German welfare system overall, liberal means-tested elements are getting stronger.


Notes

1At the time of writing (December 2024), the government’s pension reform draft bill had already been discussed in parliament, but the decision was not taken. It seems unlikely that this reform will be put to a vote before the snap elections in February 2025.
2Peter Hartz chaired the reform commission on modern labour market services and the subsequent reforms – although not all based on the commission’s proposals – were colloquially named after him.
3The analysis will focus on old-age pensions; hence in the following it will be only referred to the basic income scheme for the elderly. This in line with the treatment of the pension reforms earlier, which omitted disability pensions for reasons of space. However, receipt of basic income benefits is higher among disabled persons than among old-age pensioners.
42002–2005: the two ministries for Economy and Labour and for Health and Social Affairs.
5For the relation of SPD and trade unions see Jun (2019: 44).
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4 Bouncing back into gender? The persisting effect of parenthood on gender roles in Austrian families

Carmen Walenta-Bergmann


Introduction

Decisions about how families divide up care work and who contributes how much to the household income are undermined by various factors and family life is channelled into predetermined traditional paths. Influencing factors such as pressure from employers, pressure from the social environment and pressure due to the gender pay gap in combination with the average age difference between father and mother (on average, older fathers have had more time to establish in the labour market) reduce freedom of choice. As a result, many people are unable to take on the position they want in their families and are forced into gender-stereotypical roles.

Prior research has shown that the transition to parenthood has different impacts on women’s than on men’s professional careers, daily routines, as well as attitudes (see, for example, Katz-Wise et al, 2010; Sevón, 2012; Zhou and Kan, 2023). Focusing on gender attitudes the so-called parenthood effect on gender roles will be elaborated by analysing the Austrian context. This contribution answers the research question: how did the parenthood effect on gender attitudes in Austria develop between 2003 and 2023? This timeframe has been chosen because it has been subjected to various policy reforms aiming to facilitate a more equal distribution of employment and care work within families. The analysis is based on data from the Austrian Social Survey. To provide additional information time use data by Statistics Austria and parental leave use data from the register-based labour market statistics are an important data source.

The chapter is structured as follows. First, the debate around parenthood effect on gender inequality is summarised. Then, main policy reforms in Austria will be presented. Then, a section on data and methods will be followed by the results and a final section for discussion and conclusion.


The parenthood effect on gender inequality

Research has shown that almost every aspect of one’s life is influenced by the transition to parenthood. Employment and daily routines (Zhou and Kan, 2023), mental and physical health (Saxbe et al, 2018), relationship satisfaction (Mitnick et al, 2009) and not least gender attitudes (Katz-Wise et al, 2010) are affected by the mere fact of becoming a parent. In addition to that, it was discovered many years ago that the transition has different impacts on men than on women. The empirical evidence shows that the lives of women change much more when becoming mothers, than the lives of men when becoming fathers. Moreover, in terms of labour market participation, the lives of men and women changes into different directions. While men only slightly increase employment hours and do not change housework hours, women tend to have large increases in housework hours and decrease in employment hours. Summed up, parenthood causes a gendered division of labour, mostly by reshaping women’s, not men’s, routine (Sanchez and Thomson, 1997).

More than 20 years later, these findings are still true. While since the 2010s marriage no longer has different effects on men’s and women’s housework hours in Britain, motherhood continues to reduce women’s employment hours substantially (Zhou and Kan, 2023). Likewise, in Chile, men’s labour outcomes remain unaffected, while women have to face declining employment, working hours and earnings (Berniell et al, 2021). In line with these quantitative results, qualitative research shows that the subjective assessment of mothers comes to the same result when they say: ‘My life has changed, but his life hasn’t’ (Sevón, 2012). More than that, research has shown that not only routines, but also gender-role attitudes and behaviour, are affected by the transition to parenthood. In sum, people became more traditional in their gender-role attitudes and, similar to the findings for routines, women’s attitudes changed more than men’s (Katz-Wise et al, 2010).

Nevertheless, some findings suggest that the parenthood effect is not given by nature, but moderated by other factors. Schober (2013: 74), for example, found ‘that higher absolute wages and more egalitarian attitudes of women before motherhood reduce the shift towards a more traditional division of labour after couples have their first child’. Further, research on the parenthood effect in Sweden shows that the effect can be moderated by family policies and country context (Kaufman et al, 2017).


Reforms and policy changes in Austria

Family policy has changed considerably during the last decades in Austria. Parental leave regulations, for example, have been reformed many times to facilitate a more equal distribution of care work between parents. Since 1990, fathers are allowed to take advantage of paid parental leave. In 2008 more flexible leave options have been introduced and the regulations for additional income have been reformed. In 2010 the income-related childcare allowance has been introduced in Austria. Using these leave options parents can receive 80 per cent of their previous income for at least one year, making parental leave much more attractive for high-income parents (usually fathers). In 2017 leave regulations became more flexible and an early leave option – one month right after birth – for fathers has been introduced. In 2019 this early leave option became a legal right for all fathers. In 2023, finally, non-transferable leave months for fathers are introduced for all leave models (income-related and flat-rate). Further, fathers now receive more money for the early leave month and parents have the right to postpone leave until their child reaches the age of seven.1


Data and method

This chapter analyses the parenthood effect on gender attitudes in Austria using data from the Austrian Social Survey 2003 (Schulz et al, 2019) and 2023 (Hadler et al, 2024). It also considers time use data from Statistics Austria for the years 2008/2009 (Ghassemi and Kronsteiner-Mann, 2009) and 2021/2022 (Trap and Foissner, 2023), as well as parental leave data from the register-based labour market statistics (Bundeskanzleramt, 2024). Together, these datasets provide a comprehensive view of the current gender differences in the everyday experiences of fathers and mothers. The time use data is analysed on a descriptive level, comparing the average time men and women spend on unpaid care work and employment respectively. Similarly, the data on the use of parental leave is analysed on a descriptive level to track the evolution of fathers’ share of parental leave in Austria.

In addition to this descriptive analysis the parenthood effect on gender attitudes in Austria is analysed using linear regression analysis. The gender attitude items are based on questions with responses measured on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from ‘strongly agree’ (1) to ‘strongly disagree’ (5). The analysis is based on two items that did not change in their wording between the waves of 2003 and 2023. Participants have been asked for their opinion on the statements ‘Family life suffers because of working mothers’ and ‘Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for money’. The independent variables of the analysis are ‘parenthood’, which distinguishes between people not having children yet but planning to have at least one (0) and parents (1). This distinction has been made because comparing between parents and all people not having children might bias the results due to the different evaluation of gender roles and parenthood of people not wanting to have children at all. The results are controlled for age (ranging between 16 and 95), gender (1 equals male, 2 equals female), degree of urbanisation (from 1 [rural] to 6 [urban]) and education (years of education).


Results

In Austria, not only have leave policies evolved (see section on ‘Reforms and policy changes in Austria’), but several other factors that might influence employment–care dynamics within families have also changed in recent years. For example, the gender pay gap has decreased from 25.5 in 2006 to 18.4 per cent in 2022 (Geisberger and Glaser, 2021; Geisberger, 2024). Similarly, the parental age gap (the difference in age between father and mother at the time of their child’s birth) has narrowed from 3.3 years in 2015 to 2.8 years in 2022 (Statistik Austria, 2023).


Changing attitudes

In addition to these developments described, gender attitudes within the Austrian society are changing during the last decades. In 2003, for example, only 22.9 per cent of the population disagreed with the statement ‘Family life suffers because of working mothers’ while 20 years later, in 2023, more than half of the population (50.2 per cent) disagreed (see Figure 4.1).


Figure 4.1:Evaluation of the statement ‘Family life suffers because of working mothers’; comparison between 2003 and 2023

[image: In 2003, the responses to the statement ‘Family life suffers because of working mothers’ were as follows: ● Among not-parents: ● 12.9 per cent strongly disagreed ● 22.7 per cent disagreed ● 17.5 per cent were neutral ● 29.8 per cent agreed ● 17.1 per cent strongly agreed ● Among parents: ● 5.6 per cent strongly disagreed ● 12.2 per cent disagreed ● 13.5 per cent were neutral ● 35.3 per cent agreed ● 33.5 per cent strongly agreed In 2023, the responses were: ● Among not-parents: ● 36.4 per cent strongly disagreed ● 24.4 per cent disagreed ● 9.6 per cent were neutral ● 19.3 per cent agreed ● 10.2 per cent strongly agreed ● Among parents: ● 23.5 per cent strongly disagreed ● 22.4 per cent disagreed ● 9.6 per cent were neutral ● 27 per cent agreed ● 17.5 per cent strongly agreed]

Note: Sample size: 1,913 individuals in 2003, 956 in 2023.

Source: Author’s elaborations on Austrian Social Survey data

The item is part of the Austrian Social Survey and must be answered on a five-point Likert scale between ‘strongly agree’ (1) and ‘strongly disagree’ (5). Taking a closer look at these attitudes, however, reveals that they are not only changing over time, but also due to the transition to parenthood.


Figure 4.2:Beta coefficients estimated from a linear regression model. Dependent variable: disagreeing with the statement ‘Family life suffers because of working mothers’

[image: Regression models show that in 2003, older people and parents were less likely to disagree with the statement, ‘Family life suffers because of a working mother,’ while women, urban residents, and those with higher education levels were more likely to disagree. By 2023, greater disagreement was reported only among women and those with higher levels of education.]

Note: Sample size: 1,913 individuals in 2003, 956 in 2023.

Source: Author’s elaborations on Austrian Social Survey data

Figure 4.2 visualises the effect of parenthood, controlled for age, gender, urban/rural and education on the attitudes towards the agreement with the statement ‘Family life suffers because of working mothers’. The results show that parents are less likely to disagree with the statement than people not having children yet (but planning to have at least one). This negative parenthood effect on gender attitudes (-0.364) is becoming smaller in 2023. However, it still reflects a significant shift in attitudes associated with the transition to parenthood, with a -0.24 decrease in disagreement among parents compared to not-yet-parents. The control variables report slightly less disagreement for older people (-0.009), more disagreement for women (0.1), more disagreement for people living in urban areas (0.105) and for people with higher formal education (0.133). While it is not surprising that people who have higher formal education and who live in urban areas have more egalitarian gender attitudes, it is very interesting to note that differences between men and women became much more pronounced since 2003. While 20 years ago the difference between men and women was only 0.1 on the five-point Likert scale, the effect is almost twice as high in 2023.

Gender attitudes in Austria do not only change regarding the questions of how it is best to behave and organise as a family, but also regarding the evaluation of care work compared to employment. While in 2003 43 per cent disagree with the statement ‘Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for money’, in 2023 almost 57 per cent disagree. Taking a closer look, it is striking to see that in 2003 much more agreement is reported among parents, while in 2023 we see more disagreement among parents compared to people without children. In 2003 more than 50 per cent of people not having children disagree (strongly) with the statement, but only about 40 per cent of parents. In 2023 the results are reversed, almost 60 per cent of parents disagree, while at the same time disagreement among people without children is on a lower level of about 55 per cent (see Figure 4.3).


Figure 4.3:Evaluation of the statement ‘Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for money’; comparison between 2003 and 2023

[image: In 2003, the responses to the statement ‘Being a housewife is just as fulfilling’ were as follows: ● Among not-parents: ● 24 per cent strongly disagreed ● 26.6 per cent disagreed ● 21.3 per cent were neutral ● 21.3 per cent agreed ● 6.8 per cent strongly agreed ● Among parents: ● 15.1 per cent strongly disagreed ● 25 per cent disagreed ● 17.7 per cent were neutral ● 23 per cent agreed ● 19.3 per cent strongly agreed In 2023, the responses were: ● Among not-parents: ● 29.8 per cent strongly disagreed ● 25.4 per cent disagreed ● 21.1 per cent were neutral ● 13.7 per cent agreed ● 10 per cent strongly agreed ● Among parents: ● 25.1 per cent strongly disagreed ● 34.3 per cent disagreed ● 14.5 per cent were neutral ● 16.4 per cent agreed ● 9.8 per cent strongly agreed]

Note: Sample size: 1,797 individuals in 2003, 877 in 2023.

Source: Author’s elaborations on Austrian Social Survey data

Today, care work is in general perceived as less fulfilling compared to participation in the formal labour market. Interestingly, the attractiveness of care work compared to participation in the formal labour market has decreased especially for parents. Or to put it differently, those affected by care work perceive it particularly negatively today, while this has not been the case 20 years ago.


Figure 4.4:Beta coefficients estimated from a linear regression result model. Dependent variable: disagreeing with the statement ‘Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for money’

[image: The regression models show that in 2003, parents were less likely to disagree with the statement, ‘Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for money’, compared to people without children (but who planned to have at least one). By 2023, however, the effect of parenthood shifted, showing a positive coefficient.]

Note: Sample size: 1,797 individuals in 2003, 877 in 2023.

Source: Author’s elaborations on Austrian Social Survey data

Figure 4.4 visualises the effect of parenthood controlled for age, gender, urban/rural and education on the attitudes towards the agreement with the statement ‘Being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working for money’. Also, once controlled for different characteristics of parents compared to not-yet-parents, the results show that in 2003 parents are less likely to disagree with the statement (-0.222) than people not having children yet (but planning to have at least one). In 2023 we see a different picture, showing that the effect of parenthood is positive (0.168) as parents are more likely to disagree with the more conservative statement. Including all control variables, however, this negative effect is not significant for a 95 per cent confidence interval.

For the 2003 data the control variables report slightly less disagreement for older people (-0.012), more disagreement for women (0.234), more disagreement for people living in urban areas (0.05) and for people with higher formal education (0.124). Like for the first statement in the analysis, the differences between men and women became much more pronounced during the last years. While in 2003 the difference between men and women was only 0.2 on the five-point Likert scale, the effect is almost twice as high in 2023. In addition to that, other influencing factors become less important, or even negligible. While the effect of education becomes smaller for the 2023 data, the effect of age and urban/rural is almost zero and not significant anymore.


Changing behaviour?

As prior sections have shown, gender attitudes as well as family policies have evolved – at least partly – in Austria during the last decades. The analysis of the Austrian time use and parental leave use data, however, shows that these changes are not reflected in actual behaviour. Results show persistent differences between women and men when they face the transition to parenthood. Like in other countries (for Britain see Zhou and Kan, 2023; for Chile see Berniell et al, 2021), the increase in care work is much bigger for women than for men.

Figure 4.5 provides an overview of the average minutes men and women spend on paid work and unpaid care work in 2008/2009 and 2021/2022. The analysis compares working age (up to 65 years of age) different sex couple households without (0) and with children under 18 years old (1). In 2008/2009 men without children in Austrian households spend on average 388 minutes on employment and 203 minutes on care work (including housekeeping, childcare and social contacts with relatives). Women in the same situation spend 259 minutes on employment and 312 on care work. Overall, men spend 591 minutes and women 571 minutes on care work and employment.


Figure 4.5:Average minutes men and women spend on paid work and unpaid care work

[image: In 2008/2009, men without children in Austrian households spent an average of 388 minutes on employment and 203 minutes on care work, while women in the same situation spent 259 minutes on employment and 312 minutes on care work. Overall, men dedicated 591 minutes and women 571 minutes to both employment and care work combined. In 2021/2022 the situation is similar, with time spent by women in informal care increasing from 200 minutes for women without children to over 300 minutes for women with children.]

Note: Sample size: 8,234 in 2008/2009, 7,863 in 2021/2022.

Source: Author’s elaborations on time use data by Statistics Austria

As there is already an existing difference in the relation of employment and care work between men and women, this difference becomes much bigger looking at men and women living in households with at least one child below the age of 18. In 2008/2009 men living in this kind of household on average use 396 minutes for employment and only 252 minutes for care work. Women, on the other hand, use much more time for unpaid care work (473 minutes) than for employment (171 minutes). Overall men spend 647 minutes and women 644 minutes for care work and employment. So, what we see is a slight increase of employment as well as care work hours for men becoming fathers but decreasing employment hours and highly increasing care work hours for women becoming mothers. As the analysis shows, this pattern does not change for the 2021/2022 sample (see Figure 4.5).

The persistence of the parenthood effect on gender roles in Austrian families additionally becomes apparent if we look at the monthly proportion of fathers taking parental leave during the last years (see Figure 4.6). Even though leave policies have changed considerably during the last decades in Austria (as presented in the section on ‘Reforms and policy changes in Austria’), the monthly share of men taking parental leave is stagnating below 5 per cent. More than that, the overall mean is slightly decreasing since 2020. Interestingly, there can also be reported a stable annual rhythm with higher leave take-up rates during summer. The highest mean is reported for August (5.13 per cent) and the lowest mean is reported for December (3.43 per cent).


Figure 4.6:Monthly proportion of fathers taking parental leave between 2018 and 2024

[image: The proportion of fathers taking parental leave is stable since 2018, barely passing 5 per cent.]

Source: Author’s elaborations on government’s data


Conclusion

This chapter analyses the parenthood effect on gender attitudes in Austria using data from the Austrian Social Surveys in 2003 and 2023. Results show an overall change in gender attitudes during the last 20 years. Respondents, for example, are less likely to assume that family life suffers if a mother is employed. At the same time, being a housewife is perceived to be much less attractive than 20 years ago. However, the analysis also shows that the effect of parenthood on gender roles and practices remains strong. Linear regression results, for example, show a declining but still significant difference between parents and future parents (no children yet but planning to have at least one) on the evaluation of the statement ‘Family life suffers because of working mothers’. This difference points towards a gap between people’s aspirations and the effective reality of their family life.

The analysis of time use data and parental leave use data further shows a stable gendered distribution of care and employment within Austrian families. The analysis of parental leave use data shows that the monthly share of fathers taking parental leave is only about 4 per cent and not increasing during the last years, but slightly decreasing since 2020. Along with this development, time use data shows that the paid–unpaid work gap between men and women is becoming smaller in households without children but remains stable at a high level for households with children. The stability of the effect is particularly surprising because several family policy reforms, such as the implementation of more flexible, salary-dependent parental leave models, have been introduced to facilitate a more equal distribution of care work and employment within Austrian families. In practice, the reforms do not yet appear to be having the desired effect.

Several aspects of these results are particularly relevant for future discussions. First, care work became less attractive compared to employment during the last decades. This is true for men as well as for women, and interestingly this change in attitudes is more pronounced for parents already engaged in care activities than for future parents. Second, between 2003 and 2023, attitudinal differences between men and women in Austria have increased, while differences linked to other factors such as education and age have become less relevant. This result suggests that there may be more within-family discord and dissatisfaction than 20 years ago and more agreement across socio-economic groups. However, changing conditions in the field of family policy, age gap or social norms do not (yet) go along with changing behaviour. This aspect is especially interesting for the discussion about relevant influencing factors for a more gender equal society.

These results produce some very interesting further questions. First, further research should explore how the gap between generally changing attitudes and social conditions and the actual distribution of care and employment within families can be explained. Second, it would be worthwhile to find out more about the possible consequences of this gap. Third, and related to these questions, if the current reforms and changes do not result in a significant change towards a more gender equal society, what are the things that should and could be done to close the parenthood gap? In any case, the persisting gap between people’s aspirations and the realised reality of their family life should be taken seriously and must be considered when it comes to developing sustainable family policies.


Note

1For more details regarding family policy reforms in Austria visit www.parlament.gv.at
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5 Gender justice between Confucianism, socialism and equality in modern China: challenges and opportunities for national and local stakeholders

Yunyan Li


Introduction

The reform and opening up policy of the 1980s profoundly affected China’s modernisation process, introducing market competition while maintaining state intervention. Demographic transitions have been shaped by shifting population policies – from promoting fewer births during the one-child era to recently encouraging larger families amid concerns about population ageing (Cai, 2020). The rural–urban divide, reinforced by the household registration system configuring unequal welfare coverage, remains critical in understanding China’s uneven socio-economic transitions and emerging inequalities. As Liu (2020) summarises, market and bureaucratic coordination constantly shapes and reshapes Chinese social divisions, economic distribution and income disparity in modern China. This process creates two ways of class-making with unequally distributed resources and life chances: on the one hand, economic reforms lead to different developmental trajectories through inherited market inequalities and, on the other, the bureaucratic household registration system affects access to welfare, education and employment opportunities by location (He and Wu, 2017).

These profound transitions have affected Chinese everyday life, particularly women’s experiences, as has the interaction between modernisation and transforming Confucianism. Since the early 2000s, the state has interwoven essential Confucian values (for example, harmony) and ‘core socialist values’ into a new ideology that redefines personal responsibility with profound gender implications by prioritising national and societal needs (Xie, 2021). The Chinese state has upheld Confucianism as a re-emerging social dynamic and government instrument emphasising family cohesion and societal stability within state-regulated order above personal choice (Zarafonetis, 2017). Transforming Confucianism, therefore, potentially reconfigures gender relations outside the family as a form of ‘public patriarchy’ (Walby, 1989: 24) in contemporary China. Central to women’s everyday experiences, gender justice is a contested concept between state-led narratives and lived realities in Chinese modernisation. The Chinese state’s understanding of gender justice typically focuses on equal legal protection and treatment in the public sphere, the arena of political discourse and state institutions, which often neglects its interplay with the personal sphere encompassing family life, household relations and informal social networks, and which is in contrast to early gender-sensitive social policy scholarship that has emphasised the role of the family in shaping gender roles and its interaction with public policy programmes (Leitner, 2003). This top-down approach is deeply embedded in ‘state-monitored’ and ‘state-controlled’ discourses, manifesting through evolving state-led images of women that have shifted over time to align with changing national priorities and socio-economic conditions. The trajectory of these discourses are evident in the evolution from ‘women holding up half the sky’ during Mao’s era (1949–1976), emphasising women’s participation in the workforce, to ‘returning home’ in the 1980s (Ji et al, 2017). This process, often coinciding with the state’s shifting strategies in economic growth and a resurgence of traditional family values, comes at the cost of women’s self-determination to create symbolic and primarily imagined gender justice under the Communist narrative (Wang and Klugman, 2020).

In the 2010s, the most recent narrative emerged in both market-oriented and state-owned media with the slogan ‘Her strength’, sometimes also translated as ‘She power’ (ta liliang, 她力量). This discursive shift refers to the increasing prominence of women in various occupations and their demonstrated capabilities in the public sphere. This narrative has encouraged women to recognise their potential and value beyond traditional family roles, fight against rejuvenated patriarchal traditions, and use rising economic opportunities in the market (People’s Daily Reporter, 2014; Eklund, 2018). It reflects a nuanced attempt by the state to balance traditional values, for example, calling for women to maintain harmonious families, with the realities of women’s increasingly important roles in the labour market. The evolution of these state-led narratives illustrates the complex and often contradictory nature of gender justice in the Chinese modernisation process, highlighting the ongoing tension between state control, economic development and women’s autonomy. The interactions between state-led intervention in one’s personal life and the marketisation process provide a complicated socio-economic context that leads to an uneasy coexistence of revived patriarchal traditions and emerging female empowerment in post-reform China, which underscores the need for a more comprehensive understanding of gender justice.

Understanding these overarching concepts of transforming Confucianism and gender justice within the Chinese modernisation trajectory requires examining the dynamic interplay between state power and market forces and how the transformation of Confucian values as a deeply embedded ethical, philosophical and cultural system shapes local experiences and policy implementation within contemporary Chinese governance structures and authoritarian state institutions. Thus, this chapter aims to capture the complex and nuanced layers of these narratives, policies and practices at national and local levels, and how these overarching concepts are shaped and manifested in this process. Integrating the spatial (rural–urban) perspective will unravel how the household registration system interacts with other emerging stratification systems, creating multidimensional and multilayered inequalities for different groups of women. This chapter will first discuss the conceptual and theoretical linkages between gender justice and transforming Confucianism in Chinese modernisation, which informs an overarching framework for exploring their manifestation in the existing national policy paradigms and policy implementation. This chapter particularly looks at their manifestations on Chinese family planning and population strategies, employment, politics, marriage and household finance in policy and practices using national policy documents and a case study approach: a city and a village in South China where 23 semi-structured interviews with stakeholders took place. This comparative approach informs how these important concepts, transforming Confucianism and gender justice, are constructed and contrasted in policy and potential broader practices across rural and urban areas and how policies relevant to women’s multifaceted everyday experiences are made, processed, interpreted and practised at national and local levels.


Connecting gender justice and Confucianism in the Chinese modernisation process

Classical modernisation theories suggest that societies transitioning from agricultural to post-industrial economies typically experience interrelated structural changes: urbanisation, educational expansion, secularisation, welfare state development and tertiary sector growth (Stockemer and Sundström, 2016). These transformations have generally corresponded with advancing gender equality, as economically developed societies tend to adopt more egalitarian gender role attitudes (Phillips, 2018). However, under authoritarian governance, China’s state-led market economy presents a distinctive case where traditional gender equality indicators might fail to capture the complexity of gender dynamics (Attané, 2012; Ji and Wu, 2018). While China achieved notably high female employment rates during Mao’s era, this apparent gender equality in labour force participation stemmed primarily from economic imperatives rather than egalitarian principles. State support for women’s employment served predominantly as a pragmatic response to labour shortages and modernisation demands rather than reflecting a genuine commitment to gender equality.

Similarly, while modernisation theory associates economic development with declining fertility through individual choice, China’s dramatic reduction in birth rates since the 1980s – from 1.82 per cent to 0.75 per cent in 2021 – was driven primarily by state intervention through the one-child policy (National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2022). The Chinese modernisation process has shaped a complex socio-economic context distinct from Western modernisation agendas. This modernisation trajectory has produced an asymmetrical pattern of development where social and political transformations have not always been matched by corresponding marketisation and economic growth. Therefore, it is crucial to coherently and thoroughly explore the overarching concepts of Chinese modernisation, Confucianism and gender justice rather than focusing on specific aspects in isolation.

Gender justice remains contentious in academic and public discourse, with ongoing debates about its conceptualisation and measurement. Okin (1989) linked family practices to workplace inequalities and political structures and pioneered discussions on justice within family practices, critiquing Rawls’ (1971) theory for overlooking family impact and justice theory’s traditional separation of public, private and personal spheres. Fraser (2001) offers a comprehensive conceptualisation of gender justice, focusing on resource redistribution and needs recognition. She acknowledges gender’s role in organising economic structures, highlighting the division between paid productive and unpaid reproductive work, with women often assigned the latter. Nussbaum (2003) moves forward the debates by advocating for a capabilities approach that enables women to develop different capabilities with enhanced choices. This approach recognises the need for human connection within families based on love and caring – interdependence – rather than coercive commitment.

The conceptualisation of interdependence is also discussed in Confucian traditions as benevolence and righteousness, which highlights mutual responsibility and commitment as a member of society to societal development and care for disadvantaged groups (Tu, 1993). Nussbaum’s interdependence incorporates a gender perspective, while Confucian traditions mainly emphasise individual–state relations and, nowadays, have been used by the state to enhance social integration and cohesion by highlighting collective interests and mutual support in a wider social context without addressing gender dynamics.

In this chapter, gender justice is defined as the formal and informal institutions and dynamic processes that construct and maintain gender equality by addressing and eliminating inequalities, which attempts to unwrap the manifestation of equal distributions of resources and opportunities (equity) and equal results (equality) in all spheres of everyday life that are not constrained to family. As a substantial outcome, another similar concept – gender equality – is recognised as the equal social and economic rights, resources and opportunities between women and men across all sectors of society (Pascall and Lewis, 2004). More than focusing on equality as a substantial outcome, this study identifies the systems and processes that construct the way of organising resources and opportunities and thus produce and reproduce inequalities in the family, the market and the state.

Family practices and Confucian traditions are rarely associated with gender justice despite their significant role in shaping women’s roles as daughters (including in-laws), wives and mothers. Over the last two decades, the Chinese state has intentionally repackaged Confucian tradition to facilitate public legitimation of the growing inequalities and tensions resulting from the socio-economic transition. This includes ‘harmony’ in the private personal sphere to define supportive family relations, accepting existing social orders and de-escalating conflict (Santos and Harrell, 2017). To maintain a harmonious family, women are expected to complete household duties and maintain peaceful in-law relationships, potentially perpetuating the gendered division of labour and hierarchical family divisions. Harmony as a social norm is also interpreted as conformity and conflict silencing, resulting in more forms of women’s oppression and gender inequalities in families and workplaces (Lee, 2018). This aligns with Walby’s (1989) concept of ‘public patriarchy’, where power relations are generated and affected by gendered power outside the family, manifesting as market-based (United States), state-based (Eastern Europe) or a mixture of state and market power (Western Europe).

The centrality of family in Confucian traditions connects closely with the concept of familialism, which privileges collective family interests over individual autonomy and emphasises familial responsibility for care provision rather than state welfare (Ochiai and Hosoya, 2014). As a crucial analytical framework for understanding care relationships between family and state, familialism illuminates how gendered traditions disproportionately burden women with caring responsibilities for young children and older family members (Leitner, 2003). Familialistic welfare systems – characterised by limited state provision and market alternatives for sharing family care – manifest not only in East Asian societies where Confucianism serves as a cultural foundation but also in Mediterranean countries like Italy and Spain, where Catholicism predominates (Saraceno, 2016). In the Chinese case, the manifestation of familialism extends beyond cultural and religious influences and encompasses institutional, political and economic structures that strategically position the family more than just the primary unit for sharing care and financial responsibilities but for social and national stability. It is therefore important not to reduce Confucianism to the discussions of familialism and family dynamics but to locate transforming Confucianism in a broader social, economic and political dynamics interacting with Chinese modernisation. The transformation of Confucianism is thus understood as more than shifting ethical-philosophical traditions – it embodies evolving principles of social order, moral governance and familial relations that, while rooted in family structures, reach far beyond domestic boundaries. This broader conceptualisation of transforming Confucianism offers a more nuanced analytical lens for examining the complexities of Chinese modernisation and socio-economic transitions.

China’s modernisation trajectory represents a complex intersection of state-led marketisation, demographic change and evolving social norms, producing uneven development patterns where rapid economic growth co-exists with widening social inequalities (Ji, 2015). This path profoundly shapes how gender justice is conceptualised and implemented through policy and practice. Within this landscape, the state’s strategic reinterpretation of Confucian traditions emerges as a crucial mechanism for mediating between traditional values and modern imperatives. Moving beyond simple dichotomies of tradition versus modernity, this chapter examines how the intersection of transforming Confucianism and gender justice manifests across national policy frameworks and local implementation practices. This analytical approach reveals how traditional cultural values, contemporary equality concepts and socio-political structures interact to produce distinctive patterns of gender relations in modern China. Engaging with these overarching concepts and multiple dimensions provides a nuanced framework for understanding how authoritarian governance, market forces and cultural, ethical-philosophical traditions combine to shape gender outcomes in China’s unique modernisation process.


Methods and research design

This study employs a comparative case study approach examining gender justice and Confucianism through both policy analysis and stakeholder perspectives in contemporary China. The study focuses on two sites in Guangdong Province – one urban (City A) and one rural (Village B) – chosen for the region’s significant socio-economic diversity and pioneering role in Chinese modernisation (Li, 2012). This design enables examination of how gender justice manifests across different institutional levels and geographical contexts. The research design integrates analysis of national policy documents with semi-structured interviews of local stakeholders and received ethical approval from the University of Bristol (Ethics Approval No.: SPSREC/19-20/085). Purposive sampling was employed to select relevant policy and government documents, including legislation, official reports, and green and white papers on gender inequality.1 From 1980 to 2023, policy documents were purposively sampled from national and provincial institutions, including legislation, official reports and policy papers concerning women’s welfare and family issues. These were accessed through the National Women’s Federation2 and local government archives, with selection criteria focusing on documents detailing policy implementation, strategies and measurements. From a macro perspective, document analysis examined how formal institutions and top-down narratives shape resource allocation and opportunities for women, tracking continuity and changes in policy initiatives over time (Silverman, 2014).

From a micro perspective, 23 semi-structured interviews were conducted with stakeholders supporting women’s welfare and rights across both locations. On a theoretical level, with its diversity and vanguard status, Guangdong Province serves as a reference point for more modern gender norms. The research design focuses on stakeholders supporting women’s welfare and rights, revealing how policy practices are constructed and reshaped at macro and micro levels and demonstrating street-level bureaucrats’ policy implementation processes. Purposive and snowball sampling strategies were used to recruit stakeholders. In the urban site, City A, participants were recruited from provincial and city-level institutions, including the Law-making Consultant Office, Women’s Federation, Family Planning Commission and community organisations. In Village B, participants were drawn from Village Committee members, local Women’s Federation representatives and informal support groups. All selected participants had a minimum of three years’ professional experience in women’s welfare services (that is, healthcare services, care-related services, family subsidies, social security) and policy implementation. Interview topics covered work experiences, policy involvement and perspectives on enhancing gender justice implementation. Following verbatim transcription, thematic analysis identified key patterns in how stakeholders interpret and implement these services and policies across different contexts (Braun and Clarke, 2006). This dual analytical approach on policies and stakeholders’ everyday working experiences reveals the disjuncture between policy discourse and the everyday practice of gender justice (Kennett et al, 2016), while demonstrating how Confucian values are embedded in both institutional frameworks and individual perspectives.


The aftermath of family planning policies: from a burden to a contribution

The implementation of the one-child policy (1980–2015) exemplifies how the state strategically deploys Confucian values of prioritising national and collective interests to justify unprecedented intervention in personal fertility decisions. This policy positioned reproduction as a public affair rather than an individual choice, subordinating women’s reproductive autonomy to national development imperatives. While recent shifts towards two- and three-child thresholds appear to grant more reproductive autonomy, they maintain the state’s patriarchal authority over women’s bodies through a reframed narrative:


In the past, 70 per cent of family planning work was about supervising fertility behaviours, and 30 per cent was about providing services to the public (mainly women). Nowadays, it is the other way around. Our working aim was to control the population, and currently, our work is about women’s reproductive health and family support. (Zhen, Deputy of the Rural Family Planning Office)


This transition in state rhetoric – from viewing reproduction as a burden to celebrating it as a contribution to national development – reflects the strategic adaptation of the state’s shifting priorities to serve changing demographic goals. The state’s influence manifests differently across urban and rural contexts, revealing the nuanced spatial implications of gender justice. Urban areas experienced stricter birth control enforcement alongside greater privatisation of educational services, making urban families more likely to concentrate resources on a single child: ‘People have gotten used to the lifestyle of only having one child. … The resources and time spent raising a child are no longer the same as 20 years ago’ (Bo, Director of Urban Women’s Federation).

However, this urban–rural divide produces contradictory outcomes. While urban women face greater pressure to limit births, they also demonstrate more autonomous reproductive decision-making when permitted multiple children, driven partly by concerns about only-child vulnerability. As a result, after the implementation of the two-child policy, the urban fertility rate for second birth has grown faster than in rural China, while also starting from a lower base: ‘Some parents lost their only child due to accidents. … These uncertainties have reshaped their understanding of fertility and family risks’ (Jin, Director of Urban Family Planning Office).

While policy rhetoric has shifted from enforcement to support services, the fundamental subordination of women’s reproductive rights to national development goals remains unchanged. This continuity demonstrates how gender justice remains constrained by public patriarchy operating through shifting population strategies, even as implementation practices vary between urban and rural contexts. In stakeholders’ narratives and policy documents, women and their self-determination in childbirth are rarely positioned at the centre but rather as passive actors following the state’s population strategies. Despite changing demographic priorities, the persistence of this state-centric approach highlights the enduring tension between an individual’s constrained reproductive autonomy and collective development imperatives in modern China.


Family virtues in an authoritarian approach: family matters as national matters

The Chinese state has strategically reconstructed the Confucian value of harmony as the primary family virtue to extend its influence over private life while withdrawing from welfare provision. Since the 18th Party Congress in 2012, this approach has manifested through propaganda campaigns, awards celebrating the family values of the party and neighbourhood supervision that promote ‘harmonious families’ as essential to national prosperity. Family and neighbourhood harmony are viewed as a necessary renewal of Confucian tradition that better regulates and supports family relations, leading to a stable society. In most stakeholders’ understandings, harmony is primarily based on loyalty to the state, with peaceful and supportive family relations stemming from this foundation. Fu, the Women’s Federation director in Village B, states:


Building a harmonious society and families are recognised as closely connected and dynamically influencing each other. … According to government documents, good and harmonious family virtues include loyalty to the country, no criminal record, and obedience to family planning policy. These three are the core criteria. Then, we assess the family through other perspectives, including good neighbourhood relations, harmonious conjugal relations, and supportive family relations. (Fu, Director of Rural Women’s Federation)


According to the stakeholders working for the Family Planning Office and Women’s Federation, they must align their services and activities with state-promoted family virtues, ensuring local implementation reflects national policy objectives. This manifests through socialist campaigns that deploy Confucian values to advance the state’s vision of a ‘harmonious society and family’. Bi, a Women’s Federation official in City A, describes these campaigns as including annual awards for ‘the most beautiful family’ and ‘role model families’. The Federation evaluates households based on workplace achievement, community service participation and family support practices, with particular emphasis on supportive intergenerational relationships. The state pursues multiple objectives through these initiatives: legitimising its continued family life intervention while justifying reduced public welfare provision. ‘In the past ten years, the central government has considered family virtues to be part of our Chinese traditions. We have annual competitions to select families with good moral virtue to play role models’ (Bi, Project Officer of Urban Women’s Federation).

The Chinese state adopts an authoritarian approach, emphasising family-based welfare provision. Through concerted narratives and propaganda campaigns, the state binds together personal, family and national responsibilities to strategically promote these family virtues and to justify its large withdrawal from funding formal care services. It expects individuals and families, rather than the state itself, to address care needs and social risks through family support networks. This approach emphasises patriotism and family obligations, complementing conservative family policies that prioritise informal care relations provided by family members over developing formal childcare and long-term care services. This is stark contrast to some post-Soviet states with the continued formal care in state residential facilities (for example, An and Kulmala, 2021).

Despite market reforms fostering individualisation (Yan, 2010), the Chinese state has strategically reconstructed Confucianism as a sophisticated governance tool that maintains authoritarian control while appearing to promote traditional values. This reconstruction integrates socialist principles with Confucian traditions, repackaging them as inherent cultural norms legitimising state intervention in family life. As Gow (2017) demonstrates, by adopting familiar traditional values, the state facilitates public acceptance of policies reinforcing traditional gender roles and state authority. The transformation of Confucianism operates through multiple layers of power dynamics, creating a comprehensive system of social control. At the macro level, it enables the state to maintain ideological dominance while justifying reduced welfare responsibilities. Community-level neighbourhood committees and Women’s Federations enforce these values through monitoring and rewards, creating a network of social pressure. Within the family, emphasis on harmony and collective responsibility over the individual – women in particular – and autonomy shape family relations in ways that serve state interests. This multilayered system extends beyond traditional family patriarchy to establish the public patriarchy where gender hierarchies are reinforced through the fusion of political authority with cultural traditions. This strategic deployment of Confucian values serves multiple purposes: it maintains social control, justifies the retreat from public welfare provision, and reinforces gender inequalities under the disguise of promoting traditional virtues. The result is a sophisticated form of governance that challenges the pursuit of gender justice by normalising state authority and gender hierarchies through cultural, ethical and philosophical discourse.


Transformation and penetration between public and private patriarchy

The state’s imposition of public patriarchy through ‘harmonious family’ narratives and campaigns has led to more patriarchal practices within families. Lawyers report that this quest for harmony often compels women to address family conflicts privately rather than through formal mediation. Mindy, a family law expert in City A, notes that women might lack the initiative to address family conflicts through legal means despite having the right to do so. The emphasis on harmonious families imposed by the state has urged women to contain conflicts within the family sphere seen as private, discouraging them from seeking legal recourse in the public domain. This reinforces gender inequalities and limits women’s access to justice:


The most common challenge is that women find it (emotionally) difficult and shameful to expose their traumatised experiences in their families. This process requires women to have much bravery to overcome traditional cultural values or social norms that request women to manage a ‘harmonious family’ as a kind of ‘glory’. As a result, they are more disadvantaged when it comes to safeguarding their rights. (Mindy, a legal expert and lawyer in family law)


According to the stakeholders working in the village, women in rural areas face more traditional values and unequal regulations reinforced by the state. Hu, the director of the Family Planning Office in Village B, explained that in rural areas, gender equality is more like an official and superficial narrative because of some unchanged regulations: ‘In rural areas, the couple can have a second child if the first child is a daughter. … Personally, this does not match the principle of gender equality. This reinforces people’s son preference and even legally justifies this social norm’ (Hu, Director of the Rural Family Planning Office).

Embedded in Chinese Confucian traditions, the state has yet to separate the public sphere from the private sphere, which is inconsistent with what some stakeholders believed: “The state does not and cannot intervene … as a family is a private and hidden corner”, discussed in the following section. Public patriarchy imposed by the state has constantly penetrated into the gender order of everyday and private life. The family planning policy has created a contradiction between promoting gender equality and legitimising gender differences between rearing a daughter and a son. This constructed difference between rearing daughters and sons interacts with rural inheritance norms and household registration systems, reinforcing traditional social norms in these areas. The local regulations in rural areas prioritise men as the head of a family and their property rights. In most villages, women still do not have the right to inherit communal land or to individually receive village benefits once they are married.3 Gender inequality, including male birth preference and male-headed household registration, is continuously justified and reinforced by village regulations. Meanwhile, Fu, the director of the Women’s Federation in Village B, also pointed out that women are more likely to lose their property, financial income and land bonuses once their marriages break down:


In rural China, women’s property rights are based on the condition of marriage, which puts a divorced woman in a passive position in claiming her rights and benefits within the household led by either her ex-husband or ex-father-in-law. These unequal treatments in village rules often make women less determined to leave a traumatised relationship. (Fu, Director of the Rural Women’s Federation)


The stakeholders’ experiences reveal how different forms of state intervention create and reinforce patriarchal practices in private life. While the state directly intervenes in family planning through policies that privilege sons over daughters, it simultaneously promotes harmonious family narratives that discourage women from challenging gender inequalities. This dual approach – combining explicit policy discrimination with implicit cultural pressure – demonstrates how public patriarchy penetrates private life in contemporary China. This is at odds with socialist gender justice policies that focus primarily on equality in the public sphere through employment and political quotas. The state’s influence on family life actively transforms and often strengthens patriarchal norms through regulations that disadvantage women in property rights, village benefits and divorce proceedings. The findings from the rural practitioners illustrate how state policies interact with traditional values to create multiple layers of gender discrimination.

As stakeholders highlighted, more couples have gradually acknowledged the equal importance of care and housework. However, local practices do not support these couples’ shifting perceptions of gender equality institutionally and financially, nor do they recognise the contribution of sharing family responsibilities. In addition, there are no exact rules on how unpaid care work should be financially calculated in specific cases. In 2021, the new regulation No. 1088 came into force, which provides economic compensation for those with more care responsibilities in the family. Yet, the law does not define the compensation formula for ‘raising children, caring for the elderly and assisting the other spouse in his or her work’; it rather states, ‘both parties shall agree on the specific method; if the agreement fails, the people’s court shall decide’ (Civil Code of the People’s Republic of China, 2020). From a legal perspective, Jia, the lawyer and legal consultant with expertise in marriage law, commented that this rule has an ambiguous measurement of the economic contribution of the caring spouse. In Jia’s opinion, the lack of clear guidelines for valuing unpaid care work puts women at a particular financial risk, especially those who were full-time caregivers during their marriage. Without specific legal protections and clear valuation methods, women often face significant economic disadvantages during divorce proceedings.


Reshaping and reinterpretation of gender justice in a top-down approach

Gender justice is manifested distinctly across public and private spheres in contemporary China. In the public sphere, government and state-owned enterprises understand and promote gender justice primarily through formal mechanisms such as employment quotas and leadership representation targets. This approach emphasises numerical parity and institutional policies to promote women’s participation in politics and the workforce. However, in the personal family sphere (Zapf, 1984: 269–271) and private sector employment, gender justice is often shaped by the complex interaction of traditional values, market forces and state directives, as discussed in the previous section. The Women’s Federation director in City A stressed proportional equality between men and women, including a higher share of female leaders and employment in the workplace, as an essential step to practising gender justice. They commented: ‘In the state, we all need to ensure a certain proportion of female employees and female leadership. … Without this national policy imposed by the state, women would have much weaker power to fight for their rights’ (Lu, Officer of the Urban Women’s Federation).

Stakeholders report that the prevalent policy narrative of ‘proportional justice’ (bili gongping, 比例公平) in China emphasises gender equality through the equal share of women and men in educational degrees, employment, leadership positions and political participation as well as equal pay across gender. This approach uses men as the reference point, considering gender justice achieved when women’s participation rates match men’s. The urban Women’s Federation director notes that village elections require 30 per cent of women as candidates. Similarly, work units and companies must maintain a 30 per cent female staff or leadership rate to be eligible for financial government support. This top-down interpretation of gender justice is strictly enforced through government regulations. Consequently, female Communist Party membership has increased from 17.4 to 27.9 per cent over two decades, while female representation in the National People’s Congress more than doubled from 12 per cent in 1954 to 24.9 per cent in 2018. However, this ’30 per cent principle’ limits gender justice to numerical representation. In China’s governance system, where significant political authority is concentrated in the central government apparatus, the scope for meaningful policy influence by elected representatives appears constrained. As a result, women who attain official positions often face structural and institutional barriers limiting their ability to shape policy outcomes substantively. Moreover, this form of proportional equality is usually limited to junior roles in the public sector, including government agencies, state-owned enterprises and public services. The Women’s Representative in Village B Residential Committee noted that women are less likely to compete for senior positions, highlighting the limitations of this approach in achieving comprehensive gender justice:


Village elections have strict regulations that up to 30 percent of people in the team should be women, and women are expected to win the election and get elected in a specific role. However, women usually do not compete for more senior roles, like the village leader. So, men often take on these senior roles. (Li, Women Representative in the Village B Residential Committee)


These forms of gender equality are mostly restricted within the public sector. The impact and intervention of the state and stakeholders are recognised as less influential in the private business sector and the personal family sphere, where stakeholders find that people prefer following social norms and cultural values traditionally. The relationship between state intervention and gender equality in China reveals a complex institutional dynamic. Mei, another director of the Women’s Federation in City A, characterises China’s current approach to gender justice as one of ‘relative justice’ (xiangdui gongping, 相对公平), highlighting the stark disparities between public and private spheres:


I will say that gender justice in China is a kind of ‘relative justice’. Whether there is gender justice depends on which aspects and spheres you are looking at. No matter how equally they are treated in the workplace and women’s political leadership, women still seem to have more family responsibilities. The state does not and cannot intervene in this as a family is a private and hidden corner. (Mei, Director of the Urban Women’s Federation)


The state imposes a top-down narrative of ‘emancipating women’, with policy stakeholders framing gender justice into ‘proportional’ and ‘relative’ justice, highlighting female political representation and labour market participation as examples of state-promoted ‘gender justice’. While state institutions have achieved higher proportions of female leadership and labour market participation through formal representation policies, these advances contrast the persistence of traditional gender roles in private sector firms and family life. This institutional divide reveals the fundamental limitations of state-led gender equality initiatives. State programmes mandate statistical representation in public organisations. However, these programmes have largely failed to transform deeper patterns of gender inequity embedded in private sector and family practices. While the state has ostensibly retreated from family life, particularly regarding care work and domestic labour division (Zhou, 2020), it maintains unprecedented control over reproductive decisions and harmonious family relationships through family planning policies and transforming Confucianism. This selective engagement suggests what Ochiai and Hosoya (2014) identify as a distinctive feature of East Asian welfare regimes: state intervention occurs when aligned with national development goals, rather than addressing fundamental gender inequalities in the family and beyond. The result is a paradoxical approach where the state actively shapes reproductive decisions and emphasises substantial familial responsibility while remaining largely passive about the gendered division of domestic labour, despite its profound impact on women’s economic independence and social empowerment. This strategic selectivity in state intervention reflects a broader pattern of gender justice practices in contemporary China, where national development priorities consistently supersede individual rights and gender equality, creating a hierarchical approach to gender justice where achievements in the public sphere – such as increased female employment and political participation – mask the persistence of profound inequalities in the private and personal sphere.


Conclusion

This chapter provides substantive findings and analytical advances in understanding gender justice intersecting with transforming Confucianism in Chinese modernisation. Gender justice has often been connected to the accountability of institutional arrangements, including the legal system, national legislation, policy and regulations. However, these institutional arrangements predominantly target women and do not always translate into substantive gender justice as equal ways of allocating and organising resources and opportunities in both public and private spheres. Drawing on the Chinese case, the practices of gender justice manifest through tensions between ethical and philosophical traditions (that is, Confucianism), socialist ideology, authoritarian governance, rapid marketisation, and socio-economic transitions with continual rural–urban disparities, revealing distinctive interacting social, political and institutional dynamics that challenge conventional Western frameworks.

In contemporary China, the interaction between state authority, market forces and cultural traditions produces distinctive challenges for achieving gender equality. These challenges are particularly evident in how local implementation practices can either mitigate or exacerbate gender inequalities, depending on specific institutional contexts and local power dynamics. As Htun and Weldon (2018) argue, such contextual factors fundamentally shape policy outcomes in ways that formal institutional analysis alone cannot capture. This detailed examination of both national and local implementation processes reveals how state-level narratives are reinterpreted, sometimes contested, and practised by urban and rural policy stakeholders navigating between central directives and local realities (Capano et al, 2019). This multi-level analysis demonstrates how gender justice practices vary significantly across governance levels and geographical contexts, creating uneven patterns of implementation and outcomes.

The Chinese government’s deliberate adaptation of Confucian values serves a dual purpose: while providing cultural legitimacy to government policies and social control mechanisms, it simultaneously offers a framework for the state to justify its residual welfare and family as well as gender approach. This means limited welfare provisions for families and a reconfiguration of more traditional family and gender relations in the modernisation process. This process creates what might be termed ‘authoritarian familialism’ developed in this chapter – where the state selectively intervenes in family matters aligned with national development goals while simultaneously withdrawing from supporting gender equality within families. This differs from both the religious-influenced familialism of Western welfare states and the market-driven re-familialisation documented in post-socialist European states (Pavolini et al, 2017; Szelewa, 2017). Unlike Catholic principles of subsidiarity or Protestant doctrines shaping Western welfare development (Pavolini et al, 2017), Chinese family obligations emerge from moral Confucian imperatives, which emphasise hierarchical social relations and collective harmony over individual rights. The socialist legacy has added another layer of complexity and distinctive features, promoting universal female labour participation and political representation in the public sphere. This form of gender justice is officially promoted, even as traditional family roles persist, creating a unique hybrid of modern and traditional expectations and pressuring women to achieve professional success while maintaining substantial family duties.

This chapter presents a nuanced understanding of gender justice in the Chinese context, highlighting the complex interplay between transforming traditional values, modernisation processes and state policies. Examining the interactions of these overarching concepts offers a unique opportunity to understand how traditional values interact with modern concepts of justice and equality, shedding light on the implications of the interactions between cultural, ethical-philosophical traditions, family dynamics, and broader societal and political structures in shaping opportunities and challenges to support women’s welfare and rights. The findings reveal a paradoxical situation where lower fertility rates and increased nuclear families coexist with state narratives reinforcing traditional family roles. While Chinese women have experienced more economic and social opportunities for personal interests and financial independence in the marketising economy, their experiences are embedded in competing demands that simultaneously encourage independence and entrenched commitment not only to family but also to country. This process constructs an uneasy coexistence of modernisation and tradition in women’s multidimensional everyday experiences. As a result, this process inadvertently marginalises various groups, including single-parent households, non-working women, divorced women and non-heteronormative families, from mainstream policy discussions.

This chapter challenges the linear progress narratives and assumptions of modernisation theorists and functionalists like Flora (1981, 1986), who posited that socio-economic development automatically yields gender equality and simplified complex relationships between labour markets, economic development and gender equity. Instead, it demonstrates how existing institutional, political, social and economic dynamics can reinforce gender injustices, particularly in societies undergoing significant multifaceted transitions. The findings call for more comprehensive approaches to understanding and examining gender justice practices that recognise women’s different experiences with multidimensionality and challenge deeply ingrained societal norms affected by political dynamics. Future studies can focus on women’s diverse needs and lived experiences to enrich these findings based on stakeholder’s perspectives. Ultimately, this chapter informs broader debates on gender justice in diverse political and cultural contexts and contribute to a more global understanding of gender equality and social justice in policy and practice.


Notes

1In Chinese language, gender justice (xingbie gongping, 性别公平) is not often used to discuss gender issues. Gender equality (xingbie pingdeng, 性别平等) is a more common term used in government documents. Therefore, both gender equality and gender justice are used to identify relevant policy documents.
2All China Women’s Federation is a state-led and supervised organisation that is responsible for implementing the national and local policies relevant to women’s rights and welfare within the government guidelines.
3This is typically referred to as land bonuses. It arises from the incomes that villages raise from renting out communal land for commercial purposes. Those incomes are typically recognised as additional village benefits and shared among village residents.
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6 Putting together a jigsaw puzzle? Family, emotional support and youth transitions

Antonios Roumpakis, Aniela Wenham and Katherine A. Smith


Introduction

Our chapter aims to put forward a theoretical framework that maps family’s ability in sustaining emotional support for young people by bridging existing literature on youth transitions, emotional support and family as a collective socio-economic actor. Our research unpacks how young people receive and experience emotional support from their (extended) families and locate them within the contexts that this support is taking place. In doing so, we locate the significance of emotional support to young people’s lives through a consideration of key youth transitions across the life course. This involves understanding the importance of emotional support as young people make a number of key transitions, for example, the transition from education to employment, which are not only affected by spatial context, but also by extended and increasingly non-linear transitions to adulthood (Coles, 1995; Arnett, 2004), itself a result of social change and social policy.

By ‘emotional support’ we refer to ‘the expression of empathy, care, reassurance, and trust, in the context of having someone to talk to and a space for expressing emotions’ (Stapley et al, 2021: 2). Emotional support remains a contested, multilayered concept, which although seeming a simple and intuitive idea, has been recognised as a broad and ill-defined concept. Understanding how young people experience emotional support across varying contexts – the ‘entangled emotional geographies … within the lives of children and young people’ (Holt et al, 2013: 35) – is a complex picture, drawing upon different agents, contexts and inequalities of emotional support for young people across different localities. We locate our research within these complex and entangled contexts.

The scoping review by Stapley et al (2021) highlights a range of factors that affect families’ abilities to provide emotional support, and of these studies the greatest focus is upon the role of parents. They highlight a positive relationship with factors including having certain parenting styles, specifically authoritative and autonomy-supporting (Shenaar-Golan and Goldberg, 2019; Jung et al, 2020), having open family communication (Donovan et al, 2017), good mental health (Kim, 2012; Roche et al, 2016) and physical health of family members (Roos et al, 2019; Kim et al, 2020), good relationship quality (Fingerman et al, 2012; Fingerman, 2017) and the existence of shared experiences, interests and activities (Bayly and Bumpus, 2020; Ponti and Smorti, 2020), supporting positive environments for parental emotional support.

Locating the role of family for the emotional support of young people allows us to appreciate the role of families (parents, grandparents, siblings, extended families, pets) and the home environment upon the well-being of young people (Eamon, 2002; Fazil at al, 2002). Family is a key provider of young people’s emotional support with the home environment and impact of parents, siblings and pets as conducive to mental health outcomes (Shaw et al, 2004). As Irwin (2009: 338–339) argues, ‘family context is not the sole influence on youngsters but it is a forceful one’, and young people themselves place high value on family emotional support for ‘doing well in life’.

Our aim is to put forward a holistic approach that enables us to explore the ability of family as a collective actor to facilitate ‘successful’ youth transitions (Coles, 1995; Schoon and Bynner, 2003), including the need to understand both how intergenerational ties within the family relate to the emotional support available to young people but also explore how these intergenerational ties are conditioned by wider societal, political and cultural contexts. We argue that family should be understood as much more than a care provider for young people. Families can be conceptualised as ‘social subjectivities’, which redistribute resources (financial, emotional, caring), and who take part in reciprocal social relations for the well-being of their members (Papadopoulos and Roumpakis, 2019). This conceptualisation allows us to incorporate an emerging theoretical approach that identifies family as a dynamic and ‘historically reconstituted subjectivity which involves a relationship between spouses/partners (comprising different or same genders) and between generations (parents and children) regulated by the state but also conditioned by its interactions with both the state and the market’ (Papadopoulos and Roumpakis, 2019: 244).

Recognising family as a social subjectivity allows us to capture the family strategies and mechanisms of support, including emotional, to their (younger) members. The advantage of this approach is that it allows us to highlight the importance of relationships, including intergenerational ones, within the politico-economic context that they occur, that is, class and structural conditions which family, friends and community are not immune to. In this way, family’s collective agency has to analytically explore both family relationships among its members but also how family, as an actor, can be conditioned and affected by contemporary social (cultural markers of ‘youth’), economic (for example, local labour markets), health (for example, COVID-19, prevalence of poor mental health) and political (for example, Brexit and ‘levelling up’ agendas) factors. The latter factors are dynamic and therefore can reconstitute a family’s ability to mobilise, consolidate and redistribute the necessary resources to protect and emotionally support their younger members (see Papadopoulos and Roumpakis, 2013, 2019).

In the context of austerity cuts post-2010 in the UK, it allows to explore how far families can absorb both the welfare responsibilities and manage social risk associated with the inevitable impacts upon professionals’ capacities (for example, teachers, social workers, youth workers, health professionals) to provide emotional support, especially alongside high workloads and managerialism in the public sector (Banks, 2011). The locality and community in which young people live is also of key importance to our understanding of relationships, emotional support and health in a number of ways. It not only provides the context in which young people receive emotional support from family and peers, but it is also where young people often interact and receive emotional support from professionals (for example, youth workers, teachers, health services). As Kühner et al (2023: 29), note, ‘national welfare institutions matter, but so do supranational, local governments and city-level governments … beyond the nation state … in policy analysis’. Integrating analysis of place-based inequalities with a more holistic and dynamic perspective of the family will provide an important and timely contribution to our understanding of the factors that underpin the provision of emotional support.

The next section explores the available literature on emotional support, family and youth transitions. In doing so we aim to synthesise existing approaches and put forward our analytical framework that captures holistically the factors that underpin the provision of emotional support for young people. We then move to offer our analytical framework and integrate our analysis of place-based inequalities, to highlight the interlinking factors that form a multifaceted ‘youth transition jigsaw puzzle’. We offer empirical evidence from fieldwork which took place between March 2023 and May 2024 and involved, among other qualitative approaches, 50 semi-structured interviews with young people aged between 16 and 25 from North Yorkshire, England. From these 50 interviews, 25 young people lived in York (an affluent, but with hidden inequalities, urban city) and 25 young people lived in Scarborough (a rural coastal area experiencing social and economic deprivation). We conclude on the importance of locating young people’s understanding and experiences of how they negotiate emotional support within their families and wider local web of relationships and context.


Family relationships and emotional support for young people

The majority of existing definitions of emotional support derive from the psychology or medical sciences literature. Cohen (2004: 677), for example, defines emotional support as ‘involv[ing] the expression of empathy, caring, reassurance, and trust and provid[ing] opportunities for emotional expression and venting’. While capturing some of the nuances of emotional support at the individual level, such definitions often fail to situate it within wider social contexts such as wider social groupings (for example, the family, peers, romantic relationships, professionals) and the wider community/locality as a whole, as well as failing to consider the impact of wider socio-economic factors upon emotional support (for example, inequalities in working life, resources, gender, ethnicity).

Emotional support remains a ‘fuzzy’ concept due to being associated with a number of related ideas, including the quality of relationships and concept of social support (Yu and Deutsch, 2021): a broad construct that encompasses a network of resources, perceived or actual, for mutual assistance, validation, guidance and decision-making (Zhou, 2014), within which emotional support is one facet, alongside informational and instrumental support (Zhou, 2014). Overall, the range of scholarship and closely aligned concepts therefore indicate that emotional support is much broader than its definition at the individual level. However, an understanding of emotional support that defines and situates it within its wider societal context, is – with notable exceptions (see the following section) – largely absent from the literature.

While requiring greater qualitative exploration, there are a number of processes whereby young people’s mental health is supported by high quality emotional support through relationships with different actors. It is also hypothesised that there is an increasing need to provide emotional support, in a world which is increasingly connected through technology, but in which an increasingly individualistic society (Thompson, 2011; Crisp and Powell, 2017) leaves many gaps in support structures, leaving young people in greater need and with lesser access to emotional support. While it remains a ‘fuzzy’ concept, a clear finding of many studies is that emotional support is a strong protective factor for positive mental health outcomes. What is lesser-explored are the mechanisms through which emotional support enables these outcomes (Reblin and Uchino, 2008), entailing the need for greater qualitative exploration of what emotional support looks like for young people in differing contexts, what difference it makes to their lives, and how it is able to bring about more favourable outcomes for them in the long run.

There are a number of quantitative studies which analyse the impact of social and emotional support networks upon young people’s health across a number of circumstances. For example, Desjardins and Leadbeater (2011) show how emotionally supportive parents and peers can act as a buffer on young people’s depressive symptoms when they are experiencing bullying, indicating a positive association between these outcomes. However, as quantitative studies are more widespread, Reblin and Uchino (2008) highlight that beyond the finding that social support (including emotional support) have a protective quality upon health, there is a gap in the literature regarding the factors that both explain and explore how these processes impact upon more positive health outcomes. Where explored, albeit to a limited extent within the literature, the processes whereby emotional support impacts upon mental health may include more the benefits of an increased ability to problem solve with other people, to validate emotions, a greater sense of direct personal connection (Shensa et al, 2020), the value placed on having relationships, the protection from loneliness (Pai and Vella, 2022), as well as how supportive relationships can assist by having a positive impact on health behaviours (Reblin and Uchino, 2008), for example, through encouraging talking or through signposting mental health support services.

A key theme from both qualitative and quantitative studies is the relationship between inequalities and family emotional support. Some studies also indicate that gender has an impact upon young people’s emotional support from families, including some evidence that girls appear to indicate a greater vulnerability to intrafamilial stress (Luthar, 1999). While some studies indicate that social class is not a very significant factor in whether young people receive familial emotional support (Irwin, 2009), Fingerman et al (2012) argue that socio-economic status is related to families’ ability to provide emotional support. Eamon’s (2002) study of young people, poverty and mental health expands our understanding of these factors, showing a link between parents’ mental health and children’s mental health, as well as some quantitative evidence of the link between parental emotional support and young people’s mental health. These hypotheses are linked to the idea of ‘stress theory’: the notion that stress, or stressor events, spread within families as collectivities (Eamon, 2002) and can bring about a negative home environment and impact upon families’ abilities to provide emotional support.

A number of wider processes also impact upon parents’ and families’ abilities to provide emotional support to young people. For example, the increase of women’s labour market participation rates was not accompanied with an increased share of caring responsibilities for men or affordable childcare (TUC, 2023). Equally, even households with two working parents remain at the risk of poverty (TUC, 2024). In addition, a process of (re)familiarisation compounded strain on families via post-2010 austerity cuts to government-funded family and care services, leaving families further under-supported, financially and via public services (TUC, 2024). In the context of young people’s emotional support, the impact of these policies may have a range of implications for families’ availability to provide this, as well as the implications of family finances upon young people’s emotional support.

This section concludes by highlighting that it is important to conceptualise emotional support as greater than its definition at the individual level, and as a protective factor against poor physical and mental health outcomes. It is widely recognised that family play a conducive role towards young people’s emotional support but at the same time there is little attempt to explore how far the family as an actor is able to offer that support, beyond the individual level. Families themselves are essential for social reproduction and as such they are impacted by the socio-economic context within which they operate, including the spatial context of young people’s transitions to adulthood/independence.


Social reproduction and family as a collective actor: analysing emotional support for young people

Existing literature often aims to locate youth transitions within structural contexts (for example, neoliberalism) to capture how the demise of old production and capital accumulation regimes form new identities and roles (Bonner-Thompson and McDowell, 2020). Over time, scholars have provided a more nuanced approach that enables us to map how shifts from manufacturing to service (realm of production) to changes in levels of indebtedness or lacking access to capital (realm of finance) and care relationships (realm of social reproduction) can help us to analytically capture these complex and entangled contexts and processes (see Coles, 1995; Furlong and Cartmel, 2007; Woodman and Wyn, 2015). With shifts to the broader social landscape, including the reconstitution of social welfare, further work is needed to expand our understanding of contemporary youth transitions, especially the institutional conditions that shape the relationships between members of the family. Equally, attempts to link youth studies with (feminist, critical) political economy focus on care and ‘de-genderisation’ of care without, however, criticising the conditions that safeguard the social reproduction of caring relationships within wider welfare and productive regimes (see Nayak, 2024) and what this means for young people.

Emotions and emotional support have also been theorised as parts of wider social processes, for example, through the concept of ‘emotional capital’, which is understood as ‘encompass[ing] the emotional resources you hand on to those you care about’ (Reay, 2004: 60), and whereby societal inequalities are subsequently reproduced over generations in an extension of Bourdieu’s concept of capitals (Nowotny, 1981; Reay, 2004). Putting aside for now whether emotions constitute a distinctive form of capital in their own right (Holt et al, 2013), Bourdieu’s (1977) contribution signals towards the uneven distribution of intergenerational ‘emotional resources’ among families. In doing so, he shows how different classes are able to utilise their cultural capital, including educational investment and family networks mechanisms, for the benefit of their younger members. These practices encapsulate the social reproduction mechanisms within a given society and how families mobilise economic and cultural capital strategies to enable their younger members to achieve professional outcomes through their entrance to existing, and often class-based, professional and personal networks.

As Reay (1998) argues, Bourdieu’s argument is drawing attention to the central role of the family for understanding the reproduction of cultural capital (on gender implications, see Reay, 2002). Bourdieu’s approach prescribes families as an actor seeking to optimise their strategies to achieve a rate of return, a social profit that might not just be linked with future financial gains alone but also cultural ones (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977). In Bourdieu’s work, economic capital remains the dominant one, establishing a hierarchy over other forms of capital (for example, symbolic, cultural) to signify the reproduction of class inequalities and the different mechanisms of economic and cultural elites. In our chapter, we opt to offer an analytical map and explore how families are bounded by existing cultural and relationship practices that might not necessarily involve optimal decisions, or strategies that aim to optimise a rate of return. Put simply, we want to draw our attention into what are the necessary conditions for families, who do not necessarily have a privileged access to economic and cultural capital, to sustain their livelihood and, more pertinent for this chapter, how do families mobilise, accumulate and redistribute the necessary financial, symbolic and emotional resources to support their younger members (see also Papadopoulos and Roumpakis, 2013).

Anchored within the work of Karl Polanyi, and his identification of four forms of economic action, Papadopoulos and Roumpakis (2019) identify the family as a socio-economic actor that engages in formal (market-based) and substantive (householding, reciprocal, redistributive) economic activities. Polanyi’s work can be used to identify how families practice substantive forms of economic action, together with formal economic transactions, to sustain their livelihood. Polanyi’s work criticised the formal economic logic (as Bourdieu did with the concept of homo economicus), and extended his focus on the need to analyse how societal actors sustain their livelihoods, and in doing so explore their associated practices and strategies.

Utilising the conceptualisation of family as a social subjectivity, we need to note that we do not want to romanticise family relationships. As Donati (2016) highlights, families can produce both ‘relational goods’ and ‘evils’ capturing the intrinsic value of relationships and social connections in human life (see Papadopoulos and Roumpakis, 2019). ‘Relational goods’ include things like friendship, trust, solidarity and mutual support which are essential for the well-being of individuals and in particular young people and their communities, as they contribute to social cohesion and personal fulfillment. However, families as social subjectivities can also harm and disrupt these processes, leading to the undermining of ‘relational goods’. In a similar vein, it could be argued that rejecting, or undermining, this particular quality could equally be detrimental for young people.

Borrowing our analytical framework from Papadopoulos and Roumpakis (2013: 208; 2019), we realise family as a unit where children, young people and adult members reduce their living costs and have access to immediate emotional support, often with close proximity and cohabitation having both positive and negative effects on emotional support available to young people (Stapley et al, 2021). We also advance this approach by considering how the lack of the necessary resources on behalf of families undermines youth transitions and their emotional support. Realising family as a unit that can practice both monetised and non-monetised transactions, including (often intergenerational) care and support, can expose how emotionally confident young people are (or not) as individuals when this type of support is absent. The family is also a financial actor who can own assets and/or experience debt commitments (that is, housing) which can directly impact emotional confidence and insecurity (for example, missing payments) for young people. Family is also able to operate as an investor in financing education and human capital formation, with the lack of sufficient funding opportunities indicating how the social reproduction of cultural and emotional capital (in Bourdieu’s terms) is negated. Finally, the family acts as a facilitator of social networks for exchanging vital information and recommendations that can allow young people to cultivate communication skills and opportunities. When a family is not able to nurture these relationships, then again we would anticipate this would undermine the resources available to young people as they make transitions to adulthood without the protection of a ‘family web’.

Our research therefore aims to unpack how young people receive and experience emotional support from their (extended) families and locate them within the contexts that this support is taking place.


Place-based inequalities and young people

In public health literature, social policy and local context can be understood to impact upon the health of the population. In particular, there is evidence to link unemployment with negative mental health outcomes, especially with depression and risk of suicide (Stuckler et al, 2017). As an example of a ‘social risk effect’ the funding of local services that provide support to young people (youth clubs, schools) is often contingent on local authority budgets, which were heavily and disproportionately impacted by the government’s austerity programme post-2010. When comparing more affluent and deprived areas, we can clearly see differentials in the rates of health problems by locality, with especially low health outcomes in coastal communities (Corfe, 2017).

Opportunities for education and training are a further factor highly influenced by government policy and austerity measures. Rural areas have been characterised by policy makers as having failing schools or poor teachers (Wenham, 2022) and rural schools in deprived areas receive lower funding on average than schools in urban areas of the UK (Rural Services Network, 2020). Youth studies literature also explores the structure of the labour market, in particular the regional inequalities between north and south, and urban and rural areas. Cities are also more frequently the focus of economic investment, with wide-ranging leisure and cultural activities that are associated with ‘youth cultural symbols’ and ‘metrocentric economies of cool’ (Farrugia, 2016: 842), thus contributing further to the impression of rural locations as ‘left behind’ or on the periphery (for example, Telford, 2022). What is common in the literature, across a number of studies, is that young people living in coastal contexts frequently frame their experiences in terms of lack of job prospects as a result of their own, individualised failings, rather than as a result of wider structural factors (Crisp and Powell, 2017; Bonner-Thompson and McDowell, 2020; Wenham, 2020).

Where employment prospects are scarce, especially in deindustrialised contexts, ‘mobility imperatives’ are observed, whereby geographical mobilities become necessary in such contexts (Farrugia, 2016; Wenham, 2022). MacDonald (2022) outlines how social class status impacts upon young people’s ability to be mobile in response to geographical labour market inequalities, via a ‘strong sense of working-class loyalty to place’ (MacDonald, 2022: 238) which emphasises staying put and getting by, rather than moving away for work or study. Nevertheless, the ways in which locality and inequalities interplay with health outcomes is not straightforward. MacDonald (2022) also outlines the often misrecognised benefits of living in more deprived communities, including how local networks provide mutual support such as informal loans and childcare, which are examples of bonding social capital that can create strong ties to locality. Locating the central role of family within the wider socio-economic context, mediated by local economies (including labour markets, education opportunities) is therefore paramount to capture not just how young people experience their own transitions but also how young people and their families are able to sustain their livelihood in their respective local economies. For this reason, we argue that we need to put together a research agenda that aims to capture the complexity of these relationships and approach emotional support as a collective experience that is not limited to individual experiences.

The remainder of this chapter will draw upon empirical research with young people.


Putting together the jigsaw puzzle for emotional support

One of the most significant findings was the importance young people placed on having access to emotional support. Participants described the importance of ‘someone being there’ and having ‘people around you who you can talk to about your emotions and feelings and what you’re going through’. Key qualities associated with what was regarded as meaningful emotional support involved having people around them who were ‘compassionate, caring and understanding … just by listening or by just giving reassurance; someone who you feel like you can open up to’. The importance of these relationships was critical to the provision of emotional support but were recognised as being contingent on the ‘time’ of those around them – identifying the need of taking the time to care, and the necessary time to build trust. One participant described emotional support as: ‘time … [and how] giving someone your time means a lot’.

When young people described family relationships, these were often framed in individualistic terms, playing out to wider societal narratives around the devotion of time being down to individuals, that is, it remains within their choice to use (or not use) time to build relationships. However, there were subtle connections to the wider context in which these relationships unfolded and played out, raising important questions surrounding the notion of time if it is not available on a collective basis. For instance, working seasonally or in a precarious environment makes a difference for the time a parent has to offer time and care, not to mention the security of their own feelings in providing and securing the lives of the younger members of their families. If many people are collectively working in a seasonal or precarious environment then the – collective – time for care is reduced. The risk therefore is that individualising time or relationships might often mean that we miss the importance of wider socio-economic inequalities. What if the lack of time applies not just to an individual (or a few of them) but for many in a given community? Put simply, emotional support is nurtured within personal relationships but the latter are conditioned by the local economy. The following quotes draw attention to how young people recognised the challenges their families faced in finding ‘time’ to care:


Like my mum, her shifts always vary, like she doesn’t work the same shift times every day; so that can be quite difficult because sometimes she’ll work from like 12 til eight so sometimes I won’t really get to see her after work. (Emily, 21, York)

Because she works all the time she has to care, take care of my little brothers I barely get to see her … I haven’t had like the joy of like just spending time with my mum alone kinda thing. (Joanne, 20, York)

I have like sort of learnt if people are busy they can’t really help you with your problems, so … (Jim, 22, Scarborough)


For young people in Scarborough, there was an awareness of the challenges families faced within the context of seasonal and precarious employment:


There’s caravans as well where you clean, but it is all very seasonal, it’s from like March to September and then it’s nothing [laughs] it’s a big drop off. So there’s, there’s no job security really either because they tend to just let go of you and then you’ve got to reapply. (Pippin, 25, Scarborough)


Over time, these circumstances could create a strain on the family’s ability to sustain levels of emotional support: ‘I feel like that support’s slowly crumbling because everyone’s got, everyone’s, everyone in my family’s got something going on’ (Raven, 24, York). Young people voiced their experiences both in terms of labour market conditions but also often on the affordability of housing and living costs. On the one hand, York would be regarded as a ‘safer bet’ for finding employment, though highly precarious (for example, hospitality), but equally it is more expensive to live in, pushing many young people with precarious incomes to the outskirts of the city:


I’d like to if, if I can, but rent prices being what they are, you know, I just think I hate leaving York, if, if I can avoid it I will, you know, I’d love to spend the rest of my life here. … It’s mostly; well that’s the, that’s the thing, yeah, it’s that I know it, I’m familiar, I’ve lived here for about 15 years now. (Steve, 21, York)


Young people also described the impact on relationships when family members are feeling ‘priced out’ of living near each other: ‘[M]‌y sister doesn’t live in York and she, my mam hates that, she wishes we’d all still live together but that’s just not realistic’ (Louise, 23, York).

In Scarborough, the seasonal labour market supports income generation but does not address wider security issues in terms of transitioning to a stable role within the labour market, with young people often facing the dilemma of whether they should stay and cope or relocate and thus put distance in their relationships:


I feel like if I was gonna get a job I’d probably move out of Scarborough. … I’d rather move to like a big city where like there’s just more to do, like a lot more to do … like a few friends, like they’ve lived here and they’ve completely moved out of Scarborough to go into more education cos there’s just not a lot, a lot of opportunities. (Wooly, 16, Scarborough)


The role of local government and authorities would also play a crucial role in professional services available, rendering the local economy as a societal context where multiple individual experiences and transitions to emotional health and security take place. One young person described Scarborough as having ‘a very beautiful face, that say like tourists and such would see, and then there’s sort of like the underbelly that you don’t see, which is obviously like the lack of services. For example, a lot of like NHS services are now in York’. The economies of time, care and emotional support are thus more complex and often structural to both young people and the familial relationships that they are part of.

These factors intersect with the wider resources of the family, including the ability for some families to draw upon social networks and/or connections to help facilitate opportunities. For some young people, this meant an awareness of having access to economic capital:


My parents own a guest house and I work in it at the moment. … I think obviously my family was fortunate enough to, we work in the same house that we live in. (Ash, 16, Scarborough)

There’s a few places my mum helped me apply [for jobs] at, cos like she’d keep an eye out for like, people wanting like stuff like that, so she’d keep an eye out for that and she’d tell me and then I would apply for it, and then my dad would help me with the online part for job-wise. (Raven, 24, York)

My dad’s really good at helping with like bills, finances, managing, that kind of thing, and also like if there’s any house appliance things that need help with he’s, he’s always able to help. (Chloe, 25, York)


Looking more holistically at the distribution of emotional support, young people also reflected upon the role of families in accessing provision to support their mental health and well-being:


If I really need to go [for mental health support] privately, you know, I’m, I’m really lucky and I really do appreciate that and it does make me feel like cared for at the end of the day … I do also associate it with like a big guilt … I don’t like thinking about how many other people can’t have that. … I was like lucky to be born with parents that can afford to pay my therapy. (Anna, 22, York)


Understanding families as social subjectivities, including the provision of ‘relational goods’ (friendship, trust, solidarity and mutual support), also enabled us to understand the importance of when this might be undermined in a young person’s life. Families are important actors where young people can access emotional support, but for some young people these relationships could be fragile and thwarted: ‘I’ve kinda grown apart from my family, like don’t visit home very much cos I just find it a bit boring and like I don’t think there’s a space for me anymore at home’ (Joanne, 20, York). As we indicated, families are also able to reproduce ‘relational evils’. The following quote demonstrates how negative family relationships can undermine young people’s emotional confidence:


He’s not a bad person he’s just, he’s not willing to do certain things to help, he’s more focused on his own self and his other family which he has; and I think he’s supported them more, which I don’t understand why he would do that. Like I, I’m his technical first born child, I think, so why would he abandon mum and me at that time, why would he go away and then have other children who I barely speak to? It’s like I don’t understand, like why would someone do that? (Jim, 22, Scarborough)


A core theme that arose from the analysis of data was the importance of situating family relationships within the politico-economic context that they occur. The following quotes clearly demonstrate the importance placed upon the broader structural conditions and how, in turn, these play a critical role in reproducing the conditions of youth:


[S]‌ince I don’t have any family to turn to I will probably end up homeless and I, I’m terrified of that, I don’t want that to happen. So I always just try and work really hard, but then eventually get burnt out, which is, you know, a vicious cycle. (Emma, 21, York)



[My parents are] sending little messages like that I kind of know that they’re there. And my dad often says ‘Oh if you ever need any help with money or getting some food in’ he says that as well; so I kinda know that he is there if I do need to talk to him. (Joanne, 20, York)


The quotations capture both the strategies that young people are able to utilise and how far their families are able (and sometimes willing to) support them. Locating emotional support in particular contexts help us to analyse the particular spatio-temporal fixes and their role in conditioning families as a collective actors in mobilising, consolidating and redistributing emotional (and financial) resources. Capturing these strategies enables us to shed light both on the agency of individuals and their own views but also individuals as members of a collective entity within which, for good or evil, important personal relationships are nurtured. The latter are essential qualities for the social production of emotional health and how young people can be supported to (successfully) transition to their adult life.


Conclusion

This chapter aimed to advance our understanding of contemporary young lives, through analysing the role of family emotional support in supporting youth transitions. An exploration of how families can be conceptualised as welfare providers, collective socio-economic actors and sites of social reproduction of welfare capitalism, reveals the processes through which inequalities in family support of young people conditions inequalities in youth transitions to adulthood. Drawing upon data from our study of young people’s contemporary lives across York and Scarborough, we have explored how young people’s experiences of emotional support are impacted by the ways in which the quantity and quality of the support or care families offer young people is mediated by local contextual factors. The availability of care, including family members having the time and emotional capacity to talk, or the financial resources to facilitate emotional support via other means, are ultimately shaped by factors within local economies, such as the structure of local employment, the local housing market as well as the availability of public services in the locality, reminding us of the multifaceted nature of inequalities. Through observing these processes, and drawing upon empirical data, we built the theoretical framework of the ‘youth transitions jigsaw puzzle’, a holistic model which integrates the role of families in young people’s emotional support with the role of place-based inequalities. This enables us to conceptualise the multifaceted nature of inequalities in young people’s emotional support and transitions to adulthood, reminding us not to individualise how these concepts are shaped by the (unequal) distribution of resources across families and at the local level.
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7 Understanding housing issues and satisfaction in Lithuania

Jolanta Aidukaitė, Kristina Senkuvienė and Rūta Ubarevičienė


Introduction

Numerous studies (Hoekstra and Boelhouwer, 2014; Scanlon et al, 2014; Preece et al, 2020; Galster and Ok Lee, 2021; Dewilde, 2022; Hick et al, 2022; Aidukaitė and Ubarevičienė, 2023) indicate a decline in access to adequate and affordable housing within the European Union (EU), affecting both vulnerable populations and the middle class. Lithuania is not an exception to this situation. In Lithuania, housing policy has shifted towards private responsibility since the 1990s, resulting in a dramatic decline in public/social rental housing availability (Aidukaitė, 2014; Aidukaitė et al, 2014; Brazienė and Mikutavičienė, 2018; Brazienė et al, 2018). At present, Lithuania is among the EU countries with the highest percentage of homeowners, surpassing 90 per cent (Eurostat, 2021). A massive privatisation in Lithuania has produced a large homeownership society with a very marginal social housing (comprising less than 2 per cent) and with a very insecure private rental market, which is mainly shadowy (Aidukaitė, 2014, 2024; Brazienė and Mikutavičienė, 2018; Brazienė et al, 2018). The unregulated and insecure private rental market, coupled with a small social housing sector, creates a situation in Lithuania where citizens who wish to secure their housing rights have only one viable option – purchasing their own housing – if they want to ensure a safe and stable living environment. Yet, the objective of the housing policy in Lithuania for the period of more than 30 years was to encourage private homeownership (Aidukaitė, 2024). Nevertheless, numerous studies (Pittini et al, 2017; Preece et al, 2020; Galster and Ok Lee, 2021; Aidukaitė and Ubarevičienė, 2023) agree that expanding the rental sector, whether public or private (regulated by the state), is important in order to secure housing rights for many. The questions naturally arise: what issues have resulted in Lithuania after massive housing privatisation, and further exacerbated by the state’s support for private homeownership? Has high homeownership led to higher housing satisfaction in Lithuania? What are the demands for public/social housing and private rental housing in Lithuania?

Thus, our goal is twofold. On the one hand, we investigate housing issues in Lithuania that have arisen due to a large homeownership society. The housing issues are examined by taking into account the viewpoints of policy makers and the subjective opinions of the population. Furthermore, our objective is to investigate housing satisfaction and whether it is linked to homeownership. Previous studies (Elsinga and Hoekstra, 2005; Balestra and Sultan, 2013) have indicated that homeowners are more satisfied with their housing situation than tenants. However, the housing satisfaction of such high homeownership societies as Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) has been poorly explored (Żelazowski et al, 2022) and rarely studied in Lithuania.

We start our analysis by discussing housing issues in the CEE and Lithuania based on previous studies. After that, previous literature on housing satisfaction will be shortly explored. Then, we will analyse our initial qualitative and quantitative data, and then present some conclusions.


Housing issues in Central and Eastern Europe and Lithuania

Although housing reforms were different in scale and speed among the CEE countries, there was a common pattern that was observed in all countries. Studies (Balchin, 1996; Hegedüs and Teller, 2005; Tsenkova, 2009; Aidukaitė, 2014; Lux and Sunega, 2014; Tsenkova and Polanska, 2014) indicated that housing systems in CEE countries have gradually moved towards the liberal welfare regime since the 1990s, which meant the withdrawal of the state, and greater emphasis being put on the market and family in housing provision. Studies (Balchin, 1996; Leonavičius and Žilys, 2009; Tsenkova, 2009) emphasised the important common problems: no integrated rental market being developed; increasing rents; depleting public rental stock; deterioration of the old multi-apartment blocks in need of major refurbishments.

Lux and Sunega (2014) attempted to interpret housing reforms in post-socialist Europe using a conceptual framework derived from the welfare regime. They found that a major feature of post-socialist housing is a debt-free homeownership society with weakly developed financialised housing markets. It is also characterised by the strong familialism in housing production and allocation, and self-build housing. These features are especially common in Southeast Europe.

Lithuania exhibits many features of post-Communist housing regimes. Previous studies (Leonavičius and Žilys, 2009; Aidukaitė, 2014; Brazienė and Mikutavičienė, 2018; Brazienė et al, 2018) indicated the following housing related issues in Lithuania:


	Increasing house prices.

	Residualisation and stigmatisation of social housing (and Soviet housing estates).

	Increasing prices in the rental market and lack of non-profit rental housing, which makes home buying almost the only alternative for housing.

	Issues with housing maintenance, repair, renovation and heating efficiency.


These issues are also common in liberal housing regime societies (such as the UK and Ireland), which are characterised by high homeownership rates and a marginal state role in housing policy (see Hoekstra, 2003; Norris, 2016; Köppe and Byrne, 2024). However, the post-socialist housing regime has a history that is entirely different, with lower levels of affluence and less developed mortgage markets than societies under liberal housing regimes. It is important to note that Lithuania is among the EU countries (together with Estonia, Latvia, Austria, Luxemburg and Czechia) in which house prices doubled (+152 per cent) over the period 2010–2023. For rents, Lithuania (+168 per cent), together with Estonia (+208 per cent), also have the greatest increases among the 26 EU countries (Eurostat, 2023).

It has to be mentioned that the CEE region is not a uniform block. At least the housing quality differs significantly within the post-socialist region. Soaita and Dewilde (2019) found that housing quality is worst in Romania; poor to intermediate in the mixed group of Bulgaria, Hungary and Poland; intermediate to good in the Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania); and the best in Croatia, the Czech Republic, Slovenia and Slovakia. This is explained by many factors, such as different housing systems, economic affluence, labour migration, demographic ageing and welfare systems. The overall intermediate to good quality of housing in the Baltic states compared to the lower performing countries is explained by the on average better off position of lower income households and a better quality of housing from the Soviet period. Furthermore, a higher population decline due to the high outward labour migration improved quantitative housing indicators such as dwelling size, overcrowding and cost overburden.


Housing satisfaction

Despite many problems in the housing sector, housing satisfaction has not been a widely studied topic in the CEE region. Żelazowski et al (2022) attempted to measure the housing satisfaction of Polish households. They found that Polish citizens are rather satisfied with their housing, despite the fact that housing quality was rated ‘poor to intermediate’ by the study of Soaita and Dewilde (2019). Żelazowski’s et al (2022) study has shown that the respondents’ income, the size and type of the dwellings they inhabit, and tenure status are the most important factors which determined housing satisfaction. The demographic factors such as age, marital status, gender and employment had an impact only on selected aspects of satisfaction. Another important finding of this study was that education had no significant statistical effect on the level of housing satisfaction in Poland.

Previous studies (Elsinga and Hoekstra, 2005; Balestra and Sultan, 2013; Kabisch et al, 2022) conducted in Western and Eastern countries on housing and residential satisfaction agree that homeownership, household income, structural and qualitative features of the dwelling, and neighbourhood characteristics appear to be the main drivers of housing satisfaction. Among demographic factors, age appears one of the important characteristics which mimics ‘a U-shaped relationship between age and housing satisfaction’ (Van Praag et al, 2003, quoted by Balestra and Sultan, 2013: 22). There is no significant impact of gender, but married individuals seem to be more happy with their housing in Eastern European countries (Balestra and Sultan, 2013).


Data and methods

To address our research questions, the analysis is based on a mixed method approach. The quantitative and qualitative data derives from the ongoing (2023–2026) project ‘Housing problems and needs in Lithuania’, carried out at the Lithuanian Centre for Social Sciences and financed by the Research Council of Lithuania.

The original qualitative data consists of seven semi-structured interviews carried out in 2024 (March–May) with key policy makers, politicians, practitioners and municipal officials working in the housing sector and engaged with housing policy. The interviews provide insights into the policy formation process and decision making, as well as current trends and problems. As defined by Meuser and Nagel (2009: 35–36), the analysis of semi-structured interviews consists of transcription, coding, thematic comparison, sociological conceptualisation and generalisation. This study reveals the final stages of the interview analysis – the thematic comparisons, conceptualisation and generalisation. To maintain confidentiality and the anonymity of the experts, codes were assigned to the interviews (that is, E1, and so on).

The quantitative data consists of a representative survey conducted in May 2024. While the research team has designed the questionnaire and survey items, a survey company (UAB ‘Spinter tyrimai’) collected the data. The survey items collected opinions on the respondent’s housing situation, their views on housing issues, their satisfaction with personal housing situation, and their housing preferences. The total gross sample size was 2,350 respondents with a response rate of 44 per cent, resulting in an actual sample of 1,023 respondents (net response). The face-to-face interviews were conducted at the respondent’s home. Only adult residents (18 years and older) of Lithuania participated in the study. The socio-demographic profile of the respondents is representative of the Lithuanian population by gender, age, education, social status and place of residence. A multistage stratified probability sampling method was used to ensure the representativeness of the data. Thus, the survey data accurately reflects the socio-demographic characteristics of the broader population.

We apply multivariate logistic regression models to the survey data to investigate residents’ satisfaction with their housing. Specifically, we aim to understand the factors that determine whether respondents are satisfied or not with their current housing situation. Separate models are run to examine the influence of (1) individuals’ socio-demographic and economic characteristics; and (2) housing characteristics on reported levels of housing satisfaction. Summary statistics of the main variables included in the models can be found in the Appendix, Table A7.1.

In our survey respondents’ housing satisfaction was categorised into five levels: (1) Very satisfied; (2) Satisfied; (3) Neither satisfied nor dissatisfied; (4) Unsatisfied; (5) Very dissatisfied. However, due to the small number of respondents who reported dissatisfaction (4th and 5th categories), we combined all respondents into two broader groups to ensure meaningful statistical analysis. One group consists of satisfied respondents (1st and 2nd categories), while the other group includes those who are neutral or dissatisfied (3rd, 4th and 5th categories). We report odds ratios, standard errors and significance levels in the results.


Results


Views of the policy makers and administrators: problems and visions

The analysis of the expert interviews confirms findings in the literature, while also providing new insights into the housing problems in Lithuania. Policy makers and practitioners have identified several major issues related to housing affordability, availability, the rental market and social housing.


Affordability 

According to the expert interviews there is ambiguity regarding the affordability situation: in big cities (especially in the capital), housing is bought even before it is built, so it would seem that housing is affordable. Furthermore, the higher income levels in the metropolitan cities make housing more affordable. The experts claim that the lower income levels in small cities and rural areas are not reflected in lower house prices and make housing in these areas more unaffordable than in the metropolitan areas. As a result, there is a disparity in housing affordability between big cities and other areas.

The experts argue that housing affordability has been decreasing recently. As state by one expert (E4): ‘The price of housing is the main factor for today, describing the shortage, need, and acquisition of housing.’ Affordability of homeownership varies by age groups. Young people find it difficult to save up an initial mortgage deposit, while older people (50+) face banks that are reluctant to provide long-term mortgages beyond retirement. This is illustrated by the following quote:


As for the purchase of housing, the most difficult situation is for young people, young families, because they do not have an initial deposit. According to such initial calculations, it takes five years to accumulate the initial deposit. To set aside a certain amount. And the other group, which has issues to purchase housing are older people, let’s say, over 50, because they can’t get loans. (E6)


Thus, all experts agree that housing prices and interest rates have risen so much that it is difficult for municipalities and people to afford housing.


Availability 

Availability of affordable housing was another important problem highlighted by the experts. There is a shortage of affordable housing, especially in big cities where demand greatly exceeds supply. The experts point out that some socio-demographic groups are more disadvantaged. For example, old Soviet estates are often not suitable for people with disabilities, and it is difficult to find affordable housing for larger households: ‘It is very difficult to find disabled-friendly accommodation on the market. And for large families, larger [housing] is harder to find, or when you do find it, well, it’s just unaffordable, it’s very luxurious’ (E6). Experts emphasised that the availability of housing is also reduced by the fact that due to insufficient regulation of the rental market, not all vacant housing is rented. As state by one expert (E7): ‘Even when people own their real estate, they avoid renting it out. Some keep it simply empty and do not use it at all.’

However, many experts have emphasised how this problem is related to tax avoidance and a shadow rental market. Landlords often do not sign an official contract in order to avoid paying taxes (Subotovič et al, 2023; Aidukaitė, 2024). For instance, one expert states: ‘They [landlords] avoid signing the official contract. They avoid or do not allow the tenant to declare the place of residence in the rental dwelling’ (E2) This problem is particularly affecting smaller municipalities: ‘In smaller municipalities, it’s practically, I don’t know, 90 per cent is probably in the shadows’ (E5). Thus, the private rental market, which consists mainly of small private landlords with one or two properties, often remains in the shadow. This means these tenancies are not subject to taxation or monitoring by the government (see, for more about the shadow economy, Kelmanson et al [2019]). In this context, the expansion of the municipal or/and social housing is important. Experts emphasised that the local government should focus more on the availability of affordable housing: ‘The local government could be more concerned with that accessibility in each municipality, already taking into account the municipality’s strategic goals and its vision’ (E6).


Rental market 

Therefore, the rental market has been identified as one of the main concerns in the housing sector as a whole. ‘Well, in Lithuania, the most important housing problem is the rental market’ (E6). Many experts emphasised two interrelated problems of the rental market: insufficient regulation and a large shadow economy. As expressed by one expert (E8): ‘The main thing here is that there is too little regulation and too much of it underground.’ Several experts have said that a special law regulating the housing market is necessary, as currently neither the rights of tenants nor landlords are sufficiently protected. This is precisely expressed by expert E6: ‘There is no such sustainability and such trust, so here in this place we would also need a law. In my opinion, the Civil Code, which now regulates the rights of tenants and landlords, is not enough.’ Experts believe that additional regulations, which would put more responsibility on the state, could help legalise a portion of the shadow rental market, particularly in smaller cities (see earlier quote from E5).

Finally, the interviews revealed that there are also problems with open discrimination of certain groups (for example, large families, people with pets, and so on): ‘One of the problems in the rental housing market is the rental culture. There is no such standard in general. Today we ignore people who have children, pets, etc.’ (E2).


Social housing 

The lack of social housing was another important issue highlighted by the experts. As noted, the municipal and social rental housing stock constitutes less than 2 per cent of the total residential stock in Lithuania (Oficialios statistikos portalas, 2019). However, experts pointed out that another reason for the lack of social housing is that it is rented for an unlimited amount of time. Some experts claim that social housing recipients abuse the system by hiding their income in order to stay in social housing as long as possible, and they do not seek to improve their financial situation by looking for a better paid job. According to one expert (E7): ‘The tenants say that it is not worth to work because then they will take away my social housing. This is one of the reasons why a person even gives up work or simply works illegally.’ Yet, a previous study (Aidukaitė, 2024: 178) revealed that evicting social housing tenants is very difficult, particularly if they have children or disabled family members. The municipality staff take into account each case individually and aim to find positive solutions.

Therefore, some experts believe that the right to social housing should be time-limited and linked to an obligation to try to improve one’s life: ‘You have received the right to social housing. But this right should come with obligations from the other side. Well, in the sense that you commit to study, get some kind of qualification or something else. It’s not like we gave it to you and that’s it’ (E5).

The majority of experts agree that it is necessary to expand the social housing market. However, all of them argue that social housing should be targeted at those on low incomes, people with disabilities, older tenants and large families. This is exactly mirroring the regulations in the social housing policy. The social housing is very stigmatised in Lithuania and available only for people with disabilities, large families (three or more children), orphans and other vulnerable groups (lone parent families, single people with low income) (Indriliūnaitė, 2018; Mikutavičienė, 2018; Bobinaitė et al, 2019; Subotovič et al, 2023; Aidukaitė, 2024).

All experts agreed that the primary challenges facing the Lithuanian housing sector are: the rising house prices, which makes it challenging for young people to purchase their first home; the under-regulated and shadow private rental market; and the small and very stigmatised social housing sector. All of them stressed that the rental sector needs to be expanded to meet the growing demand for affordable and accessible housing. The interviewees agreed that today’s main concern is finding resources and motivating investors to expand the rental sector (private and social) in Lithuania.

Having discussed the views and opinions of policy makers, let us turn to explore the opinions and needs of the population.


Public opinion on housing: results of the survey

In this section, we analyse population survey results to explore public opinion on housing. Our focus is on what respondents perceive as the major challenges in Lithuania’s housing sector and how satisfied they are with their current housing situations.


Housing issues 

A key question in our survey, designed to understand the population’s views on housing-related problems, asked respondents to select the three most important issues affecting the housing sector in Lithuania from a list of eight statements. This question was designed as a closed-ended question. Table 7.1 presents the results, showing the share of respondents who selected each statement, ranked from the most to the least popular choice. Higher shares indicate issues perceived as more significant by the population.

An overwhelming majority – 82 per cent – indicated that increasing housing prices are the major issue in Lithuania. This aligns with the opinions of the policy makers as revealed by the expert interviews. In second place, with 32 per cent of respondents marking it as important, is the issue of energy efficiency, specifically the problems related to the heat and sound insulation of older dwellings. This concern, however, was not highlighted as the most important issue by the experts. The third most important issue, noted by nearly 28 per cent of respondents, is the impact of the geopolitical situation, particularly the war in Ukraine, on the housing market. This includes increased raw material prices, a sense of insecurity, postponement of home purchases, and the purchase of homes abroad.

In fourth place, for 23 per cent of respondents, is the issue of the influx of refugees from Ukraine, which affects rental and purchase housing prices. Lithuania, with a population of 2.6 million, had a recent influx of about 70,000 Ukrainian refugees and 20,000 Belarusian labour immigrants (LRT, 2022). This has significantly impacted prices in the private rental market and the availability of social housing. Interestingly, only a small proportion of respondents identified the lack of social housing (19 per cent) and the insecurity of the private rental market (15 per cent) as key issues affecting the housing sector. This contrasts with the views expressed by experts in semi-structured interviews, who argue that both social housing and the private rental market should be expanded to better meet the needs of the population and address underlying housing stability and affordability issues.

Table 7.1: Main problems in the housing sector in Lithuania: survey responses


	Statement

	Share of respondents (%)




	Rising housing prices

	82.2



	Energy-unsustainable houses

	32.2



	The impact of the geopolitical situation

	27.6



	The inflow of Ukrainian refugees

	23.2



	Problems related to housing renovation

	21.9



	Lack of social/public housing

	19.5



	Insecure/shady rental market

	15.3



	The inflow of labour migrants from Belarus

	12.3




	Note: N = 1,023.



Thus, Lithuanian citizens are primarily concerned with increasing housing prices, while issues such as the lack of social/public housing and problems in the insecure or unregulated rental market are of lesser concern. This is unsurprising, as homeownership remains the most preferred tenure status. Figure 7.1 shows that although most respondents already own housing, an even greater share of ownership is preferred among Lithuanians. Accordingly, private market rent is very ‘unpopular’ and in low demand. Preference for social housing is even lower, reflecting its stigma as a last-choice option due to negative perceptions, poor quality and limited availability. As noted, this public opinion contrasts with policy makers’ views, who advocate for an expanded rental market to meet housing demand. However, the survey data uncovers a clear discrepancy between policy expectations, as revealed by expert interviews and the preferences of the population.


Figure 7.1:Comparison of current ownership status versus preferred ownership status

[image: Figure 7.1 shows that 88 per cent of respondents live in homes they own, but even for 93 per cent of them home ownership is the most preferred tenure status. Ten per cent rent their homes in the private market but only 5 per cent prefer rented housing. Social or municipal housing is even more unpopular, only 2 per cent of respondents live and want to live in this type of housing.]

Note: Current N = 916, preferred N = 982.



Housing satisfaction 

In this section, we analyse residents’ satisfaction with their current housing. Addressing housing satisfaction is crucial in understanding the broader dynamics of housing affordability, accessibility and adequacy. By examining what factors influence residents’ satisfaction or dissatisfaction, we can gain insights into how well the housing system functions and identify areas for improvement. This analysis helps uncover key drivers behind housing satisfaction levels, enables comparisons with the views and concerns raised by experts, and provides a basis for suggesting targeted housing policies or interventions that could enhance overall well-being and quality of life for residents.

Before delving into further details, it is important to note that despite numerous concerns highlighted by experts and echoed by the residents, the overwhelming majority of respondents expressed general satisfaction with their housing arrangements (see Figure 7.2). Only a small number reported being dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with their housing. Interestingly, among those who acknowledged that rising prices are an issue, most do not see it as a personal concern, and they rate their own housing costs quite favourably. This discrepancy, along with the surprisingly high housing satisfaction ratings reported by many respondents, encourages us to investigate the factors that may influence these perceptions.


Figure 7.2:Residents’ satisfaction with their current housing

[image: Figure 7.2 shows that 52 per cent of respondents are satisfied with their current housing, 21 per cent very satisfied, 20 per cent neither satisfied nor dissatisfied, 5 per cent unsatisfied, 1 per cent very dissatisfied and for 0.4 per cent of respondents it’s hard to say.]

Note: N = 1,023.


First, we will explore the relationship between housing satisfaction and individuals’ socio-demographic and economic characteristics. Second, we will examine how this satisfaction correlates with specific housing characteristics, such as housing type, tenure type and year of construction. We run the individual and household characteristics in separate models to reduce complexity and distinguish more clearly between individual and contextual variables at the household level. As outlined in the data and methods section, respondents are categorised into two groups: those satisfied and those less satisfied with their current housing situation.

Table 7.2 presents the results of the logistic regression analysis, examining the relationship between individual characteristics and the likelihood of rating housing conditions as satisfactory. In Step 1, we include gender, age, language spoken at home, family status, education and income. In Step 2, residential location is added to the model. Overall, both models show a low fit, with R-square values below 0.1, and most variables having insignificant effects. The results show that housing satisfaction does not significantly vary by gender, age, language, family status or education (when controlling for other factors).

However, two significant effects are observed. Unmarried cohabiting couples are significantly less likely to be satisfied with their housing, exhibiting a twofold lower likelihood compared to married couples living together. Second, there is a positive correlation between housing satisfaction and income – the higher the income, the greater the likelihood of housing satisfaction.

In Step 2, when residential location is added, the effects of individual characteristics remain largely unchanged compared to Step 1. Importantly, residential location emerges as a significant explanatory variable for housing satisfaction. The results indicate that, after controlling for other factors, residents of rural areas are more likely to rate their housing situation as satisfactory, followed by those in small cities, regional centres, and finally, residents of Vilnius, the capital city. Thus, satisfaction levels tend to decline as the rate of urbanisation increases. In fact, our results show that residents of Vilnius are twice as likely to express dissatisfaction with their housing compared to rural residents. This pattern aligns with broader discussions on the relationship between urbanisation and life satisfaction. In the literature, there is an ongoing debate about urbanisation and its effects on well-being satisfaction (Lenzi and Perucca, 2018, 2020). While large cities offer diverse jobs, amenities and services, they also bring downsides like pollution, congestion and high living costs, often reducing well-being, especially in developed countries. However, urban benefits are not limited to city dwellers – rural residents near cities can access these advantages, leading to higher satisfaction. In contrast, rural areas in remote or peripheral locations often experience lower well-being.

In Lithuania, the urban–rural divide in housing satisfaction may stem from factors like housing availability and affordability. However, it may also reflect unique features of urban housing itself, which we will examine further in the following set of models.

Table 7.2: Logistic regression models of housing satisfaction, incorporating socio-demographic and economic characteristics, as well as residential location


	
	Step 1

	Step 2



	
	Exp (B)

	SE

	Exp (B)

	SE





	Individual-level variables

	

	

	

	



	Gender (ref = male)

	

	

	

	



	Female

	0.928

	0.150

	0.911

	0.152



	Age (continuous variable in years)

	

	

	

	



	Age

	0.999

	0.005

	0.998

	0.005



	Language spoken at home (ref = Lithuanian)

	

	

	

	



	Non-Lithuanian

	1.263

	0.195

	1.108

	0.200



	Family status (ref = lives with spouse)

	

	

	

	



	Married, but lives apart

	0.807

	0.442

	0.804

	0.446



	Lives together unmarried

	0.560**

	0.279

	0.541**

	0.282



	Divorced

	0.890

	0.243

	0.940

	0.246



	Widowed

	1.186

	0.320

	1.261

	0.325



	Single (never married)

	0.849

	0.214

	0.962

	0.219



	Education (ref = primary)

	

	

	

	



	Secondary

	0.855

	0.327

	0.893

	0.331



	College

	1.157

	0.343

	1.261

	0.346



	University

	1.041

	0.356

	1.215

	0.361



	Per capita income (ref = below 500 Eur)a

	

	

	

	



	500–1,000 Eur

	1.264

	0.172

	1.294

	0.174



	More than 1,000 Eur

	2.367***

	0.263

	2.553***

	0.268



	Residential location (ref = rural area)

	

	

	

	



	Vilnius

	

	

	0.478***

	0.221



	Another large cityb

	

	

	0.536***

	0.208



	Small city

	

	

	0.800

	0.208



	CONSTANT

	2.098

	0.465

	3.156

	0.488



	R SQUARE (Nagelkerke)

	0.037

	
	0.058

	


	N total

	1,016

	
	
	



	Notes: a Monthly disposable income per household member. b Kaunas, Klaipėda, Šiauliai, Panevėžys – strong regional centres of Lithuania ranging from 86,000 to 300,000 inhabitants.

Models compare individuals who are ‘very satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’ (coded as 1) with those who are ‘neither satisfied nor dissatisfied’, ‘unsatisfied’ and ‘very dissatisfied’ (coded as 0) with their housing. Significance *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.



Table 7.3 presents the results of the logistic regression analysis examining the relationship between housing satisfaction and key housing characteristics. In Step 1, only housing type is included: the findings indicate that individuals living in single-family or semi-detached houses are twice as likely to report being satisfied with their housing compared to those residing in apartment buildings. In Step 2, ownership status is added to the model, and the effect of housing type remains largely unchanged. Compared to those renting at market price, homeowners without a mortgage are 1.7 times more likely to be satisfied with their housing situation, and homeowners with a mortgage are 2.2 times more likely to be satisfied. Renters in social or municipal housing report the lowest levels of satisfaction, being nearly four times less likely to be satisfied compared to those renting at market rates. In Step 3, we include the year of construction, which does not affect the other variables considerably. The results indicate a linear relationship between the construction year and housing satisfaction: the newer the house, the greater the likelihood of satisfaction. In summary, the results of the final model indicate that housing satisfaction is highest among owners of newly built single-family homes, while it is lowest among renters living in older apartment buildings. This may be attributed to the fact that most apartment buildings were constructed during the Soviet era. People tend to be less satisfied with these older dwellings, which often face issues related to energy efficiency, outdated design and inadequate maintenance. This dissatisfaction highlights broader challenges associated with the ageing Soviet-era housing stock in the Baltic states (see Hess and Tammaru, 2019).

Table 7.3: Logistic regression models of housing satisfaction, incorporating housing characteristics


	Step 1

	Step 2

	Step 3




	

	Exp(B)

	SE

	Exp(B)

	SE

	Exp(B)

	SE



	Housing characteristics

	

	

	

	

	

	



	Type of housing (ref = apartment/flat)

	

	

	

	

	

	



	Single-family home

	2.136***

	0.162

	1.938***

	0.167

	1.713***

	0.172



	Semi-detached home

	2.247*

	0.399

	1.936*

	0.420

	1.524

	0.427



	Ownership status (ref = market rent)

	

	

	

	

	

	



	Owns, no mortgage

	

	

	1.693*

	0.247

	1.843**

	0.251



	Owns, with mortgage

	

	

	2.204***

	0.284

	1.897*

	0.289



	Rents social or municipal housing

	

	

	0.270*

	0.647

	0.281*

	0.659



	Lives in partner’s home

	

	

	1.133

	0.371

	1.291

	0.376



	Lives in relative’s home

	

	

	1.060

	0.283

	1.216

	0.288



	Year of construction (ref = before 1980)

	

	

	

	

	

	



	Between 1980 and 2000

	

	

	

	

	1.547***

	0.160



	After 2000

	

	

	

	

	2.777***

	0.259



	CONSTANT

	2.114

	0.087

	1.471

	0.218

	1.071

	0.236



	R SQUARE (Nagelkerke)

	0.037

	
	0.069

	
	0.095

	


	N total

	1015

	
	
	
	
	



	Notes: Models compare individuals who are ‘very satisfied’ or ‘satisfied’ (coded as 1) with those who are ‘neither satisfied nor dissatisfied’, ‘unsatisfied’ and ‘very dissatisfied’ (coded as 0) with their housing. Significance *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001.



To sum up, housing satisfaction is a complex concept that is influenced by both individual and housing characteristics, and can be subjective. The analysis of housing satisfaction confirms previous knowledge (see Elsinga and Hoekstra, 2005; Balestra and Sultan, 2013; Żelazowski et al, 2022) that homeownership is associated with higher housing satisfaction. In Lithuania, homeowners with mortgages have the highest satisfaction rating with their housing, while outright owners without mortgages have the second highest. This is related to the unique post-Soviet legacy. Many outright owners live in the outdated housing stock with lower heating efficiency built during the period of 1946–1980 which needs substantial renovation (see Leonavičius and Genys, 2014; Žilys, 2015). Renters, particularly those renting social and municipal housing, are least satisfied with their housing.


Conclusion

This study has aimed to analyse housing issues and satisfaction in Lithuania by taking into account policy makers’ viewpoints and the opinions of the population. In order to conclude our discussion, we turn to our main research questions.


Which housing issues have emerged in Lithuania after massive housing privatisation and expansion of private homeownership?

Our analysis has shown that high homeownership and consistent support for it have led to an increase in house prices and a decrease in the social rented sector. This also created the conditions for the shadow private rental market to emerge and flourish, and stigmatisation of social housing. Both the experts who were interviewed and the population survey data have revealed concerns about the rising prices of housing and the decreasing affordability of housing.

The findings, based on expert interviews, show that in order to ensure decent housing for all, it is important to expand the private rental and social housing sectors, to tighten private rental market regulations, and to enhance the protection of tenants’ rights. Lithuania is not unique in this context as other studies have suggested similar policy solutions (see, for example, Kemeny, 2001, 2005; Doherty, 2004; Dewilde, 2022; Aidukaitė and Ubarevičienė, 2023).


Is the high homeownership rate associated with higher housing satisfaction in Lithuania?

Our study has revealed that Lithuanian residents are highly satisfied with their housing. The findings align with the previous literature (Elsinga and Hoekstra, 2005; Balestra and Sultan, 2013; Kabisch et al, 2022), which shows that in general homeowners are more satisfied with their housing than renters. Residents of social housing have expressed the lowest housing satisfaction. An interesting finding in the case of Lithuania is that the highest satisfaction is among those who are still paying off their mortgage. We hypothesise that this is likely due to newer housing. Findings of our survey indicate that a newer dwelling is associated with a higher satisfaction level. Our findings show that overall housing satisfaction is strongly associated with the type of housing. The individuals living in single-family or semi-detached houses are twice as likely to report being satisfied with their housing compared to those residing in apartment buildings.

We assume that this could be related to the fact that the residents of rural areas are more likely to rate their housing situation as satisfactory, followed by those in small cities, regional centres and, finally, residents of Vilnius, the capital city. Residents of rural areas are more likely to live in a single-family or semi-detached house than in the cities. Yet, rent and housing maintenance as well as living conditions in general are more expensive in the cities, and this could be the reason why residents of the capital city of Vilnius rate their satisfaction lowest. This can also be related to the affordability issues in the big cities and the lack of social housing as expressed by the experts. All of these assumptions need further investigation and could be tested in future research.

Furthermore, the results show that socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents have limited influence on housing satisfaction, which is in line with previous studies (Elsinga and Hoekstra, 2005; Balestra and Sultan, 2013; Kabisch et al, 2022).


What are the demands for social housing and private rental housing?

The analysis of expert interviews revealed that, on the one hand, the demand for rental housing is high, especially in the larger cities. On the other hand, there is distrust in the private rental market, which operates largely in the shadows. Additionally, the survey revealed a strong preference for homeownership, which means that for many people the rental housing market is only a temporary tenure type. Our results showed that while most individuals already own homes, an even higher rate of homeownership is preferred among respondents. This finding contrasts sharply with the views of policy makers, who believe the rental market should be expanded to meet an assumed housing demand.

Stigmatisation of social housing, which was highlighted during the expert interviews, is indirectly confirmed by the survey data. As noted, many respondents prefer homeownership over rental tenure and social housing is the least desired tenure. Yet, only a small proportion of respondents consider that a lack of social housing is a problem, which points to the undesirability of this type of tenure.

Our results show that massive housing privatisation in Lithuania in the post-Soviet era has created a strong preference for homeownership. The Lithuanian case shows that it is difficult to reverse a high homeownership society into a more balanced tenure mix due to high distrust in the private rental market, stigmatisation of social housing and deeply embedded attachment to homeownership.

In summary, this study has contributed to a better understanding of housing issues in post-socialist societies, and in particular, Lithuania. It has also enhanced our understanding of housing satisfaction by demonstrating that housing satisfaction is shaped by the similar factors in Lithuania as in the rest of the EU, while highlighting the specific aspects of societies with very high homeownership rates. We show that the high housing satisfaction in Lithuania is directly related to the high homeownership rate.

However, the lower satisfaction levels in cities, and especially in the capital city of Vilnius, requires further analysis of related aspects such as neighbourhood characteristics, housing affordability and housing conditions. It also remained underexplored how high homeownership rates impact on the housing affordability for low-income households and how it is related to the overall welfare system. Further mixed methods research would be required that also incorporates qualitative studies of urban and rural residents to understand this relationship.
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Appendix

Table A7.1: Descriptive summary statistics of the surveyed population


	Variables

	Count

	Percentage

	Range and average




	Individual characteristics



	Gender



	Male

	469

	45.8

	–



	Female

	554

	54.2

	–



	Age (in years)

	–

	–

	Min 18; Max 88, Avg. 50



	Language spoken at home



	Lithuanian

	860

	84.3

	-



	Non-Lithuanian

	160

	15.7

	-



	Family status



	Married, living together

	532

	52.1

	–



	Married, living apart

	27

	2.6

	–



	Unmarried, living together

	75

	7.3

	–



	Divorced

	110

	10.8

	–



	Widowed

	67

	6.6

	–



	Single

	210

	20.6

	–



	Education



	Primary

	56

	5.5

	–



	Secondary

	138

	33.9

	–



	College

	313

	30.7

	–



	University

	306

	30.0

	–



	Per capita income



	Below 500 Eur

	182

	19.8

	–



	500–1,000 Eur

	552

	60.0

	–



	More than 1,000 Eur

	186

	20.2

	–



	Residential location



	Rural area

	307

	30.0

	–



	Vilnius

	217

	21.2

	–



	Another large city

	237

	23.2

	–



	Small city

	262

	25.6

	–



	Housing characteristics



	Type of housing



	Apartment/flat

	611

	59.7

	–



	Single family home

	366

	35.8

	–



	Semi-detached home

	46

	4.5

	–



	Ownership status



	Market rent

	96

	9.4

	–



	Owns mortgage

	468

	45.7

	–



	Owns, with mortgage

	235

	23.0

	–



	Rents social or municipal housing

	15

	1.5

	–



	Lives in partner’s home

	53

	5.2

	–



	Lives in relative’s home

	156

	15.2

	–



	Year of construction



	Before 1980

	413

	40.4

	–



	Between 1980 and 2000

	405

	39.6

	–



	After 2000

	197

	19.3

	–




	Note: N = 1,023.
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8 New routes? Different ways of cooperation between street-level bureaucrats in Austria, Denmark and Germany

Sebastian Brandl, Thorsten Braun, Edda Luth and Michaela Schulze


Introduction

Since 2014/2015, a policy shift towards employer-oriented integration, particularly for the long-term unemployed, can be observed in many European countries. The formula ‘from train then place to place then train’ frames this aptly (Dall et al, 2023: 107). In recent years, it has been observed that the standard service process tailored to unemployment has its limitations (for example, Kerschbaumer et al, 2024). Initially, it became evident that only a smaller portion of the so-called vulnerable unemployed individuals could be integrated into the regular job market for various reasons. Later in the past decade, it has become clear that job supply and job demand are becoming increasingly mismatched. The ‘good’ jobseekers find employment in a booming job market, as we have experienced for over ten years (with brief interruptions due to the COVID-19 pandemic), almost effortlessly. Jobseekers far from the labour market often do not match the job profiles offered, except for the low-skilled sector with its high employment insecurity and sometimes problematic employment conditions (Van Hootegem et al, 2019).

The policy shift leads to service and organisational innovations within the employment services and a change of the work of the street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) (Lipsky, 2010). Integration pathways are developed together with jobseekers in a strength-oriented manner through intensive counselling formats. A personal jobseeker-oriented approach and an increased depth of services are promising approaches (for example, BMAS, 2021; Ingold and Mc Gurk, 2023).

The SLBs in local labour market administrations are often split according to their two main customer groups. Jobseeker-oriented professionals advise and place the unemployed, while employer-oriented professionals receive job postings and have direct contact with employers. This separation of services and competences should lead to a better integration of jobseekers in the labour market through specialisation. However, the matching of jobseekers and available job positions is often rigid and limited to the technical merging of the labour demand of companies with the pool of jobseekers. In this process, placement suggestions are proposed, and jobseekers are asked to apply for these positions. If there is sufficient matching, both parties will have to show their motivation and mutual acquaintance. This simplified organisational division of local labour administrations can be found in the local public employment services of all three countries scrutinised in this chapter, and the process of job placement follows a similar process.

Contrary to the more and more dysfunctional standard processes, the employer-oriented integration of unemployed individuals far from the labour market requires closer formats of coordination and cooperation (Mintzberg, 1979; Claiborn and Lawson, 2005) between jobseeker- and employer-oriented specialists or new teams and organisational structures in which the tasks are integrated. In this field lies the research gap, which is addressed in this chapter. There is a lack of knowledge about how and which innovative forms of internal communication, process design and organisational formats have been introduced in local labour market offices. We see coordination as a systematic arrangement of management to ensure smooth functioning, cooperation as a voluntary activity and an act of working together or conforming to standards for achieving a standard goal. This finding is the subject of several accompanying research projects and evaluation studies (for example, BMAS, 2021; Brandl and Braun, 2022; STAR, 2023).

More intensive cooperation and work with jobseekers and employers place additional demands on the SLBs. Working together on establishing a ‘sustainable match’ between a jobseeker and an employer requires extended counselling skills and a mutual understanding of each other’s activities, knowledge sharing and the development of new ways of working, as well as formal and informal communication. The qualification and competence requirements are increasing, not only for specialists, but also for managers, who have to focus on motivation, processes and assistance rather than primarily on results (IAB, 2017: 89; Kongsgaard, 2022; STAR, 2023). Special training and support services are not always available or used (Brandl and Braun, 2022). However, qualification and communication are only two aspects. Current research shows that the labour market integration probability for those who are far from the labour market is higher when the client–counsellor ratio is low, and the contact density is high (for example, Kerschbaumer et al, 2024). In addition, the direct and personal approach to employers, combined with a more comprehensive depth of service compared to conventional employer services (for example, filling out applications, advising on site) and an in-depth knowledge of the work situation are promising.

Against the outlined backdrop we developed our current project: ‘New ways of co-operation between employee and employer services’ (HdBA, 2022). This chapter investigates which changes in communication, process and organisation have been introduced to create closer links between jobseeker and employer services in Denmark, Germany and Austria. Since in many European countries the strategies of the employment services to integrate the unemployed are changing from ‘train then place’ to ‘place then train’, we are looking for similarities with regards to the organisational framework. We selected countries for our explorative study based on theoretical and practical considerations, in particular access options. According to the typology of Esping-Andersen (1990), we have chosen two rather similar ‘conservative’ welfare state cases (Germany and Austria) and a rather different ‘Nordic’ welfare state case (Denmark). A comparative study provides ideas for best-practice cases and allows us to think about learning from other countries and policy models. Our chapter gives first ideas as a starting point for further research that looks for model roles of SLBs in active labour market policies from a comparative perspective. In the following paragraphs we first present the theoretical background and methodological approach, followed by a presentation of empirical findings.


Theoretical background and methodological approach

As we focus on the groups far from the labour market, it is necessary to concentrate on the local employment service agencies which offer services for them (Lehner and Tamesberger, 2024). In our context, far from the labour market means groups of jobseekers who rarely enter or return to the labour market or who are exposed to a high, recurring risk of unemployment. That includes long-term unemployed, single parents, or even low-skilled people and migrants. Sometimes they are also vaguely referred to as vulnerable groups (Dean, 2013). This focus results from the changes in the labour market in recent years (ageing, shortages of skilled workers) before the COVID-19 crisis and the recognition that the high hurdle of entering the labour market can be met with a more individual placement and new structures and processes (Dromundo et al, 2023). Therefore, different interfaces are pivotal and are combined with instruments and procedures. The local organisation and its managers play a major role in achieving this.

According to van Berkel (2013: 96), job centre management can pursue three strategies: a ‘bureaucratic and hierarchical approach’, which relies on little discretion and a high level of detail regulation for the SLBs; a ‘performance-based approach’, which takes economic control elements into account; as well as a ‘professionalization approach’. The latter offers ‘[a]‌ strategy for increasing street-level discretion in order to individualize activation practices. Casework professionals can now intervene in how activation processes take shape’ (van Berkel, 2013: 99).

Research results as well as pilot projects show that such innovations go hand in hand with an expansion of the scope of action of frontline workers. As they should move away from narrowly standardised processes, the discretionary powers of frontline workers and their organisations in the work with jobseekers and employers increase. In addition, the shift towards employer-oriented integration of the jobseekers, as well as more individual counselling in general, opens local scope for the definition of the specific service and work design. Discretion also refers to how services are designed, and legal requirements are to be understood and implemented (Evans, 2010; Rixen, 2015). In the sense of a management philosophy of ‘operational decentralization’ (IAB, 2017: 116), which relies on semi-autonomous scope for design in local employment services, it is relevant whether this leeway is implemented in a less discretion-oriented or in a professionalisation-oriented manner (van Berkel, 2013).

In contrast, the bureaucratic-hierarchical approach seems to provide ‘strategies for containing discretion and asserting managerial control’ (van Berkel, 2013). Berkel concludes that in the ‘professionalization approach’, ‘management is therefore much better off, because strategies for containing discretion and controlling them are a lot of work and stressful for them’ (van Berkel, 2013). Consequently, we assume that more customised services require professionalism. Therefore, decisions of street-level organisations (SLOs) (Brodkin, 2013) to foster the joint work of employer- and jobseeker-oriented SLBs will be our focus. We are following the systematisation of the relational dimensions of SLB (Hill and Hupe, 2022: 199) and focus on the relational coordination and cooperation between different professionals, in our case related to the coordination and cooperation at the local employment services.


Empirical design: methodological approach

The research follows the comparative case study approach (Priya, 2021) with 12 cases in Austria, Denmark and Germany. Initially we looked for best-practice cases with regard to new internal cooperation formats in each country, as far as could be seen from the existing literature. In the next step, we refined the case selection on new cooperation formats by engaging in preliminary discussions with regional and local managers of employment services. All cases have implemented changes in the cooperation between jobseeker- and employer-oriented SLBs. Besides, some local employment services have introduced special projects to help the unemployed to find a job.

We have conducted a systematic document review and analysis in each case according to Xiao and Watson (2019). We included official documents of the labour administration of all three countries, in particular documents with a strategic focus on the integration of the jobseekers and documents on specific projects. Second, we have conducted 113 semi-structured expert interviews with job centre managers and project managers at various hierarchical levels, and SLBs between winter 2022/2023 and summer 2023 to learn more about the cooperation formats (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2014). The interviews were recorded and fully transcribed. The following qualitative, Maxqda-supported content analysis (Kuckartz, 2014) is initially carried out on a case-by-case basis and completed in a semi-closed, coordinated coding strategy.


Empirical findings: changed cooperation formats

The aim of this chapter is to show the changes in the cooperation formats between employer- and jobseeker-oriented SLBs. Based on the existing literature and the analysis of the interviews we have clustered the changed cooperation formats from a bottom-up perspective. In the next paragraph, we illustrate an increasing alienation between employer- and jobseeker-oriented professionals. Afterwards we outline the coordination and cooperation formats to overcome alienation and organisational boundaries.


Increasing alienation

In our interviews a cross-national trend of increasing alienation between employer- and job-seeker oriented professionals was reported. Both types of SLBs are parts of the job centres, however, most of them are acquainted only through email or phone communication. It is not unusual that they have not met in person. Instead of a close cooperation we noticed an immense distance. In all case studies some levels of alienation emerge, with different degrees. In Germany, we can observe a rather low contact density. This is due to the organisational fact that the work of employer- and jobseeker-oriented professionals is not closely connected. As a result, communication processes are often formalised and a deviation from this is rather seldom. In Austria, the two areas are organisationally separate, too. Only recently, the joint responsibility of both sectors for the integration of groups far from the labour market has been emphasised through common goals. Nevertheless, there are still mutual insinuations that the other professionals do not know the clientele of the other side and do not cooperate sufficiently with ‘the other side’. The Danish cases show a high degree of variety, but still an increased alienation between the two groups of professionals can be stated in at least one of the four cases.

Alongside the organisational alienation of both areas, there were increasingly noticeable limitations in the established processes. Employer-oriented professionals found it increasingly challenging to find sufficiently suitable candidates for job vacancies. Not only did the quality of data become more of an issue between both professional sides: outdated and inaccurate system information about unemployed individuals prevents a match or leads to unsuitable applications and job placements. This led to mutual accusations of inadequate work performance, especially from employer- towards jobseeker-oriented professionals. At times, the work logic and work motivation of the other side were questioned. Employer-oriented professionals claimed that jobseeker-oriented professionals did not do enough to persuade employers to give these vulnerable unemployed a chance, while jobseeker-oriented professionals were accused of not knowing their clients well and wanting to shield them from the challenges of the job market. In addition, some employers and employer-oriented professionals were said to be uncomfortable with labour market distant applicants. These or similar accusations were paraphrased in interviews conducted in all three countries.

An improved data quality contributes to continued work process in established structures. However, our case studies show that this alone is no longer sufficient to meet the tasks of a labour administration. A booming job market improves the chances of placing unemployed individuals who previously did not match the ideal employee profile. These developments are accompanied by approaches that aim to integrate the jobseekers into the primary job market instead of a focus on labour market training measures (for example, training or qualification programmes) to reduce personal barriers to entry into the labour market. For such an employment-oriented approach, organisational, mental and procedural barriers need to be overcome in addition to data deficiencies.


Cooperation formats

Despite the differences observed in the cases examined, a common theme emerges: a separation of areas relying heavily on high-degree specialisation and formalised communication is no longer considered appropriate. However, the established organisational differentiation was not completely reversed in any of our cases; organisational integration occurred only in isolated instances. In this section, we present different ways of responding to the challenges described. The different paths follow an escalating approach: new ways of communication without organisational changes are the first step (A), then we describe concrete joint projects between the employer service and the jobseeker teams (B), which also do not involve any organisational changes. Examples of organisational changes in the form of new special functions between the two departments form the third step (C). Fundamental organisational changes are in the centre of the fourth and final step (D).


A: Strengthened communication 

We could find a variety of changed communication formats within the different divisions in the labour administration.

In one Danish case study, a targeted model of closer communicative interaction among three different groups of employees, which cooperate during the process of labour market integration, has been developed for the implementation of employment assignments. These different groups of professionals are organised in separate departments under their own leadership. In the primarily jobseeker department, tasks are carried out by administrative staff who are mostly social professionals. In the employer-oriented department, the team of company advisers is responsible for acquiring open job positions and comprises individuals with diverse educational and experiential backgrounds. These company advisers are responsible for establishing and maintaining overall contact with employers. Additionally, a team of recruitment consultants, also with varying professional backgrounds, is responsible for establishing the concrete ‘matches’ between job openings and candidates. These professionals have direct contact with both candidates and companies. They select candidates from internal job lists and match them to relevant job assignments. The interaction and communication with professionals from other departments is supported by specific flowcharts that systematise and coordinate individual work steps in a labour market integration process, with a principal focus on close and trustful communication.

One of the German cases shows various approaches to intensify cross-departmental communication. The organisationally separate areas (employer service, jobseeker service, project and special teams) must be brought together across several offices. One issue is that the employer service are not represented in all local offices, and there are fewer employer service than jobseeker service teams and SLBs. Wherever possible, attempts are made on site to bring the employer service closer to the jobseeker service and the jobseekers by means of an appropriate office layout and room design. Specialists from all areas are then placed in a common hallway. The proximity is intended to stimulate everyday informal exchange to improve mutual knowledge and cooperation. In addition to the participation of employer service in jobseeker service team meetings, an internal marketplace exchange format was set up during the COVID-19 pandemic. Each month, representatives from the employer service, the jobseeker service and special teams are sent there. The marketplace format will take place without executives in several sub-regions of the job centre district. New jobs/employers and jobseekers, special promotions and current developments are presented to each other. The appointments are prepared and followed up in team meetings. Nevertheless, according to an executive, the format needs his permanent support. The SLBs remain in their respective logic and daily work, also because they come from different professions. Employer services specialists are used to working more independently. The work of the jobseeker services consultants is more comprehensively characterised by instructions, schemes and documentation obligations. Consequently, the professionals have different ways of thinking, speaking and acting, which hinders communication.

In an Austrian case, the Service for Employer (SfE) within the Arbeitsmarktservice (AMS; Austrian public employment service) complained that the insufficient quality of the information stored in the IT system made a match impossible or that the integration into the labour market failed due to incorrect system information. This led to certain tensions between the SfE and the Service for Jobseekers (SfJS). For this reason, annual counselling sessions with jobseekers, conducted by employer-oriented counsellors at the SfE, have been introduced to improve data quality. These sessions are designated as a ‘second view from the other point of view’ and they last 30 minutes, compared to 15 minutes in normal conversations in the SfJS. The format has reduced the mutual recrimination and created a mutual understanding towards the respective customers and towards the various tasks. Data quality, customer satisfaction and placement successes have increased. The SfE advisers conduct the counselling sessions in addition to their main job. Due to the significantly extended timeframe compared to the normal counselling sessions, it is possible to explore career paths, skills and motivation in more depth, to update possible target occupations, to create concrete placement proposals and thus to build up a certain pressure. The results of the conversations are recorded in the system. The responsible SfJS consultant receives the updated dataset, the ‘second view’, and may have to work through further action or qualification needs with the customers. Direct coordination between SfE and SfJS specialists seems to be limited to queries.


B: Special projects 

Motivation, qualifications and multilayered obstacles impede an easy and fast integration into the labour market. In all three countries, we identified various unique initiatives to integrate the unemployed into the workforce. All of them are located at the interface of employer- and jobseeker-oriented integration and they do not involve any organisational changes, but they offer opportunities to intensify the communication and cooperation of employer- and jobseeker-specialists.

In all Danish cases, we encountered time-limited national project funding (STAR, 2023) aimed at addressing specific target groups and their employment-oriented development needs. Consequently, the conditions for the company-adjacent deployment of SLBs were influenced by these various defined target groups. Besides other things, STAR1 supports the development of innovative measures for municipal employment effort through various state funding. The recent programme periods from 2019 to 2023, titled ‘More should be part of it’, focused on developing a more company-oriented effort. From the interview material, it becomes evident that staffing ratios and applied methods have been partially influenced by various project activities at the local level. The closer cooperation of employer- and jobseeker-oriented professionals has been included in all described projects in the four Danish cases and evaluations show a certain degree of goal achievement (STAR, 2023).

One job centre in Germany has initiated a special project to bring all the different professional staff together into one building. This extra building is seen as a neutral place and neither the job centre nor the company are based there. It is characterised by our interviewees as an outpost of the job centre and geared to the special needs of the vulnerable groups. The job coaches take the role of a basic supporter for the jobseekers. This building is located close to the city centre, so everybody can reach it easily. Jobseekers can meet there and ask for support with regards to their application documents, and SLBs help with the digital basic income support application. Besides, this building is also used by the employers. They use it for job postings and small-sized job fairs. In this surrounding it is easier to present the company and the job in an appropriate way. It is also used for job interviews because it is seen as a neutral place. All SLBs interviewed see this extra building as a successful project and want to extend the service and strengthen the work with the community network partners. It offers multifaceted work spaces (for example, for writing job applications, meeting street-level bureaucrats) and rooms to get together in a neutral modern atmosphere. This special job centre project can be seen to foster integration of the vulnerable into the labour market and likewise it fosters the cooperation between jobseeker- and employer-oriented professionals and companies.

The concrete design of cooperation (and communication) formats varies considerably in our cases. However, job fairs seem to be a relatively common and easy way to bring jobseekers and employers closer together in a larger group, but also to encourage cross-functional exchanges between professionals. Smaller formats such as ‘case conferences’ or ‘tandem solutions’, as seen in some of our cases in all countries, also serve such purposes, albeit only a few experts are involved. A ‘tandem’ is when SLBs from the jobseeker service and the employment service are in direct contact and clarify potential ways of labour market integration in conversation with a customer. ‘Case conferences’, on the other hand, are more formal and involve specialised SLBs and, where appropriate, employers. The aim is to clarify the potential of the individual customer and to find out whether the employer or the employer’s service has a suitable position or whether, for example, a qualification is necessary.

Case studies from Austria show that job fairs can be expanded regionally, targeting specific industries, or can also be used for campaigns for certain groups of unemployed individuals or part-time workers in receipt of benefits. In addition, the example of the Austrian job fair shows that the format, with its escalating cascade of conversations, can be intensified as an activation tool. This means that if customers reject direct applications for the jobs presented at the job fair, an immediate placement interview with additional SLBs from the employer service and the employment service takes place during the job fair. If the positions or measures proposed there were also rejected, a sanction review (an escalating cascade) follows. This can be subject to conditions, that is, sanctions can be imposed if employment is taken up within a certain period. Due to the presence of (almost) all relevant areas and the escalation process, time does not pass from one conversation to the next; customers must decide and justify themselves directly.

For the formats mentioned, which are not new but have been intensified in some cases, the basic dual structure of the employment services does not have to be changed. The initiated cooperation results in mutual insights into the work and requirements of the other side. After many years of separate goals and paths, there is now intensive cooperation due to the escalating job fair format. The participants rate the exchange and the learning opportunities very positively; work motivation also increases, because you can see direct placement successes. However, a close exchange only takes place between those professionals involved.


C: Boundary spanner 

In some of our cases, the role of boundary spanner (Bolton et al, 2021) is highlighted. These individuals bridge the gap between different domains, facilitating communication and collaboration across organisational boundaries. This role also includes individuals within an organisation who play a crucial role in connecting the organisation’s internal networks with external sources of information. In this section we present three different examples of boundary spanner.

In one of the Danish cases a project coordinator position was established to ensure the long-term retention of diverse project experiences. The primary role of this function involves coordinating and disseminating project experiences across different departments and leadership levels within the job centre. According to our interviews, this coordinator role fills an important gap in securing learning outcomes from innovation projects on a permanent basis. Additionally, the cross-departmental knowledge flow is ensured.

The function of the interface manager was introduced in a German job centre. It helps to reduce communication barriers between the joint employer service – which includes specialists from the local job centre (responsible for providing means-tested basic income for jobseekers) and the local employment agency (which handles unemployment social security benefits) – and the jobseeker teams. The interface managers are located in each jobseeker service team and are the link between them and the employer service. Four functions of the interface managers can be distinguished: (1) They form the personal bridge between the employer service and the jobseeker service. They are intended to (2) reduce the existing distances resulting from the division of tasks and work, separate teams, and management structures, as well as technically based forms of cooperation and sometimes poor data quality. Furthermore, (3) they bring the interests of employers to the jobseeker service teams and name suitable customers for job vacancies to the employer service. Conversely, they (4) should uphold the interests of the job centre in the joint employer service and thus contribute to a better job placement for the long-term unemployed. The interface managers are perceived by the SLBs of the jobseeker service teams as their own colleagues. The contact threshold with the interface manager is much lower than with the colleagues from the employer service, who are centralised and with which there is hardly any personal contact. Overall, personal knowledge of each other, spatial proximity and positive experiences seem to improve the intensity of cooperation and quality between the employer service, the interface manager and SLBs in the jobseeker service teams.

Similarly, in another Austrian case, multipliers – individuals who personify and mediate different approaches or logics – are active in AMS jobseeker teams (Service for Jobseekers, SfJS). In most cases, only a few representatives or even only individual project managers of the SfJS are involved in cross-office job fairs. The many SLBs in the SfJS in the decentralised offices usually only send applicants to the job fairs. To this end, they should point out their customers to job fairs and promote their motivation for changing careers, industries and locations, check the reasonableness and prepare the applicants for the job fair (many customers come to the job fairs sometimes very unprepared). Following a job fair, they may need to check their clients’ willingness to relocate and possible sanctions. All this means additional work and is not very popular. Some SLBs in the SfJS do not share the forced approach of the job fairs (escalating cascade of talks with the threat of sanctions). Therefore, in addition to information campaigns, multipliers have been institutionalised in the decentralised offices, whose task it is to repeatedly point out the preparatory and follow-up work of job exchanges. Here, too, personalised communication turns out to be crucial to bring employer service concerns into the everyday work of SLBs in the SfJS.


D: Organisational changes 

As previously noted, the established organisational differentiation was not entirely reversed in any of our cases, except in isolated instances. We present examples of this in the following section.

In one of the Danish cases, the administration of social and employment services was merged under joint leadership. The intention behind this consolidation is expressed in a municipal business strategy. Citizens are meant to experience simple, effective and coherent solutions based on their own wishes and needs through this new organisation. The effort of the administration should be meaningful and valuable for individuals. For most unemployed citizens, this effort involves establishing employment or training measures. The overarching goals of reorganising the social and employment sector also influence the collaboration and cooperation between jobseeker- and employer-oriented staff who are organised within a shared department. According to statements from leadership, the employees with different roles in the new organisational set-up should ‘develop a greater mutual understanding of each other, gain insight into each other’s specific work tasks, and collectively contribute to solving the social problems of vulnerable unemployed’. Interview statements from leadership in both departments indicate a trend towards closer collaboration between these two groups of professionals. The gradual shift towards a more resource-oriented and employer-focused employment deployment, even for vulnerable groups, is widely recognised among interviewees. Most of the professionals expressed loyalty to this change. As one employee put it: ‘For most unemployed individuals, it makes sense to think and act more market-oriented rather than solely focusing on their challenges.’

In June 2022 the employer service in a big German city was decentralised. Before, there was a centralised independent employer service team located at the job centre. The work of the SLBs was sector oriented. With this reorganisation, the centralised employer service team was dissolved and the SLBs were assigned to the job service teams of the job centre. This is the first pivotal organisational change. The teams were dismantled and many of the employer-oriented specialists had the feeling that their work is not necessary anymore. This change was accompanied by a second shift. In the old teams SLBs worked with the focus on sectors. Since the reform, they were required to organise their work and responsibility according to zip codes. The intention was that the job centre services at the interface of jobseeker-oriented professionals, employer-oriented professionals and the companies are clearer. Cooperation should be easier though. Every job centre in this big German city has now two employer-oriented SLBs within the employer service. This organisational shift had major implications for the work of the SLBs. It is not surprising that we found a lot of criticism and upheaval. SLBs expressed strong annoyance according to the team structures and the rejection of the sector orientation. Besides, executives did not moderate the transition to the new structure sufficiently.

In another case, a job centre with several branches, the regular team structures in the jobseeker service have been supplemented by two special teams: a team for new customers closer to the market and a team for long-term unemployment customers (LTU). Both are organised as special teams across all locations. All other customers were looked after in regular location teams. All new customers will initially be looked after by the new customer team. This is intended to directly (re)integrate customers closer to the market in cooperation with the employer service. Customers who have major placement obstacles, such as a lack of language skills, go from there to the regular jobseeker teams after an initial meeting. Long-term unemployed people, if they voluntarily agree to do so, switch from a jobseeker team to the LTU team. Its mandate is to address private employers in an applicant-oriented manner and to develop new contact and counselling formats for this purpose in cooperation with the employer service. Within the LTU team, there is an exchange of departmental logics because it consists largely of former employer service SLBs who are experienced in approaching employers. They work together with the former jobseeker SLBs in a team. For the latter, the applicant-oriented employer approach requires a rethink. It changed from a deficit-oriented to a resource-oriented approach. It is important to start with the motivation and wishes of the applicants and to communicate with employers. Evermore this employer approach is difficult for the former jobseeker SLBs, they remain within their range of experience (that is, that the employer service is responsible for it). Finally, the new customer team is made up only of jobseeker SLBs. It cooperates closely with the employer service team, which is represented in the same corridor at almost every location.


Conclusion

Our chapter investigates which changes in communication, process and organisation have been introduced to create closer links between jobseeker and employer services in Denmark, Germany and Austria. We found four different paths in the empirical material. The specific formats differ significantly, but as shown by examples of our case studies, similarities can be noted in an escalating approach.

As shown, the separation of areas that rely heavily on high specialisation and formalised communication is no longer considered appropriate in all our cases. While the new formats are usually implemented in dedicated areas, projects or with new functions such as boundary spanners, organisational integration is rare. This means that the majority of SLBs in both employer and jobseeker services remain unaffected by the changes.

The involved actors must communicate and cooperate together personally. Insofar, our findings suggest that new communication and organisational formats in our cases follow to a certain extent the ‘professionalization approach’ of van Berkel (2013). The individualised work with jobseekers and employers, the internal communications processes, the work of managers and SLBs on the creation, the design of new cooperation and service formats creates more discretion to a certain extent for the involved SLBs. They have more freedom to act together with jobseekers and employers. But this is also a task they must fulfil. In many of our interviews the expectation to communicate with SLBs from the ‘other side’, to share information and to work together with them, to understand their thinking, their tasks, their clients and their limitations and to work differently is often described as a challenge on top of the daily business. Also, job centre managers criticise the SLBs for not fulfilling the cooperation tasks and are too slow in developing innovative formats of cooperation and working together to integrate jobseekers.

Our findings suggest that the SLBs mostly have to fulfil the new tasks without receiving extra time for the communication work. This is different for SLBs employed in new functions and new teams. Their tasks are new and include cooperation work and new counselling formats with jobseekers and employers. For them, the client–counsellor ratio is low, and the contact density is high, individual support and counselling will be possible, also cooperation with different SLBs. The counselling itself will be intensified and made more binding.

The additional demands on the SLBs are mostly not supported through extra or special training. Work experience and motivation seems to be sufficient in most cases. Necessary are also an organisational embedding, adapted goals and the ongoing support of advisers. Communicate and working together seems not to be a self-propelled thing. It needs permanent support and support from superiors, as it is often stated in our interviews. The daily business of SLBs seems not to enforce mutual understanding of each other’s activities, knowledge sharing and the development of new ways of working, as well as formal and informal communication structures.

Despite this observation, that collaboration is ambivalent in terms of knowledge (work experience and motivation often seem sufficient) and practice (daily routines are not supportive), we can see that the new formats of communication and collaboration we have found in our cases are built on professionalism. This means that all new tasks, projects and cooperation formats rely on SLBs who act independently and creatively in their communication with colleagues and clients within the scope of their tasks, using their discretion to improve labour market integration. Additionally, jobseeker-oriented professionals need to adopt a strengths-based approach to engage employers with their clientele.

By ‘organizational context’, van Berkel refers to ‘management decisions that shape street-level workers’ work and work conditions’ (van Berkel, 2020). As we have argued, these decisions allow local job centres to interpret and implement legal requirements and the associated flexibility. As some of our case studies show, not only managers but also SLBs participate in these decisions or are compelled to develop communication, organisational and service innovations as part of their daily tasks. Through these choices, SLOs create policy and can ‘function as strategic locations for initiating changes in the boundaries of the welfare state’, as Brodkin (2013: 5) points out, enabling the integration of groups distant from the labour market into regular companies through new coordination and cooperation formats.

One example of this can be found in the terms ‘near the labour market’ and ‘distant from the labour market’. Our findings suggest that this pair itself proved to be a construction, resulting from the way in which advice was provided and the different approaches to the groups far from the labour market. Jobseekers far from the labour market can be integrated via new ways of communication and cooperation within the job centre. Despite this, if coordination works well, new cooperation formats could favour people who are classically close to the labour market. They will find their way back into work more quickly thanks to cross-sectoral and individualised placement, as some cases show.

The decisions impact the work and discretion exercised by SLBs. These organisational decisions foster collaborative efforts and alter the work and discretion of the involved SLBs. Our findings highlight some frictions in the coordination and cooperation between employer- and jobseeker-oriented SLBs. How these approaches have transformed the work of SLBs will be investigated in future publications.


Note
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9 Disconnecting the dots: framing analysis of social, economic and environmental sustainability in the Swedish healthcare system

Carl-Johan Sommar and Johan Nordensvärd


Introduction

In Sweden, sustainability and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are integrated into the welfare state. Former Prime Minister Göran Persson’s ‘Grönt Folkhem’ (Green people’s home) aimed to extend the social democratic ‘Folkhemmet’ with sustainability, but challenges persist, especially in the health sector, which has been anthropocentric, focusing on human well-being over environmental impact. The third SDG on Good Health and Well-being links health policy with sustainability, positioning public healthcare at the intersection of these issues (United Nations, 2015). The aim of this chapter is to critically evaluate and discuss how the health sector addresses the demand to become sustainable, considering it as a complex and wicked problem.

The centrepiece of the Swedish social democratic welfare regime is the universal healthcare system, integrating global sustainability initiatives, particularly SDG 3, into local activities. The system is decentralised, with 21 tax-funded regional governments setting their own priorities based on national standards, providing all healthcare services for their populations. This organisational freedom, coupled with the lack of a coherent national policy on sustainability, forces regional governments to devise their own paths forward (Wihlborg et al, 2022).

Gough and Meadowcroft (2011: 6) urge welfare states to reconsider their reliance on carbon-intensive growth, noting that contemporary welfare states are based on an expansionary economic model assuming continuous growth. However, as healthcare investments and consumption increase, so do environmental impacts, especially with advancements in diagnosis and treatment and ageing populations requiring more care. Yet, these investments often have adverse environmental effects. In Sweden’s social democratic welfare regime, national, regional and local government is responsible for ensuring consistent social welfare standards for all citizens, from cradle to grave (Esping-Andersen, 1990).

Most research on sustainable healthcare is conceptual, emphasising the need to focus on the interactions between social, political and economic factors (Huzzard et al, 2015; Pencheon, 2015; Braithwaite et al, 2019; Pereno and Eriksson, 2020). Some studies focus on specific sustainable medical interventions (Lennox et al, 2018) or the structural barriers to implementing sustainable healthcare (Jelsøe et al, 2018). Additionally, research on the environmental impacts of healthcare reveals an overall neglect of social sustainability, noting that the relationship between health and sustainability is often disconnected due to the lack of health promotion in sustainability initiatives (Jelsøe et al, 2018).

As the demand for care increases, so does the need for greater sustainability in healthcare systems. Schroeder et al (2012) highlight that healthcare significantly contributes to determinants that negatively impact sustainability. Reducing environmental impacts offers numerous benefits, including lessening environmental injustice, improving public health and decreasing inequality (Watts et al, 2015). The healthcare sector is a major contributor to global warming and other pollutants that harm individual and planetary health (Eckelman and Sherman, 2016). Healthcare accounts for a substantial fraction of greenhouse gas emissions, ranging from 1 per cent to 5 per cent globally, and averaging 5 per cent of Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development countries’ total CO2 emissions, making it one of the most climate-intensive sectors (Pichler et al, 2019; Lenzen et al, 2020).

On one hand, increasing resource use and medical advances enhance treatment quality. However, rising costs challenge the right to healthcare as it becomes more individualised and expensive. On the other hand, environmental sustainability requires using fewer resources and adopting sustainable practices. As a wealthy industrial country, Sweden must reduce its resource consumption to enhance citizens’ well-being, especially as global standards rise, making it a pertinent case to examine the integration of sustainability dimensions into practice.

To understand these issues, we use frame analysis to examine how healthcare officials interpret their sustainability reporting and address challenges in economic, environmental and social dimensions. Analysing annual plans and strategy documents from 1990 to 2020, we find that sustainability is framed closely to the SDGs, with limited engagement with the complex problems inherent in each dimension. This technocratic and uncritical framing treats sustainability as a bureaucratic exercise, rarely addressing controversial issues like care rationing due to economic or environmental constraints or conflicts between social, economic and environmental sustainability.


Theoretical framing and research design

Sustainability has become a crucial lens for understanding development projects, combining environmental and economic factors. Kate Kearins and colleagues describe sustainability as a ‘systems concept’ focused on ecological sustainability and the longevity of biophysical systems (Kearins et al, 2010: 519). Popularised by the Brundtland Report in 1987, sustainability is defined as development that meets present needs without compromising future generations (UN WCED, 1987: 43), emphasising social, economic and environmental dimensions.

Despite its importance, the social dimension often receives less priority than environmental and economic dimensions. The dominant understanding assumes no trade-off between these dimensions, as reflected in reports like the UNEP Green Economy (2011). However, many argue that the social dimension has been secondary (Marcuse, 1998; Agyeman, 2008; Bebbington and Dillard, 2009). The three pillars – people, planet and profit, or environment, economy and equity (compare Boström, 2012) – are widely accepted but their relationship remains controversial (Kates et al, 2013). Purvis et al (2019: 681) note that the simplicity of these diagrams often hampers coherent operationalisation.

Sustainability often contains contradictions between its dimensions. Jackson (2009: 57) argues that there is no sustainable scenario of continually growing incomes for a world of nine billion people. Barber (1992) reflects on the ambivalence of developed countries towards the development demands of the global south. Increased ecological awareness has heightened inequality, with industrialised nations trying to restrict the progress of developing countries.

As the Human Development Index increases, so does environmental impact. Achieving a better quality of life for a growing population inevitably increases environmental pressure (cf Nordensvärd et al, 2022). Apergis et al (2020) show that a 2.5 per cent increase in healthcare spending results in a 1 per cent increase in greenhouse gas emissions, creating a feedback loop between environmental pollution and healthcare expenditure. This suggests healthcare may harm lives by increasing CO2 emissions, exemplifying a ‘wicked problem’ (Rittel and Webber, 1973; Roberts, 2000).

Wicked problems, characterised by their complexity and lack of consensus, introduce conflict into problem-solving (Rittel and Webber, 1973; Roberts, 2000). They lack a ‘stopping rule’, meaning continuous efforts might be needed to find better solutions (Rittel and Webber, 1973: 162). Sustainability and healthcare both exhibit inherent conflicts, making their overlap significant for study. Expansive healthcare systems, such as those for cancer patients, can put pressure on the economy and environment due to the high costs and resource demands. Conversely, limited resources may necessitate rationing, threatening social sustainability. The healthcare sector’s expansion can jeopardise overall environmental sustainability.


Interpretative social policy analysis

This article employs interpretative social policy analysis using Nordensvärd and Ketola’s (2019) discursive analytic schema, based on Dryzek’s model, to identify three discursive lines. This schema connects policy discourse to metaphors through frames, revealing social meanings in specific policy contexts (Durnova and Zittoun, 2011). Interpretative analysis helps develop a deeper understanding of policy practices, including perspectives on discourse, narration, governmentality and practice (Durnova and Zittoun, 2011: 103).

Organisations use framing to create or justify policy ideas (Béland, 2011), and conflicts often arise from incompatible frames (Schön and Rein, 1994). Framing helps deconstruct meanings that drive action, allowing policy analysts to recognise underlying assumptions (Schön and Rein, 1994). Examining written expressions in documents helps us understand how texts ‘function’ within specific contexts (Turnbull, 2022). Analysing policy discourse reveals how these documents are organised and their social and political effects (Jaworski and Coupland, 2000). Discourse not only describes reality but constructs it from a particular perspective (Fischer, 2003). It is closely linked to power and control (Turnbull, 2022: 410). Additionally, discourse is deeply embedded in self-reinforcing socio-cultural practices. It shapes the context from a specific viewpoint, which in turn shapes the discourse itself (Fischer, 2003).

By examining how wicked problems are framed in regional political discourse, the analysis shows how ‘policy discourse’ aligns with main sustainability discourses. ‘Framing’ refers to how regional healthcare organisations validate their perspectives within the policy discourse. Analysing policy discourse reveals how documents are organised and their social and political effects (Jaworski and Coupland, 2000). Discourse constructs reality from a particular perspective and is linked to power and control (Turnbull, 2022: 410).

We modify Dryzek’s environmental discourses to develop typologies. Dryzek (2013) categorises positions as reformist versus radical and prosaic versus imaginative, leading to four core discourses: environmental problem-solving (prosaic and reformist), green radicalism (imaginative and radical), survivalism (prosaic and radical) and sustainability (imaginative and reformist). Dryzek identifies three main sustainability problem-solving discourses: bureaucracy, democracy and markets, corresponding to administrative rationalism, democratic pragmatism and economic rationalism. We focus on administrative rationalism and democratic pragmatism.

Administrative rationalism (Dryzek, 2013) focuses on politicians and bureaucrats as the main architects of policy. We refer to this discourse as ‘Letting the experts run the show’. It is a hierarchical structure involving scientists, professional administrators and bureaucrats working together. Solutions proposed by experts and implemented by bureaucrats are prioritised over those favoured by businesses and the public. This discourse relies on existing institutions, instruments and practices, such as professional pollution control agencies, regulatory policy instruments, environmental impact assessments, expert advisory commissions and policy analysis techniques.

The second discourse, ‘Trusting others to do their bit’, is a modified take on Dryzek’s ‘Democratic Pragmatism’. It emphasises democratic values and positions the people as the primary agents of change. Unlike the top-down approach of administrative rationalism, this discourse adopts a bottom-up approach, relying on dialogue among networks of local agents, such as local officials, non-governmental organisations, lobbyists, activists, journalists, corporations and international organisations. This discourse employs public consultation, alternative dispute resolution, policy dialogue, lay citizen deliberation, public inquiries and right-to-know legislation to empower social movements and drive change (Dryzek, 2013).

Table 9.1 provides an analytical framework, which includes two discourses formed into identifiable metaphors that are inspired by Dryzek (2013). These metaphors will be used to identify potential implications for sustainable healthcare, which will guide the analysis in each time period.

Table 9.1: Discursive framing of sustainability in health


	Discourse

	Frame

	Potential implication for sustainable healthcare




	Letting the experts run the show

	This approach requires strong institutions and an increase in the capacity of the public sector. A larger bureaucracy can lead to better results.
Considers resource management and regulation as the way forward in order that ‘society can be steered in the right direction, that effective navigation through the complexities of the social-ecological environment is possible’ (Dryzek, 2013: 89).

	‘Active government’ throughout the policy process. It should adopt a ‘more is more’ approach, aiming for firm control over the situation.



	Trusting others to do their bit

	Citizens and local agents take a bottom-up approach to solve sustainability issues. Public consultations, the work of lower-level government and street-level government officials can all help achieve this goal.
Cooperation, co-creation aid the creation of sustainable healthcare. Citizens are at a level playing field with the government.

	A ‘less is more’ approach relying on decentralisation and responsibilisation, that is, citizens should self-govern and moderate their own responses.




	Source: Based on and modified from Dryzek (2013)




Case selection

This case study focuses on Östergötland, a region in Sweden, selected for its representativeness of variation (Seawright and Gerring, 2008). In Sweden, healthcare funding, provisioning and governance responsibilities are decentralised, making the system more distributed than in many other countries. The sampling and case selection aimed to represent this diverse institutional environment while considering different demographic, geographical, financial and political contexts.

The region of Östergötland is one of Sweden’s 21 regional governments and represents a cross-section of the nation. It is one of the more populous regions and has experienced political leadership from across the political spectrum. The region includes 13 local governments, ranging from Ydre (approx. 3,700 inhabitants) to Linköping (approx. 166,000 residents). Östergötland, a major employer, operates three hospitals, including one of Sweden’s seven university hospitals, which brings additional competencies and national responsibilities, making it a compelling study case.


Material and analytical approach

This chapter examines the annual plans and strategy documents of the region of Östergötland from 1988 to 2020. All documents are publicly accessible. Documents from before 2010 are available at the regional archive, while those from 2010 onward can be accessed online on the region’s website. This period marks the beginning of the first sustainability initiatives, the enactment of the initial comprehensive environmental law and the expansion of public sector sustainability efforts. The time span allows for tracking the evolution of sustainability initiatives over time.

Annual plans and strategy documents serve as policy frameworks outlining the organisation’s activities and objectives. Annual plans offer comprehensive summaries of key economic, structural and procedural events within the region and assess the outcomes of previous strategic decisions. Strategy documents guide decision-making and resource allocation, ensuring that the organisation works towards established goals. They also reflect the overall policy and political stance on relevant issues. These documents were selected for their relevance to the research question and their availability (see Table 9.2). The results will be presented based on three identified periods within the material.

Table 9.2: Material included for the analysis by period


	Document type

	1990s

	Cited as

	2000s

	Cited as

	2010s

	Cited as




	Annual plan

	Årsredovisning 1990

	RIO 1990a

	Årsredovisning 2003

	RIO 2003

	Årsredovisning 2011

	RIO 2011



	

	Årsredovisning 1991

	RIO 1991

	

	

	Årsredovisning 2013

	RIO 2013



	

	

	

	

	

	Årsredovisning 2019

	RIO 2019



	Public health strategies

	Bättre hälsa för alla Östgötar – 1990–2000

	RIO 1990b

	Folkhälsopolitiskt program för Östergötland 2000–2010

	RIO 2000

	Folkhälsopolitiskt program 2011–2020

	RIO 2010a



	Environmental strategies

	Miljöprogram 1988–92

	RIO 1988

	Miljöpolitisk plan 1997–2001

	RIO 1997

	Vision och mål för landstingets miljöarbete, åren 2010–2012 – RIO 2010

	RIO 2010b



	

	

	

	

	

	Vision och mål för landstingets miljöarbete, åren 2013–2015

	RIO 2013




The documents were then analysed for key themes. We used a deductive coding approach based on predefined themes from Dryzek’s discourse analysis framework (see Table 9.1). The coding process was iterative and reflexive, starting with a manual review to identify prominent frames and metaphors that connect discourse with action. Next, documents were systematically analysed using NVivo software to identify language, metaphors and frames aligning with these themes. For example, terms like ‘centralised coordination’ or ‘active intervention’ were coded under ‘Letting the experts run the show’, while phrases such as ‘local collaboration’ or ‘grassroots initiatives’ were categorised under ‘Trusting others to do their bit’.


Results


Letting the experts run the show

When examining environmental sustainability, the first environmental policy was introduced to establish the main environmental goals for the county council, reflecting alignment with administrative rationalism, or a ‘leave it to the experts’ approach. The plan outlines goals across three broad areas: air, water and waste. As an initial policy, it serves as a precursor to future policies and lacks detailed action plans. The reliance on national guidelines and broad goal-setting suggests a top-down approach where technical expertise and bureaucratic structures dominate the decision-making process. Hierarchical expertise and regulatory compliance reflects a limited engagement with bottom-up approaches or stakeholder input, positioning environmental challenges as problems best solved through centralised control and expert-driven mechanisms.

‘Goals and actions taken by parliament and government are taken into consideration in the future environmental work’ (RIO, 1990b: 4).

Early on, we see a lack of both evident implementation schemes and discussions on measuring environmental impact outcomes. Rather, the focus seems to be leaving these to the experts wherein emphasis on emissions reduction through technical solutions (for example, heating, cooling and wastewater) illustrates how the policy prioritises efficiency over participation. The regional policy on sustainability adheres to national policies and legislation on environmental actions, relying heavily on national guidelines for issues such as fossil fuels, freon gas emission and wastewater treatment. The primary focus is on minimising the county council’s emissions related to its real estate ownership, specifically targeting heating, cooling and wastewater treatment to reduce the environmental footprint of its buildings, focusing on mapping and evaluating emissions, consistent across all goals set by the county council. In contrast, there is a specific action plan to reduce ozone-depleting freon/CFC gases by 15 per cent per year starting in 1987.

Over time, the environmental policy aligns a strengthening of technocratic regimes. In the third generation of sustainability policy, there is a clear shift towards tighter review schemes, audits and managerial Key Performance Indicators. The emphasis on quantifiable outcomes and continuous review cycles reinforces the ‘rule of experts’, where policy makers and technical managers shape and enforce sustainability goals. Developed and implemented by regional experts in environment and energy management, these tools focus on achieving targets through a top-down approach, setting goals for the entire organisation to permeate all levels. For example: ‘All activities should be conducted: 1) With the greatest possible environmental consideration, 2) that current environmental laws are complied with a good margin, and that activities are constantly improved to reduce environmental impact and adapt to natural cycles’ (RIO, 1997: 5).

The top-down emphasis implies that policy assumes a ‘rule of experts’, that asserts the dominance of experts and bureaucrats. Although enacted by politicians, sustainability policy largely sidelines the political process, granting more influence to technical experts and managers. Here, sustainability policy becomes less a matter of political deliberation and more a matter of technical problem-solving that translate complex issues into manageable, technocratic tasks. For example, the mandated four-stage cycle – planning, implementation, evaluation, and review – creates a self-reinforcing system designed to sustain expert dominance. While allowing for some devolution of responsibility to lower-tier units, the hierarchical nature of the process ensures that regional experts retain overarching control. This framing positions local actors primarily as implementers rather than co-creators of policy, minimising opportunities for democratic engagement or alternative framings of environmental sustainability.

Subsequent sustainability policy continues emphasising making goals and programmes ‘concrete’ to simplify complex problems for policy makers and requires economic evaluation of goals. Insistence on economic evaluations and resource specification reflects a narrow technocratic rationality, prioritising efficiency and control over more holistic approaches to sustainability. We can see that lower-tier environmental plans must outline programme management, clarify organisational roles and specify needed resources, ensuring both policy makers and professionals can effectively manage implementation. By reducing environmental issues to technical and economic evaluations, policy privileges expert knowledge while sidelining more participatory or deliberative approaches to sustainability.

Also, later iterations of sustainability policy also highlight how market forces are subordinated to administrative rationalism, leading to a reinforcement of a ‘rule of experts’ through contractual requirements. The policy of 2013 emphasises sustainable development for a healthy environment for current and future generations (RIO, 2013) and advocates for circular thinking to minimise environmental, climate and health impacts. The environmental aspects of sustainability remain top-down, with the county council focusing on ‘basic environmental work’ through adherence to national legislation and its own goals. Managerial goals now include procurement and education as a key means of achieving environmental targets, integrating environmental and climate-neutral requirements into procurement processes to meet these goals. While education and procurement may enhance sustainability by embedding environmental criteria into organisational practices, it also exemplifies the policy’s instrumental logic.

Assuming that welfare depends on growth and fiscal prudence, the prevailing discourse on economic sustainability in the region also relies on expert leadership. It is continuously argued that healthcare requires continuous streamlining and rationalisation. Signs of administrative rationalism and resource optimisation appear when annual plans focus on revenue financing, competition, and structural rationalisation within and across county council units. Decentralisation is seen as a way to optimise resource allocation. However, by assigning financial responsibility to sub-units, the region implicitly prioritises economic self-sufficiency over collaborative resource-sharing, potentially creating disparities between well-resourced and underfunded units.

The region aims to hedge against future economic hardship, emphasising that it is ‘not a commercial operation’ and not accountable to shareholders. Instead of profit, it seeks economic viability and positive annual results. Continuous decentralisation, with sub-units managing their own balance sheets, is key to economic sustainability. Further exemplifying this technocratic logic, incentivising efficiency and patient throughput is done by embedding market-oriented principles into public healthcare. This is evident through the introduction of volume-based remuneration schemes to incentivise hospitals to increase accessibility and treat more patients.

While rationalisation issues are prominent, sustainability becomes increasingly integrated into the regional economy over the period. In 2003, the region acknowledged that despite a deficit, poor economic conditions should not burden future generations. The next year, it emphasised the need for ecologically sustainable development. However, ‘the region’s welfare is ultimately based on the population’s employment and thus ability to pay taxes’ (RIO, 2003: 10), indicating that citizens must contribute while experts manage the challenging budget. However, the framing of sustainability as contingent on the population’s employment and tax contributions underscores a conditionality in welfare, linking the region’s fiscal health to citizen productivity. This framing reinforces an implicit contract where citizens are both the beneficiaries and financial sustainers of the welfare system, delegating decision-making power to experts while imposing responsibilities on the population.

By the 2010s, the region’s economic sustainability discourse became increasingly preoccupied with managing external pressures such as rising healthcare costs and demographic shifts. Due to high healthcare costs, policy makers and civil servants focused on controlling expenses. Early in this period, the chair of the regional executive committee stated that achieving quality healthcare and overall good health required a combination of rationalisation and increased financing by calling out that healthcare ‘[r]‌equires new resources in the form of a changed tax level, but also a continued focus on improving care processes and systematic work with efficiencies in all parts of care’ (RIO, 2011: 5).

These lines of thought highlight the importance of improving processes and developing better working methods to maintain current welfare levels. However, this focus on cost containment also reveals a reactive approach, where sustainability becomes synonymous with financial solvency rather than transformative change. Health promotion is crucial in this effort, as it addresses lifestyle habits to prevent and reduce the risk of illness. It is recognised that ‘[i]‌n the long term, there is considerable potential here that must be exploited with persistence in order to positively influence the population’s health and counter an increasing need for resources’ (RIO, 2011: 6), revealing a reliance on managing individual behaviours to mitigate systemic pressures, and as a result shifting responsibility from institutions to citizens.

Interviews with civil servants and policy makers further illustrate the pragmatic framing of sustainability, where resource management and bureaucratic efficiency are emphasised over broader structural reform. In 2019, the chair of the regional executive committee noted that rising healthcare costs were a nationwide trend (RIO, 2019: 4). This trend is linked to hiring deficits and new advanced treatments prolonging life. With rising costs, sustainability requires balancing the growing demand for health services and maintaining current activities. The organisation must become more efficient and find cost-effective care methods. The recurrent framing of financial resources as finite and the necessity of budget cuts underscores the political neutrality of the ‘leave it to the experts’ scheme, which avoids challenging systemic inequalities or proposing redistributive measures.

In an interview, the need to prioritise and make budget cuts was highlighted, indicating that sustainability is more about securing financial stability for basic healthcare than other aspects. A senior civil servant stated: ‘Sustainability is about our long-term strategies to keep healthcare together. From a long-term perspective, we are currently facing the notorious gap with a decreasing proportion of the population who are of working age, and an increasing proportion of the population whose needs are increasing’ (interview, CS1). While the emphasis on cohesion and financial stability reflects a commitment to preserving core welfare functions, it also constrains the scope of sustainability, reducing it to a managerial exercise rather than a transformative agenda. The primary concern is maintaining cohesion within the universal healthcare system, with organisational factors being crucial for sustainability. Interviews with policy makers highlighted that sustainable healthcare involves managing resources without undermining existing functions. This pragmatic approach recognises that policy making and civil service actions are influenced by external events and the need to use bureaucracy to serve the public interest. There is bipartisan agreement that the healthcare system relies on limited financial resources. As one policy maker stated, ‘We don’t have infinite resources, but we have a pot of money to manage in a sustainable way’ (interview, P1).

The reliance on expert-driven planning and strategic resource management demonstrates the institutionalisation of sustainability as a bureaucratic function, limiting its potential to address deeper structural inequalities. For ecological sustainability, the sustained and gradually strengthened adherence to administrative rationalism, ‘leave it to the experts’, underscores the alignment with broader national legislation, which serves as both a guide and a constraint for sustainability initiatives over the years. While the intention of exceeding requirements demonstrates ambition, it also reflects a lock-in on pre-existing institutional frameworks that prioritise regulatory compliance over innovation. Similarly, the region’s approach to economic sustainability reflects a continued adherence to expert-led, technocratic strategies, emphasising decentralisation, rationalisation and resource optimisation. While these measures have enabled the region to navigate fiscal constraints and rising costs, they also reveal the limitations of a managerial approach to sustainability. By framing sustainability as a question of technical efficiency and financial prudence, the discourse sidelines broader discussions of equity and systemic reform.


Trusting others to do their bit

While economic and environmental sustainability have been internalised with limited community input, social sustainability holds a weaker position within healthcare systems, as it is largely externalised to community participation and other public actors. The discourse of ‘Trusting others to do their bit’ reflects a delicate balance between individual autonomy and state paternalism. This approach emphasises the role of public actors in creating preconditions for health while expecting individuals and local governments to shoulder much of the responsibility for implementation. This has led to a more nudging frame in public health and health promotion where the state assumes a guiding role without overtly infringing on individual liberties.

Social sustainability is characterised by health promotion. It emphasises collaboration with societal actors to create health prerequisites, without specifying concrete measures. In comparison with economic and environmental sustainability, we can see that the individual remains central; unlike the directive approaches in environmental and economic sustainability, public actors aim to level the playing field and encourage healthier lifestyles. There is a growing recognition of the state’s role in addressing individual problems. Hence, social sustainability focuses on ‘trusting others to do their part’, emphasising preconditions set by public actors.

Public health policy documents and interviews reveal that the county council faces both obstacles and responsibilities in reducing health disparities. As early as 1990, the ten-year plan (RIO, 1990b) was adopted, focusing on social sustainability through public health and well-being. A public health committee of medical professionals was established to implement these goals, and local health councils were formed with regional and municipal representatives. These councils aimed to unify smaller areas and foster commitment to health, indicating that the county council should not be the sole driver of public health issues (RIO, 1990a: 7). The establishment of local institutions signals an ambition to decentralise responsibility for health promotion, relying on bottom-up collaboration with municipalities and civil society actors.

This approach emphasises working from the bottom up to create health with the community. This discourse informs the regional public health policy, aiming to ‘develop a profile as a health-focused county council’. The initiative was considered as ‘offensive, concrete, and goal-oriented’. However, these ambitions were hindered by the region’s limited capacity to significantly enhance health promotion work. Self-identifying as ‘one of many arenas’ for health promotion restricted its actions. Additionally, the annual plan emphasised the need for a greater health orientation within health and medical care, noting that while medical interventions are typically reactive, health promotion requires a proactive approach. This reveals a limitation in the capacity to address social sustainability independently. By framing health promotion as a shared endeavour, the county council effectively externalises responsibility to local governments and citizens, aligning with a discourse of self-responsibilisation.

This dynamic is further complicated by the evolving role of the state in health promotion. We can see a lack of effective interfaces between different levels of government and other actors to strengthen health promotion work as ‘[a]‌ctive community participation in health work is an important support for local work. This can be achieved through the creation of good channels between county councils, municipalities and other authorities and organisations’ (RIO, 1990: 23). By the mid-2010s, it became clear that more collaboration with actors like local governments was necessary. By this year, the region recognised the need for a long-term framework for organising and collaborating in public health, emphasising environmental and social responsibility. This underscored the region’s inability to address health promotion issues alone and its dependence on other stakeholders.

To achieve the overarching aims of individual well-being, policy (RIO, 1990a) emphasised contributions from citizens and societal stakeholders, a tradition continued by subsequent policies. The policy has a clear preference of individual liberty, stating that individuals should not feel pressured by the county council’s views. Instead, the healthcare system should empower people to choose and maintain a healthy lifestyle on their own terms (RIO, 1990a). This highlights a pragmatic standing towards public health wherein the region gives leeway rather than clear problem definitions.

We see that health work emphasises collaboration at both individual and community levels, involving various authorities and organisations. Although individuals are the primary target, broad cooperation across organisations and society is essential, making networks and deliberation crucial. To materialise these policies, three main points are emphasised (RIO, 2000). First, integrating health considerations into all regional government policies and actions is essential. This ‘health-in-all-policies’ approach keeps public health as a key topic on the political agenda and fosters a shared understanding that health and welfare issues are interconnected, described as ‘two sides of the same coin’ (RIO, 2000: 4). Yet, the reliance on creating public health at the local level introduces challenges of coordination. While local governments are expected to implement health measures tailored to community needs, the lack of clear interfaces and consistent collaboration mechanisms between regional and local levels limits the effectiveness of the public health considerations taken.

A more proactive approach emerges in public health and health promotion, where state intervention is deemed necessary to address individual problems. While the focus remains on ‘trusting others to do their bit’, there is added emphasis on the preconditions created by public actors. Public entities aim to level the playing field and encourage healthier lifestyles. Hence, efforts to institutionalise health promotion and strengthen ties with local governments become more pronounced. The 2010 public health policy acknowledges that the county council faces both an obstacle and a responsibility in reducing health disparities.

The health promotion approach aims to empower patients to take control of their health and participate in care efforts. There are requirements for integrating health promotion throughout the organisation. Future healthcare should focus on patients’ daily lives, redefining the ‘care contact’ (interview, P2). Earlier, it was noted that ‘individuals have a big responsibility for their health’ (RIO, 2000: 3). The policy emphasises devolving responsibilities and making decisions as close as possible to the ‘end user’. It is necessary for the programme’s content to become concrete at the local level, according to local conditions, implying co-creation and co-ownership of health between citizens and the region.

While individuals bear the main responsibility for their health, the public’s role is to create good living environments, signalling shared responsibility. The public ensures viable infrastructure and schooling, while individuals use these resources. The interplay between individual and collective responsibility also raises questions about equity and inclusivity. By devolving responsibilities to local governments and citizens, the policy risks entrenching existing disparities, as resource-rich municipalities and well-informed individuals are generally better positioned to respond to health promotion initiatives. Moreover, the emphasis on lifestyle changes and preventative measures reflects a broader trend in public health discourse that prioritises behavioural modification over structural reform. While such initiatives aim to empower individuals, they often fail to address the underlying social determinants of health, such as income inequality, housing insecurity and access to education.

In conclusion, the discourse of ‘Trusting others to do their bit’ illustrates a governance model that relies on collaboration and shared responsibility while maintaining a subtle state interventionism. While this approach aligns with ideals of autonomy and equality, its practical implementation reveals significant tensions, particularly in balancing decentralisation with addressing systemic inequities across both lower tiers of government and across different social groups. By framing health promotion as a collaborative endeavour, the policy on the matter reflects a pragmatic view of attaining social sustainability. Here, the emphasis on shared responsibility suggests an underlying governance logic that prioritises cost-efficiency and operational feasibility over systemic transformation. For example, the focus on integrating health promotion into patients’ daily lives and redefining care relationships shifts the locus of responsibility closer to the individual while reinforcing a soft-touch paternalism that avoids explicit mandates while subtly shaping behaviours.


Conclusion

We can see that the framing of sustainability in Sweden have become locked in to a path dependence on the SDGs where the health bureaucrats have to develop discursive strategies to handle welfare services that have actually not been designed to be transformative or even environmentally and ecological sustainable. The idea is as long as healthcare systems are trying to implement the diverse strands of the SDGs then the goals will be reached, which leaves us to a healthcare sector busy trying to translate these goals into metrics that are achievable und understandable and if this is not the case it will have to be externalised to the rest of the society.

At the same time this creates almost a naïve belief that by trying to fulfil these goals one is actually transforming the healthcare system/welfare state and this discursive naïve belief misses that SDGs are indeed very much ingrained with the overall consumerist discursive problem of the welfare state – consumption and overconsumption. It is implied understanding that the processes of United Nation such as the Paris Agreement and the SDGs are enough to meet the challenges in transforming our societies and our welfare states. As Latour documents, the social aspirations coded into the Paris Agreement which included the signatories’ national plans for future social development were in themselves unsustainable. The resources needed to meet these aspirations were equal to those of four earths (Latour, 2020).

The ideas of ‘sustainable welfare’ and ‘sustainable development’ respond to this dilemma, attempting to contain the consumption incentivised by welfare systems within the planetary boundaries while also meeting basic social needs (Raworth, 2017). The critical point becomes here that the SDGs do not mean a wholesale reconstruction of Swedish healthcare or the welfare state to become environmentally and ecologically compatible without consuming enormous resources – they become more like bureaucratic exercises of absolution. There is an expectation that sustainable development and the SDGs should ‘absolve us from our addiction to robbing the future’ (Daly, 1999: 123). ‘SD [sustainable development] finds relevance in terms of moral posture, enabling humans to perceive themselves as virtuous while consuming the planet, half a millennia after Luther’s opposition to the corrupt practice of selling indulgences to absolve sin’ (Bonnedahl and Caramujo, 2019: 62)

The issue is that we have reached a discursive lock-in with the SDGs that prevents a real restructuring and transformation of the welfare state. Buschmann and Oels defined a discursive lock-in as when ‘such institutionalised mechanisms of discursive reproduction include mechanisms of reproduction related to a mental map (or discourse) based on increasing returns’ and that it connects and aligns infrastructures, institutions and behaviour (2019: 4). There is the argument that when a discourse has secured its reproduction in one or several institutions, it has reached hegemony (Hajer, 2006: 71). We can see that SDGs have implemented in healthcare organisations, as they align well with the approach of trusting the experts while removing any real transformative changes and outsourcing the most complex issues of social health inequalities outside of auditing regimes.

One could argue that there is a need to measure the ecological transformation with other means than the SDGs and that we need to drastically reduce our consumption of resources in a way that goes far beyond any pledges in SDGs. We must consider the overall ecological footprint of high-income societies, which drive overconsumption like other mass consumer systems. It is naïve to believe that reducing the ecological footprint will not mean any sacrifices or reduction in healthcare consumption. Nordensvärd et al have discussed the need to thinking about limits of consumption based around ecological footprints and planetary boundaries as an alternative discursive pathway (2022) – we need to put an absolute roof on how much resources we can allow the welfare services such as healthcare to take up.

The concept of the ecological footprint (Wackernagel and Rees, 1996) was created to statistically measure the ecological impact of countries, communities and individuals on the earth’s resources. It accounts for the land, energy, water, forestry and other natural resources used, and the emissions emitted, and it incorporates trade and access to modern technologies. The ecological footprint is expressed in terms of ‘global hectares’ where the capacity of our planet to sustain humanity is calculated as 1.6 global hectares per capita (Global Footprint Network, 2022). High-income countries have a high ecological footprint at about 6 global hectares per capita, with large variations up to 14.3 global hectares.

Nordensvärd et al conclude that one discursive solution is to rethink the whole distinction between social policy and environmental policy as something distinctive but something that actually needs to be merged – we cannot only transfer resources to improve the health of the human population but we will have to think about the health and well-being of our ecosystems.


An active welfare should therefore not just transfer resources from wealthy people to poor people but also transfer resources towards nature and ecosystems. We can therefore expand our understanding of social transfers to include transfers to nature. This opens up avenues for seeing social policy as environmental policy, and vice versa. (Nordensvärd et al, 2022: 14–15)


Still this would mean a radical rethink about how we humans as a species uses resources per capita where the discourse of SDGs implies more ‘business as usual’. The 17 goals and 169 targets aim primarily at climate change mitigation, where attainment of a given target through business-as-usual approaches would harm nature, or creating more resilient human communities by adapting the way we inhabit the planet. SDGs continue to prioritise a stocks-and-flows perception of the relationship between people and nature, where ecosystems are understood as stocks of natural capital to be used sustainably or preserved because they are deemed valuable (Helm, 2016). One could see the SDGs as a rhetorical attempt to approach sustainability and that they serve a moral comfort (Daly, 1999). Such a strategy is reinforced by vested interests in business as usual (at both individual and systemic levels [Luke, 2005]). Instead of rebuilding our whole welfare state and healthcare sector we can just leave it to the experts to interpret and internalise SDGs while the people need to figure out the social sustainability bits.
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10 Complaining is futile? Feasibility of using complaints in the regulation of social care

Poland Lai


Introduction

The deadly results in long-term care (LTC) homes (nursing homes or aged care) around the world during the COVID-19 pandemic (Oldenburger et al, 2022; Arlotti and Neri, 2023) are a key driver for better care regulation and governance. This chapter reports results from a study about the role of residents and their families and friends in monitoring LTC homes’ compliance with regulatory standards in Ontario, Canada.

The work of regulators generally includes standard setting, monitoring standard compliance and enforcement (Dolev and Benish, 2024). This study focused on monitoring, which is defined as ‘the task of collecting and evaluating information to ensure that service providers comply with regulatory standards and goals. Service users’ potential role here is to participate in collecting the information and in assessing it against the standards to reveal breaches’ (Dolev and Benish, 2024: 817). Complaints handling systems are a central component of monitoring systems (Dolev and Benish, 2024). In health and social care, complaint mechanisms may be conceived as quality assurance and accountability mechanisms (Bradshaw et al, 1998; Preston-Shoot, 2001: 702; McGregor et al, 2011; Mulcahy, 2024), for example, in relation to care, treatment and communication problems (Beaupert et al, 2014: 513). However, complaints are not necessarily an objective evaluation of faults. A higher number of complaints may not accurately reflect the extent of faulty care (Bhattacharyya et al, 2023), and a lack of complaints may not indicate high quality care (Bhattacharyya et al, 2024).

Whether complaints are effective in drawing regulatory attention to deficiencies in care depends in part on users’ willingness and capability to complain. The research question was: How do LTC residents and their family members and friends respond to incidents of potential non-compliance in a home and why? To explore whether Ontario LTC residents and their families and friends were willing and able to complain to the regulator, an anonymous online survey was conducted in 2023, supplemented by highlights from the 2023 inspection reports on LTC homes. This chapter discusses the survey results within the context of debates around the collection and use of complaint data in the regulation of health and social care.

By spotlighting the context, processes and structures in which users decide whether to express dissatisfaction and grievances, this chapter explains why families of residents may not complain about a potentially serious wrongdoing, even if there is a mandatory requirement to report to the regulator. The aim is not to critique their reactions or diminish their role in regulatory processes but to prompt discussion about how possibilities for monitoring by users are restrained by a regulatory system that is not designed, nor operated, to provide individual resolutions (Lai, 2024). This research shows reliance on the use of complaint data to trigger inspections is an ineffective means to promote regulatory compliance within LTC homes.


Use of complaint data in the regulation of health and social services

The regulatory role of the welfare state has gained increasing importance due to the new public management reforms of the 1980s and 1990s (Dolev and Benish, 2024). Regulation serves to control the production of social services through the development of generally accepted standards and accompanying compliance monitoring mechanisms (Reiter, 2020: 177). However, public authorities are increasingly faced with their inability to sufficiently deliver on required capacity or expertise (van Wingerde and Bisschop, 2022). Because inspection and monitoring of sites and activities are costly, regulators may rely on complaints, whistle-blowing or post-incident investigations (Black and Baldwin, 2012).

Health and social care users may not voice their grievances or complain (that is, remain silent) for various reasons (Lai, 2024), even if they recognise ‘something has gone wrong’ (Mulcahy, 2024). To proceed with a complaint, a user has to attribute fault to a person or institution, then articulate their concern to the person or institution and request a remedy (Mulcahy, 2024). Existing research on under-utilisation of formal complaint mechanisms shows certain groups, such as older adults with cognitive impairments (Bhattacharyya et al, 2024), are less likely to complain. Service users may worry about the repercussions of complaining to a health practitioner they have a continuous and dependent relationship with. They may fear stepping ‘out of role’ by challenging professional workers. Busy or defensive staff may ignore or suppress users’ concerns (Mulcahy, 2024). Other factors include lack of resources, reservations about the likelihood of compensation or redress, and availability of help and legal representation (Mulcahy, 2024).

The role of carers (family members and friends) in complaining adds more complexity, as service users may rely on carers for someone to complain to and for accessing complaints procedures (Preston-Shoot, 2001: 704). Many carers either do not have time to complain formally, or need help to do so. Others are scared of what may happen to their loved ones if they complain about poor care. Carers might not see the investment of emotional energy required in making a formal complaint and fighting an ongoing battle with health and social care providers as an effective use of their limited resources (Harding, 2017: 168).

Finally, the design of complaint mechanisms also affects likelihood to complain. In an Australian study about redressing harm experienced by people with dementia in LTC, participants identified complaint processes as unsafe, punitive, overly complex and harmful (Steele and Swaffer, 2024). A complaint mechanism needs to be perceived as trustworthy through use of fair processes by a legitimate authority with the power to address the complaint (Wadiwel et al, 2022: 83). Justice in process is understood as ‘the way in which positive experiences of procedures can contribute to a sense that justice has been achieved’ (Wadiwel et al, 2022: 65). An individual’s experience of the complaint procedure can influence whether they feel that justice has been achieved, regardless of outcome (Wadiwel et al, 2022: 65). Features of just procedures may include: ‘trustworthiness’, ‘respectful treatment’, ‘neutrality’, ‘voice’ (Wadiwel et al, 2022: 68), ‘due process’ (Mulcahy, 2024) and ‘independence of complaint procedures’ (Gulland, 2009). While just procedures are critical, they do not negate the importance of justice in outcomes (Wadiwel et al, 2022: 85). A complaint mechanism must seek to rectify harm experienced by individuals (Wadiwel et al, 2022: 86). However, grievance resolution is not straightforward, as health complaints are often multifaceted. For example, adverse events may have multiple causes and involve multiple people at fault (Carney et al, 2017: 82). Additionally, users have varied expectations about outcomes: compensation, redress, apology, preventative steps to avoid repetition, and improvements in the quality of care (Carney et al, 2017; McBurnie et al, 2023).

Although there is a growing body of work about what complaints can reveal about care quality in LTC homes and how to improve validity of complaint data (Peterson et al, 2021; Bhattacharyya et al, 2023, 2024), there is a gap in the literature about examining the views of potential complainants regarding the regulator’s capability to enforce compliance with regulatory standards and how such views drive complaints. This chapter makes an empirical contribution about the feasibility of using complaint data in the regulation of social care by raising questions about the willingness of complainants to provide valuable information to the regulator, underscoring the importance of just and fair complaint mechanisms. Further, ‘recognizing silence’ (Mulcahy, 2024) is important in terms of theorising challenges to collecting information about negative care experiences in order to learn from past harms and prevent future re-occurrence.


Complaints and redress in Ontario’s long-term care system

In Canada, LTC takes the form of ‘restricted or targeted universalism’ (Simmons et al, 2024), in which care is provided to people in need (not means-tested), but needs assessments limit the number of eligible recipients. LTC is primarily regulated by provincial legislation and policies (Oldenburger et al, 2022), and homes receive funding from their respective provincial governments in addition to contributions from residents. In Ontario, LTC homes can be divided into three types: for-profit, not-for-profit and municipal. All types of LTC homes must comply with the Fixing Long-Term Care Act, 2021 (FLTCA). As the regulator, the Ministry licenses LTC operators and conducts inspections to ensure compliance with requirements under the FLTCA (s. 145), including directives issued under the Act (s. 184) (Auditor General of Ontario, 2023; Lai, 2024). Inspectors are Ministry employees and are regulated health professionals such as nurses. Figure 10.1 provides a simplified illustration of the Ministry’s compliance and enforcement activities.


Figure 10.1:Simplified illustration of compliance and enforcement

[image: Figure 10.1 depicts the key steps in enforcement and compliance: critical incidents and complaints, risk assessment and triaging, inspections (proactive and reactive) and inquiries, sanctions and then inspection reports and clinical outcomes (for example, falls, use of restraints) of homes.]

LTC users have a multitude of opportunities to voice dissatisfaction about care that residents have received or failed to receive. Complaints can be made to the LTC home, the Ministry of LTC’s Family Support and Action Line, and the Patient Ombudsman. This chapter focuses on the Ministry of LTC’s complaint-handling processes. People making complaints to the Ministry do not have to give their names or contact information; they can also ask that their names are kept confidential. Information about complaints is only disclosed if the law requires or allows the Ministry to disclose it. The home may be inspected if there is reason to believe it is non-compliant (Ministry of Long-Term Care, 2024). The Ministry also has the option of making an ‘inquiry’ with LTC homes – instead of an inspection – for complaints that are unresolved but considered ‘low risk’. An inquiry does not result in a formal report that is made available to the public (Ombudsman of Ontario, 2023: 83). Inspections may have more than one purpose. For example, an inspection visit to a home may deal with multiple complaints and critical incidents. Each visit may entail multiple days involving a team of inspectors. The FLTCA specifies a range of potential actions that an inspector must take if a home is non-compliant, such as issuing a compliance order against the home (ss. 154–155). An inspection report is issued after each visit and posted on a government website (Ombudsman of Ontario, 2023; Lai, 2024). The government does not publish aggregate data about complaints or inspections on a regular basis.


Methods

This chapter is part of a larger mixed-method project about enforcement and compliance in LTC in Ontario. The first phase of the research included key informant interviews, conducted in 2021 and 2022, with two advocacy organisations, four lawyers, three healthcare professionals, one industry association and one union. One of the key findings was that although regulatory interventions are made, little seems to change in LTC. The regulator does not change its mix of ‘persuasion’ and ‘coercion’ to respond to the motivations and behaviours of homes (Lai, 2024). The second (ongoing) phase is a quantitative analysis of inspection reports of LTC homes. Both phases informed the design of the 2023 survey of residents and their family members, friends and neighbours, which is the focus of this chapter.


Analysis of inspection reports

A dataset of approximately 626 homes was created, and included: (1) background information about homes (such as number of beds, geographic location and ownership status); and (2) information extracted from inspection reports (such as sanctions issued by inspectors). All the data were retrieved from the Ontario government website.1 Information such as age of homes and unionisation is not available on the website.

In a calendar year, a home may have multiple inspection reports. Each report may reflect multiple incidents and corresponding actions undertaken by the Ministry. The reports may also overlap in terms of inspection days (when inspectors are on site or doing off-site inspections).2 The analysis focused on inspection activities at the home level in 2023.


Survey

The online (Qualtrics), anonymous survey (English and French) was conducted between 1 May and 22 June 2023, and asked respondents questions about:


	their prior experience, knowledge and perception of the regulatory processes in LTC (for example, complaint procedures) and actual complaining behaviour;

	their willingness and capability to participate in the regulatory processes; and

	the likelihood of exercising vigilance over the actions of the regulator (Ministry) and LTC homes.


Figure 10.2 illustrates the key topics and their corresponding questions.

The survey used ‘adaptive questioning’ (certain items are displayed based on responses to other items) to reduce the number and complexity of the questions (Eysenbach, 2004). It included a hypothetical scenario (vignette). Rather than asking participants to report on their own behaviour or attitudes, this design allows researchers to make inferences based on respondents’ reactions to the vignettes (Rorie, 2022: 99). All but two questions were closed and a number of Likert-type rating scale statements (for example, 1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) were used to generate quantitative data. The survey included both positively and negatively worded questions. Participants could terminate the survey at any time by closing the browser.


Figure 10.2:Summary of key variables and corresponding survey questions

[image: The dependent variable, likelihood to complain, is theorised to be subject to the following independent variables: knowledge and resources, perception of home compliance, perception of justice in outcome, perception of justice in process and fear of reprisal.]

The survey was open to anyone:


	18 years or older;

	living in Ontario;

	living in an LTC home in Ontario; or

	a family member, friend, neighbour or unpaid caregiver of a current or former LTC home resident in Ontario.


The self-reporting survey was based on convenience sampling (Saumure, 2008). Incentives were not provided to participants. Several recruitment methods were used. Non-profit organisations and research centres in the LTC sector were contacted and asked if they would distribute the survey link via their newsletters or social media accounts. These organisations did not receive compensation for distributing information about the survey. Organisations that were willing to share information about the survey were provided with suggested text that they could modify as they saw fit. The survey links were repeatedly shared via social media and also posted on the study website.

The survey was administered by the Institute for Social Research, York University. The study received research ethics approval, and all respondents provided informed consent.

The survey dataset contains 88 records (88 responses) but 27 respondents did not pass the initial screening questions (they did not meet the eligibility criteria), so they were directed to exit the survey. One respondent submitted a hard copy response via mail. The analysis focused on the results from 62 respondents. Some questions provided a non-response option such as ‘I do not know’ and respondents were allowed to skip questions, so incomplete questionnaires were also analysed.

Quantitative results were analysed using SPSS for descriptive statistics (for example, frequencies and cross-tabulations) and statistical tests. ANOVA and t-test were used to compare differences between groups on the basis of respondents’ perceptions of likelihood to complain and prior experience with the regulator. Correlation analysis was used to explore possible associations between different variables. Details of the statistical tests are addressed in the synthesis and discussion section.

More than half of the respondents were 65 years or older. About 74 per cent identified as women, and 80 per cent self-identified as white. A small portion of respondents (16 per cent) self-identified as persons with disabilities. Respondents were family members, friends, neighbours, or unpaid caregivers of either current (84 per cent of respondents) or former LTC residents (11 per cent of respondents). Only three respondents self-identified as residents. About 61 per cent of respondents’ loved ones lived in LTC homes with between 100 and 200 beds.


Findings


Highlights of summary statistics in the 2023 inspection reports

The summary statistics are indicative of the regulator’s capacity to monitor homes and detect non-compliances. In 2023, the majority of inspections were either critical incident or complaint inspections, as shown in Table 10.1. Very few homes (155) received a proactive comprehensive inspection (also called resident quality inspections).

Table 10.1: Overview of 2023 inspections – province-wide


	
	Reports

	Inspection days

	Critical incident inspections

	Complaint inspections

	Follow-up inspections

	Other types of inspections

	Proactive inspections




	Mean (per home)

	2.85

	17.71

	2.22

	1.42

	0.51

	0.06

	0.25



	Standard deviation

	1.443

	12.551

	1.329

	1.280

	0.800

	0.270

	0.432



	Total

	1,784

	11,088

	1,391

	889

	318

	40

	155




	Source: Author’s own elaborations on Ontario Government website data



Table 10.2 lists the number of sanctions, which can include written notifications, compliance orders, director referrals and administrative monetary penalties, imposed by inspectors on LTC homes in 2023. Table 10.2 also provides the number of serious sanctions, which are a subset of the total sanctions, that were imposed. About 10.2 per cent of total sanctions were more serious punishments, such as administrative monetary penalties. The purpose of quantifying the serious sanctions is to assess whether the Ministry is willing and capable of imposing these more punitive sanctions in order to uphold regulatory standards. However, the Ministry does not disclose whether it is able to collect a monetary penalty or fee from a sanctioned home.

Table 10.2: Overview of 2023 inspection outcomes – province-wide


	
	Beds

	Total sanctions

	Serious sanctions




	Mean (per home)

	128.23

	11.23

	1.14



	Median (per home)

	120.50

	8.00

	0.00



	Standard deviation (per home)

	74.614

	10.893

	2.400



	Total (province-wide)

	80,274

	7,031

	716




	Source: Author’s own elaborations on Ontario Government website data



Ontario’s LTC system relies heavily on self-reporting by homes and complaints made by residents and their families, and only a small portion of sanctions have serious consequences. These features of the inspection system influence how users understand what the system can do for them.


Insights from the survey


Responses to incidents of non-compliance 

As previously noted, potential complainants must be able to articulate their concerns to the person or institution they hold responsible and request a remedy (Mulcahy, 2024: 2323). Possession of resources (including information and expertise) should make it more likely for users to respond to non-compliant behaviour of homes by using their voice to urge the regulator to act. Almost all respondents correctly identified the Ministry as the regulator (question 1). More than half reported that they had read an inspection report in the past 12 months (question 2). And almost half indicated that they had contacted the Ministry in the past 12 months (question 3).


Figure 10.3:Monitoring mechanisms in long-term care

[image: Figure 10.3 illustrates how residents and their families/friends, the regulator (Ministry) and long-term care homes influence each other directly and indirectly. Residents and their families/friends can attempt to change the actions and inactions of homes via complaining to the regulator as it has power to conduct inspections and enforce regulatory compliance. Residents and their families/friends can also attempt to influence their homes directly by using internal complaint procedures, social media and litigation.]

The next set of questions asked respondents about how they reacted or how they would react to potential non-compliances. Figure 10.3 illustrates the mechanisms through which users, homes and the regulator attempt to influence – directly and indirectly – the actions of each other. About half of the respondents suspected their homes were breaking the law about resident care and services in the past 12 months. Of these, 27 did something about their suspicion, such as talking to the director of care or someone in management (24 respondents), contacting the home’s family council (14 respondents) and contacting the Ministry (14 respondents). Despite the availability of other government mechanisms (for example, Patient Ombudsman and Ontario Ombudsman), respondents did not appear to use them much. See Table 10.3 for the full range of options.

Table 10.3: Experiences with non-compliance


	Question 9 (N = 27) 
What did you do? (respondents can choose more than 1 answer)

	N

	Percentage




	Talked to the Director of Care or someone in management (such as a manager or assistant manager) of my long-term care home

	24

	88.8



	Contacted the Family Council of my long-term care home

	14

	51.9



	Contacted the Residents’ Council of my long-term care home

	1

	3.7



	Called the Long-Term Care Family Support and Action Line

	12

	44.4



	Contacted the Patient Ombudsman

	3

	11.1



	Contacted the Ontario Ombudsman

	5

	18.5



	Contacted a Member of Parliament (MP), Member of Provincial Parliament (MPP), or municipal councillor

	9

	33.3



	Called the police

	1

	3.7



	Contacted a lawyer or legal aid clinic

	1

	3.7



	Used social media to publicise my suspicion

	1

	3.7



	Talked to a journalist or wrote to a newspaper to publicise my suspicion

	2

	7.4



	Contacted an advocacy organisation

	3

	11.1



	Contacted a health charity

	0

	0.0



	Other (note: 2 indicated Ministry of LTC)

	6

	22.2



	I do not remember

	0

	0.0



	I prefer not to say

	0

	0.0



The free-text responses also indicated some respondents’ dissatisfaction with the complaining process. One wrote: ‘Issues continue but everyone knows I reported what I observed so now my loved one is treated differently, poorer than before if yhat [that] is possible’ (respondent #068). Another wrote:


To my knowledge, one Ministry of LTC inspection was conducted. LTC home asked to retrain/train staff but I highly doubt anything is being done about it, especially when the same mistakes are being mad me [made] time and time again. I was also informed that the home was given a fine (not necessarily associated with my complaint) and that family members of residents in the home were going to fundraiser [fundraise] to pay the LTC home’s penalty. This should be illegal to do and not allowed. If other people are going to be allowed to pickup [pick up] the home’s penalty. (Respondent #024)


However, some respondents reported positive outcomes. For example, one wrote: ‘Actions were taken to improve and find solutions together with our consent’ (respondent #077).

Respondents who reported that they did not have any suspicion were asked what they would do if they saw a staff member of their home breaking the law. The top three actions were the same: talking to the director of care or someone in management (25 respondents), contacting the home’s family council (11 respondents) and calling the Ministry of LTC’s Family Support and Action Line (7 respondents).

Surprisingly, very few respondents used or planned to use private means (for example, social media or talking to a journalist) to publicise a potential non-compliance (questions 12 to 14). This may relate to their perception that while homes may respond to issues that appear in social media or traditional print media, they were concerned that the home would stop communicating (Lai, 2024).


Likelihood of complaining and perceptions 

Following Wadiwel et al (2022), it is expected that users’ willingness to participate in monitoring will be further diminished if they believe their complaints will not make a difference. Accordingly, the survey asked respondents to report their own perceptions of the regulatory system (questions 4 and 5) and then recorded their reactions and perceptions in a hypothetical scenario (questions 15 to 18). The responses to the hypothetical scenario questions are consistent with responses to the direct questions about perceptions.

There are indications that respondents were sceptical of the Ministry’s ability to identify and deter homes that are non-compliant. Half of all respondents (family members and residents) believed that it is unlikely or highly unlikely a LTC home will get caught if it breaks the law, and more than half (55 per cent) believed that it is unlikely or highly unlikely a home will be punished or penalised if it gets caught. Importantly, more than half of the respondents (55 per cent) believed that their LTC home is providing proper care, as required by law, all of the time or most of the time.

To assess the likelihood of complaining and further explore the perceptions of respondents, the last part of the survey asked four questions about a hypothetical scenario of suspected resident abuse (see questions 15 to 18 in Table 10.4). The hypothetical scenario for respondents who self-identified as family members or friends was: ‘Mrs. Smith is a resident of a long-term care home similar to yours. Her daughter, Jane, suspects that Mrs. Smith has been abused by one of the employees in the home.’ The issue of resident abuse was chosen because there is a legal requirement under section 28(1) of the FLTCA for everyone to report actual or suspected resident abuse to the Ministry. Respondents who self-identified as residents were prompted to review a different scenario. Because there were only three residents, their responses were excluded from this analysis. Table 10.4 presents the results from the hypothetical scenario questions.

The responses to these questions in the hypothetical scenario explore respondents’ decisions about engaging the Ministry to influence behaviours of homes, and reveal respondents’ views about the Ministry. Just over a quarter of respondents indicated that it is likely or highly likely that Jane (the hypothetical family member) will complain to the Ministry. This may be attributed to their perceptions of the Ministry. Respondents’ views towards the Ministry were mixed. On the one hand, nearly 60 per cent agreed or strongly agreed that the Ministry will send an inspector to investigate, almost 40 per cent agreed or strongly agreed that the inspector will conduct a fair and comprehensive investigation, and almost 40 per cent agreed or strongly agreed that the inspector will force the home to comply. On the other hand, about two-thirds agreed or strongly agreed that Jane does not believe contacting the Ministry will address the potential abuse. Finally, about 46 per cent of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that Jane will not have the energy or time to contact the Ministry.

Respondents’ anticipated reactions of homes may also shape their decisions about whether to engage the Ministry. A small portion of respondents were concerned about reprisal. Almost half agreed or strongly agreed that the home will investigate any abuse, and about 41 per cent believed that the home will take immediate action in response to any decisions or directions provided by the inspector. However, about half of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the home will not suffer any consequences.

Table 10.4: Responses to suspected resident abuse


	Questions 15 to 18

Note: Respondents may skip questions





	Question 15 (N = 59)

	Frequency

	Percentage



	Q15. Likelihood that Jane will complain to the Ministry?

	

	



	Highly likely

	6

	10.2



	Likely

	10

	16.9



	50/50

	25

	42.4



	Unlikely

	14

	23.7



	Highly unlikely

	2

	3.4



	I do not know

	2

	3.4



	Missing

	0

	0



	Question 16 (N = 59)
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree)

	Mean

	SD



	Q16_1. Employees of the home will mistreat Mrs Smith or retaliate in some way if they find out that Jane contacted the Ministry of Long-Term Care to report the potential abuse of Mrs Smith.

	2.95

	1.13



	Q16_2. The long-term care home will discharge Mrs Smith from the home (that is, kick Mrs Smith out) if they find out that Jane contacted the Ministry of Long-Term Care to report the potential abuse of Mrs Smith.

	1.91

	0.96



	Q16_3. The long-term care home will investigate any alleged, suspected or witnessed abuse of a resident immediately.

	3.47

	1.19



	Q16_4. Jane will not have the energy or time to contact the Ministry of Long-Term Care to report the potential abuse of Mrs Smith.

	3.31

	1.16



	Q16_5. Jane does not believe that contacting the Ministry of Long-Term Care will address the potential abuse of Mrs Smith.

	3.67

	1.15



	Question 17 (N = 59)

	Frequency

	Percentage



	Q17. Likelihood that the Ministry will send an inspector?

	

	



	Highly likely

	12

	21



	Likely

	23

	40



	50/50

	15

	26



	Unlikely

	6

	9



	Highly unlikely

	2

	3



	I do not know

	1

	2



	Missing

	0

	0



	Question 18 (N = 59)
(1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree)

	Mean

	SD



	Q18_1. Inspector will conduct fair and comprehensive investigation.

	3.31

	0.94



	Q18_2. Inspector will take action to force the home to comply.

	3.33

	1.08



	Q18_3. Home will take immediate action in response to any decisions or directions provided by the inspector.

	3.33

	1.04



	Q18_4. Home will not suffer any consequences.

	3.47

	1.39



The most troubling survey result is that the majority of respondents believed family members are either 50/50 or unlikely to complain to the Ministry, even if they encounter potential non-compliance incidents of the most serious nature. Low likelihood of complaining is significant because few complaints mean only a small portion of potential non-compliances will draw regulatory attention unless more proactive inspections are undertaken.


Potential reasons for different likelihood of complaining: lack of self-resources to complain, effect of prior knowledge of and contact with the regulator, perception of futility in complaining and procedural issues 

To determine the strength of relationships between different variables, a correlation matrix was done, and then t-tests and one-way ANOVA test were performed to analyse differences among groups (results available from author upon request).


Lack of self-resources to complain 

The statistical analysis shows an association between complainants’ lack of time and energy and low likelihood to complain. There was a significant inverse correlation between lack of time and energy and likelihood to complain: respondents who agreed that Jane did not have the time or energy tended to be more unlikely to complain to the Ministry, r (54) = 0.297, p = 0.026. This supports Harding’s (2017) observation that complaining requires the person who makes a complaint to have self-resources, such as time, self-conﬁdence, and a certain level of social and material capital (2017: 136). Likelihood to complain is also reduced by other factors.


Effect of prior knowledge of and contact with the regulator 

To investigate whether perceptions of the inspection system (in terms of procedures and outcomes) and likelihood to complain significantly differed by prior contact with the regulator, respondents were divided into two groups based on question 3 about contacts with the Ministry in the past year: (1) prior contact group, and (2) no prior contact group (including those who answered ‘No’, ‘I do not remember’ and ‘I prefer not to say’). Then the difference of means between groups was tested (t-tests).


Figure 10.4:Comparison of means of Q5 and Q15 by prior contact with Ministry

[image: On a scale of 1 (highly likely) to 5 (highly unlikely), the prior contact with Ministry group reported a lower likelihood of a home will be punished or penalized (M=4.07) than the no prior contact group (M=3.07) and the difference is statistically significant. The prior contact group reported a lower likelihood for Jane (the fictional family member in the scanario) to complain (M=3.04) than the no prior contact group (M=2.83) but the difference is not statistically significant.]


Figure 10.5:Comparison of means of justice in outcome questions by prior contact with Ministry

[image: Figure 10.5 compares the perceptions of justice in outcome between those who had prior contact with the Ministry and those who did not have prior contact by reporting the results of four questions. The results are reported on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The prior contact group demonstrated a more pronounced perception of futility in all four questions. For all four questions, the differences in means are statistically significant.]

Perception of futility in complaining was more pronounced among those who had prior contact with the Ministry. Compared with the no prior contact group, respondents who contacted the Ministry in the past 12 months (Figures 10.4 and 10.5):


	were not significantly more likely to complain;

	perceived a lower likelihood that a home will be punished if it gets caught breaking the law;

	were more likely to agree with the statement that Jane does not believe contacting the Ministry will address the potential abuse of Mrs Smith;

	were less likely to agree with the statement that the inspector will take action to force the home to comply with the law;

	were also less likely to agree with the statement that the home will take immediate action in response to any decisions or directions provided by the inspector; and

	were more likely to agree with the statement that the home will not suffer any consequences even if it is found to be breaking the law.


All the differences were statistically significant. While this does not prove a causal relationship between prior contact with the Ministry and perception of futility in complaining, it does point to a possible explanation for why the likelihood of complaining is lower for those who had prior contact with the Ministry than those without prior contact (although the difference in likelihood was not statistically significant).


Perception of futility in complaining 

Following Wadiwel et al (2022) and Carney et al (2017), it is hypothesised that complainants’ perception of justice in outcome is associated with likelihood of complaining. Respondents were divided into three groups, based on their reported likelihood of complaining to the Ministry in the hypothetical scenario:


	1.Complainant group: respondents who reported it was highly likely or likely that Jane will report (values 1 and 2 on a scale of 5).

	2.Neutral group: respondents who reported it was 50/50 that Jane will report (value 3 on a scale of 5).

	3.Non-complainant group: Respondents who reported it was unlikely or highly unlikely that Jane will report (values 4 and 5 on a scale of 5).



Figure 10.6:Comparison of means: likelihood that a long-term care home will be punished or penalised if it gets caught breaking the law (Q5)

[image: Figure 10.6 compares the perceived likelihood that a LTC home will be punished or penalised if it gets caught breaking the law among three groups: 1) complainant group; 2) neutral group; and 3) non-complainant group. The result is reported on a scale of 1 (highly likely) to 5 (highly unlikely). The non-complainant group reported the lowest likelihood. The differences in means are not statistically significant.]


Figure 10.7:Comparison of means of justice in outcome questions: non-complainant, neutral and complainant groups

[image: Figure 10.7 compares the perceptions of justice in outcome among three groups — non-complainant group, neutral group and complainant group — by reporting the results of four questions. The results are reported on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The results showed a slight propensity to believe that some forms of justice in outcome are unlikely to materialise in the non-complainant group. For all four questions, the differences in means are not statistically significant.]

Although the differences among the three groups (complainant, neutral and non-complainant) were not statistically significant (one-way ANOVA), the non-complainant group showed a slight propensity to believe that some forms of justice in outcome are unlikely to materialise (Figures 10.6 and 10.7), as they:


	reported a perceived lower likelihood of a home being punished if it breaks the law;

	were more likely to agree with the statement that Jane does not believe contacting the Ministry will address the potential abuse of Mrs Smith;

	were more likely to agree with the statement that the home will not suffer any consequences even if it is found to be breaking the law than the complainant group, but less likely than the neutral group; and

	were slightly less likely to agree with the statement that the inspector will take action to force the home to comply with the law than the complainant group, but more likely than the neutral group.


However, the non-complainant group was more likely to agree with the statement that the home will take immediate action in response to any decisions or directions provided by the inspector.


Procedural issues 

Procedural issues were unlikely to be the reason why respondents decided to complain or not. There was basically no statistically significant difference among the three groups in terms of their perception of complaint processes from a procedural perspective (Figures 10.8 and 10.9). The extent (level) of fear of reprisal did not appear to differ much among the three groups. The non-compliant group did not consistently report more negative perceptions in the procedural issues questions. The lack of clear connection between perception of justice in process and likelihood to complain can be tentatively regarded as good news, suggesting that complainants’ decisions about whether to complain have not been affected by perceptions of procedural unfairness (if any) in the compliance and enforcement system.


Figure 10.8:Comparison of means: likelihood that a long-term care home will get caught if it breaks the law (Q4) and likelihood that the Ministry of Long-Term Care will send an inspector to the home to investigate (Q17)

[image: Figure 10.8 compares the perceived likelihood that a long-term care home will get caught if it breaks the law among three groups: 1) non-complainant group; 2) neutral group; and 3) complainant group. The result is reported on a scale of 1 (highly likely) to 5 (highly unlikely). The non-complainant group reported the lowest likelihood. The differences in means are not statistically significant.]


Figure 10.9:Comparison of means justice in process questions: non-complainant, neutral and complainant groups

[image: Figure 10.9 compares the perceptions of justice in process among three groups — non-complainant group, neutral group and complainant group — by reporting the results of five questions. The results are reported on a scale of 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The non-complainant group did not consistently report a more negative perception of procedural issues. For all five questions, the differences in means are not statistically significant.]


Conclusion

The survey findings confirm that from an instrumental perspective, reliance on the use of complaint data to trigger inspections is an ineffective means to expose potential breaches to care standards when the likelihood to complain is low. The ability to invoke rights and use one’s voice (Mulcahy, 2024) is foundational to any complaint mechanism. While respondents did not lack basic knowledge of complaint mechanisms and did not perceive enforcement processes to be unfair, there is a subtle tension between advocacy for individual residents within an under-resourced system and a sense of futility, particularly for potential complainants who lack self-resources or support. Surprisingly, prior contact with the regulator (which implied some knowledge of the complaint process) was not associated with a higher likelihood of complaining. A primary reason for complaining is to obtain an outcome or judgement, ideally one that acknowledges the complaint, provides an explanation and proffers some kind of redress (McCreaddie et al, 2021). A potential complainant’s perceived significant gap between how inspection should ideally function and its actual operation in terms of ‘tangible just outcome’ (Wadiwel et al, 2022: 128) is key to understanding their decision whether to complain. That means mere procedural improvements are unlikely to increase trust in the regulator’s capacity.

Reliance on complaint data in monitoring compliance with care standards raises broader questions about ‘processes of responsibilisation’ in care. Sawchuk et al (2024) observe that in Canadian mainstream media stories, family carers are assigned responsibility, not only for family members’ well-being, but also for holding together healthcare systems and institutions under stress. Following Sawchuk et al (2024), a narrow focus on encouraging complaints (even if accompanied by individual resolutions) reinforces private responsibility for identifying gaps in care. Incorporating meaningful complaint-handling as part of regulatory oversight sits uncomfortably with centring the role of the state in LTC, because preventing or rectifying problems in homes is the regulator’s responsibility in the first place. If family members do not advocate for residents when care is inadequate or poor by complaining, is it their ‘fault’ that problems persist? Family members are not bringing negative outcomes upon themselves (or their loved ones) by remaining silent. Promoting complaints and subsequent reactive inspections for select residents (which may result in individual resolutions) may undercut the argument for tangibly improving care conditions for everyone.

From a methodological perspective, this study has several limitations. First, the sample size (N = 62) is relatively small. It was designed as a pilot project that could be implemented at the end of the pandemic to begin addressing collection of complaint data issues in LTC. For future research, the survey can be made more accessible by translating it into other languages so the pool of potential respondents is larger. Canada has a rich linguistic diversity, and one in four Canadians report a mother tongue other than English or French (Statistics Canada, 2022). Second, the perspectives of paid carers (such as nurses) were not included in this study. The needs and aspirations of health professionals may not be the same as those of health consumers (Carney et al, 2017: 67). They may have insights about how complaints are being handled within homes and by Ministry inspectors because they may participate in investigations. Future research should solicit views from paid caregivers.

Although this was a single case study, the findings provide an empirical evidence-base for designing regulatory systems over social services in other liberal welfare states. In an age of marketisation, privatisation and the new public management of health and social services, there is a greater need for monitoring and oversight. Involving users in monitoring resonates with both the demand to allocate limited inspection capacity and citizen participation. The weaknesses of Ontario’s approach can help other jurisdictions identify gaps in their participatory regulation methods.
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Notes

1The reports are accessible here: http://publicreporting.ltchomes.net/en-ca/default.aspx. Data entry of the inspection reports was done by a team of research assistants. The PI created a template in Excel, with detailed instructions, so information could be summarised consistently. Then a summary of all homes was compiled.
2For example, one inspection report may indicate that the inspectors were at the home on 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 May. Another inspection report may indicate that the inspectors were at the home on 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 May. For the purpose of tabulating inspection days, a total of eight days are recorded.
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