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How congruent is person-centred practice with labour activation
policy? Person-centred approach to vocational interventions on
immigrant jobseekers in Norway

I hvilken grad er personsentrert praksis forenlig med
aktiveringspolitikk for arbeidslivet? Personsentrert tilnærming i
arbeidsrettede tiltak for innvandrere som søker arbeid i Norge
Mariya Khoronzhevych a and Joanna Fadylb

aFaculty of Social Sciences, Department of Social Work, Child Welfare and Social Policy, OsloMet - Oslo Metropolitan
University, Oslo, Norway; bCentre for Person Centred Research, Auckland University of Technology, Auckland, New
Zealand

ABSTRACT
Increased migration to OECD countries has made unemployed foreign-
born immigrants a new target population for ‘activation’ policies to
reintroduce people into the labour market. As populations receiving
employment activation interventions became more diverse,
individualisation of activation measures was introduced into guidelines
for welfare and employment agencies. While a person-centred approach
in employment-oriented social work is gaining popularity, there is little
research relating to how such approaches fit the frameworks of
relatively aggressive activation. This study presents a qualitative
instrumental case study exploring interactions between activation policy
and person-centred employment interventions with immigrant
jobseekers in Norway. Data analysis applied critical orientation towards
data and employed directed content analysis. Research questions
include: (1) How well do person-centred principles fit with the policy of
activation? (2) How do person-centred practice and activation measures
interact, and what are the congruencies and tensions? (3) What are the
effects and practical implications of these congruencies and tensions?
Findings from the present case study indicate the policy of activation
strongly affects opportunities to implement person-centred practice in
vocational counselling. Further, the political agenda of activation is
inconsistent with the intentions of supported employment
implementation to make vocational services jobseeker-centred or
jobseeker-driven.

SAMANDRAG
Økt innvandring til OECD-landene har ført til at arbeidsledige innvandrere
er blitt en ny målgruppe for “aktiverings”-tiltak som skal hjelpe mennesker
tilbake inn på jobbmarkedet. Etter hvert som stadig flere typer
befolkningsgrupper blir gjenstand for aktiveringstiltak, har man i
retningslinjene for velferds- og arbeidskontorer innført individualisering
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av aktiveringstiltak. Mens personsentrert tilnærming innen arbeidsrettede
sosialt arbeid blir stadig mer populært, finnes det lite forskning på hvordan
slike tilnærmingsmetoder passer inn i rammeverkene for den forholdsvis
dramatiske aktiveringen som finner sted. Denne studien presenterer en
kvalitativ instrumentell casestudie som utforsker samhandlingen mellom
aktiveringspolitikk og personsentrerte tiltak for utenlandske jobbsøkere i
Norge. Det er anvendt dataanalyse ved kritisk orientering overfor data
og direkte innholdsanalyse. Følgende spørsmål ble stilt ved
undersøkelsen: 1) Hvor forenlige er personsentrerte prinsipper med
aktiveringspolitikken? 2) På hvilke områder samhandler personsentrert
praksis og personsentrerte aktiveringstiltak? På hvilke måter stemmer de
overens, og hvor ligger spenningsforholdene? 3) Hva er virkningene og
de praktiske implikasjonene av disse overensstemmelsene og
spenningsforholdene? Funn fra denne casestudien tyder på at
aktiveringspolitikken har sterk innvirkning på mulighetene for å
implementere en personsentrert praksis ved yrkesrådgivning. Dessuten
er det ikke samsvar mellom den politiske agendaen for aktivering og
hensikten med støttet sysselsetting, som er å gjøre
arbeidsformidlingstjenestene mer sentrert omkring jobbsøkeren.

Introduction

During the last two decades, social work has shown an interest towards adopting the principles of
person-centred practice that allow independent functioning and promote respect for individuality
(Gardner, 2014; Washburn & Grossman, 2017), empowerment, self-determination, and autonomy
of social service users (Hansen & Natland, 2017).

At the same time, due to the economic disturbances and rising unemployment rates experienced
by the welfare states since 1990, welfare-to-work policies had to toughen demands and rules for reci-
pients of welfare and unemployment benefits in an attempt to reintroduce them into the labour
market, making unemployment a significantly tougher experience (Immervoll & Knotz, 2018; Pinto,
2019). These changes, often referred to as ‘active labour market policies’ (ALMP), or ‘activation’
(Bonvin, 2008; Gubrium et al., 2014; Immervoll & Knotz, 2018), pivot on the notion of an active
citizen who is self-sufficient and responsible for social self-integration primarily through participation
in the labour market (Nothdurfter, 2016). Social workers have become the agents of coercive acti-
vation policies turning social work into ‘activation work’ (Nothdurfter, 2016) with a focus on quick
integration of the unemployed into the labour market (Hansen & Natland, 2017; Nothdurfter, 2016).

Adding to this, significantly increased migration to OECD countries during the last two decades
has seen unemployed immigrants (foreign-born population) as a new target group for activation pol-
icies (Auer et al., 2017; Breidahl, 2017; Renema & Lubbers, 2019). Activation arguably facilitates their
integration into the labour market and society of the host country (Breidahl, 2017; Jensen & Pfau-
Effinger, 2005).

As populations receiving activation interventions became more diverse, individualisation of acti-
vation measures was introduced into guidelines for welfare and employment agencies (Solvang,
2017; van Berkel & Knies, 2018), and person-centred practice was touted as a facilitator of individua-
lisation (Leplege et al., 2007; Lewis & Sanderson, 2011).

The Norwegian context

To reduce bureaucracy and facilitate interagency collaboration, Norwegian social insurance, employ-
ment, and local social assistance agencies were united under one organisation in 2006, the Norwe-
gian Labour and Welfare Administration (NAV) (Gubrium et al., 2014; NAV, 2019b; Røysum, 2010). NAV
became the frontline of the employment-oriented social work and activation measures in Norway
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targeting the long-term unemployed, young unemployed, people with reduced working capacity,
and unemployed immigrants from outside the European Economic Area (EEA; Finansdepartementet,
2019).

Activation in Norway is characterised by a ‘human capital’ approach to unemployment (Andreas-
sen, 2019; Gubrium et al., 2014), including developing the skills and qualifications of an individual,
who in return is expected to apply those skills to contribute to society (Dean, 2006). In the context
of NAV employment measures, this includes assessment of working capacity, requalification, work
trials, and employer incentives to stimulate the employment of jobseekers with limited working
capacity (NAV, 2019a).

Alongside the introduction of activation policies, Norwegian social workers have argued for an
empowering rather than a coercive approach (Andreassen, 2019; Hansen & Natland, 2017) with a
growing interest in person-centred interventions such as developing individual plans for social
service users (Breimo, 2016). In vocational follow-up, person-centred supported employment
(Bonfils et al., 2017; European Union of Supported Employment, 2010) is offered to some groups
of jobseekers, with immigrant jobseekers most recently included as recipients of this type of interven-
tion (Maximova-Mentzoni, 2019).

While a person-centred approach in employment-oriented social work is gaining popularity, there
is a dearth of research investigating how person-centred practice fits into the frameworks of relatively
aggressive ‘activation’ policies, including if it undergoes any modification, or if it continues to adhere
closely to its stated principles in this reciprocal action.

The research presented in this article is a case study of immigrant jobseekers who participated in
supported employment in Norway. We explored the interactions between activation policy and
person-centred supported employment intervention. The broad research questions were: (1) How
well do person-centred principles fit with the policy of activation? (2) How do person-centred practice
and activation measures interact, and what are the congruencies and tensions? (3) What are the
effects and practical implications of these congruencies and tensions? The study first offers a critical
introduction to both ‘activation’ policies and person-centred approaches before introducing the
research in more detail.

Activation

Proponents of activation stress the importance of active citizenship for a welfare state and synony-
mise ‘active citizen’ with contributing to society as a self-sustained ‘worker-citizen’ (Clarke, 2005).
These authors underline that activation facilitates social inclusion of the marginalised population
groups, such as immigrants, and promotes their active citizenship through integration into the
labour market (Jensen & Pfau-Effinger, 2005; Nybom, 2011) and participation in the community as
valuable members (Christiansen & Townsend, 2010). They argue that under activation policies, job
search support has proven to be cost-effective and increased employment rates, particularly in the
short- and medium-term for diverse target groups (Kluve & Rani, 2016). However, a number of
researchers have questioned how reasonable activation measures are in other respects.

Despite vocational follow-up in social work being conceptualised as facilitating a person’s voca-
tional potential, often the only activity considered to be meaningful is paid work (Bonvin, 2008;
Fadyl et al., 2019). Consequently, all other jobseeker engagements are neglected or downplayed in
the process of work-oriented follow-up. The lack of assistance from social workers in dealing with
other challenges for the jobseeker, such as family or accommodation issues, leads to an imbalance
that, together with continuous unsuccessful attempts to obtain employment, results in disappoint-
ment, frustration, and increased chance of ‘deactivation’ relapse (Hibbard & Mahoney, 2010; van
Hal et al., 2012).

Indeed, even though ‘activation’ aims at inclusion through work and contribution to society, it may
in fact generate social exclusion instead: first, by guiding and nudging a person towards a decision
considered appropriate by the social worker, or by making the decision on her or his behalf instead of
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encouraging self-determined choice and assisting in pursuing it (Gibson et al., 2019; van Hal et al.,
2012). Second, by failing to assist those who are unable to articulate their needs or ask for help
when they need it (van Hal et al., 2012). Third, by sanctioning those who are already economically
vulnerable (Eleveld, 2017), and stigmatising them (Kluve & Rani, 2016).

Resource-consuming activation also increased the caseloads on caseworkers, with every casewor-
ker following around 100 jobseekers simultaneously, thus decreasing the quality of the work-oriented
follow-up (Hainmueller et al., 2016). Therefore, according to Hudson et al. (2010), ‘creaming and
parking’ occurs when vocational counsellors prioritise the jobseekers they consider employment-
ready and provide a minimised service to hard-to-employ jobseekers, including ethnic minority
groups with cultural and language barriers.

Person-centred practice

McCance and McCormack (2010) argue that the basis of person-centred practice comprises philoso-
phical perspectives on the meaning of being a person, with a focus on humanness that includes
beliefs, values, and experiences that explain authentic choices and ‘the way we construct our lives’
(p.5). They argue that every person has an ‘inborn potential’ that is developed and exercised
through social relations. Person-centred practice’s focus on authenticity and elimination of con-
straints allows the realisation of an individual’s full potential or the closest approximation to it that
is achievable.

Person-centred counselling, first described by Carl Rogers (1951), placed an emphasis on every
person being the expert on their own life and guiding the received service in the direction that is impor-
tant for him or her, thus finding the solution to their own problems. Counsellors were to acknowledge
the person in their clients, knowing their history and being able to empathise with themwhile providing
non-directive counselling, thus constructing a trust-based productive relationship.

Person-centred practice as developed in health and social care disciplines over the last few
decades focuses on partnership between the service provider and the person, and their shared
responsibility for the person’s well-being, with empowering and holistic follow-up touching on mul-
tiple spheres of the person’s life (Louw et al., 2017). Its adoptation into social work from health care
(Washburn & Grossman, 2017) accentuated the importance of the holistic well-being of the person
and underlined the importance of their preferences, expectations, needs and wishes (Carvajal
et al., 2019).

While there is no commonly accepted definition of what person-centred practice is (Waters &
Buchanan, 2017), scholars agree that there are core elements it includes. Therefore, a broad definition
of person-centred practice describes a service that attends to the individual circumstances, needs,
and preferences of a service user by involving them in service planning; respecting the person’s auth-
enticity, self-determination, and choice; supporting interpersonal relations and social inclusion; being
strength focused; and facilitating engagement in the service (Louw et al., 2017; McCance & McCor-
mack, 2016; Waters & Buchanan, 2017).

A key strategy of person-centred practice is construction of a trust-based ‘therapeutic’ relationship
between the person and the service provider that facilitates the person’s openness to challenges and
the anticipation of their needs and thus, helps to adjust assistance accordingly, resulting in positive
service outcomes (Crisp, 2015; Hamovitch et al., 2018; Parr, 2016).

Person-centred practice has been suggested as a means to achieve a quality service, and as such
has become a key aspect of social and health policy in a range of countries (Christie & Camp, 2014;
Waters & Buchanan, 2017). Person-centred policy encourages structures such as integrated services
and multi-disciplinary teams, and practices like direct payment (where service users control funding
allocation), as well as supporting an informed decision-making to benefit service recipients (Glasby,
2016).

Despite its increasing popularity, person-centred practice has also been criticised, particularly in
the context of case management where individualisation is sometimes operationalised as client
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responsibilisation. The issues debated include: lack of help when needed; creating victim blaming by
expecting the individuals to resolve problems by their own effort; potentially creating unachievable
goals; and inducing guilt for not doing enough to improve one’s own life (Gibson et al., 2012; Kahn,
1999; Waterhouse, 1993).

Implementation of this approach can also be challenging. Critiques highlight issues such as a
counsellor’s lack of knowledge or skills, lack of understanding of what person-centred practice
should be, reported difficulty in switching from traditional provider-centred service, and imposing
their own (more ‘expert’ or ‘informed’) goals as more realistic ones (Cooper, 2004; Richard & Knis-Mat-
thews, 2010).

Study design

This study is a part of a wider PhD research project which received ethical approval from the Norwe-
gian Centre for Research Data.

In accordance with the aims described above, the methodology employed a qualitative instru-
mental case study. This type of case study serves to acquire understanding of a certain phenomenon
through examining a case, focusing on a particular phenomenon (in our study, person-centred prac-
tice and its interaction with activation policies), rather than the case itself (Casey & Houghton, 2010;
Luck et al., 2006).

For this case study, we looked specifically at:

1. The extent to which: (a) activation, and (b) person-centred practice are evident in vocational inter-
vention with immigrant jobseekers.

2. The opportunities and constraints for person-centred practice in the context of activation.

Our case was a NAV location with a well-established supported employment programme targeting
immigrant jobseekers. They participated in supported employment through Job Chance (Jobbsjan-
sen), or as part of the Introduction Programme (Introduksjonsprogrammet). Job Chance targets
home-based immigrant women who struggle to obtain employment, while the Introduction Pro-
gramme is designed for newly arrived refugees and includes tutoring in various aspects of Norwegian
society, including introduction into the labour market.

The first author collected the data. First, she approached employment specialists regarding their
interest to participate in this study. Having agreed, they offered help in contacting and inviting job-
seekers. Before beginning data collection, the first author also obtained necessary permission for con-
ducting research from the head of the NAV office as well as the NAV County office.

Semi-structured interviews and non-participant observations were employed. The interviews
included questions that explored jobseekers’ or employment specialists’ experiences of the interven-
tion, what they liked or did not like, challenges experienced, suggested improvements, and how the
employment specialists helped the jobseekers to achieve their personal goals, if at all.

Observations of meetings between jobseekers and employment specialists focused on the com-
munication flow between the jobseeker and the employment specialist, including who talked most,
what issues they raised, and the other party’s responses. The first author interviewed jobseekers and
employment specialists before or after meetings, according to their availability.

Prior to conducting each interview or observingmeetings, research participants confirmed and signed
consent to participate. Explicit consent to use a voice recorderwas also sought. Five participants consented
to participate in the research but not voice recordings. In these cases, hand-written notes were taken.

When transcribing interviews, each participant was allocated a pseudonym that was used
throughout the interview transcript and observation notes. After transcriptions and anonymization
were completed, the original data was erased.

The interviews were conducted and transcribed in Norwegian, while data analysis and analytical
coding was done in English. As the transcript was in Norwegian, the first author referred to it
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throughout the analysis to assure that the proper meaning was interpreted and conveyed. Interview
extracts presented in this article are transcribed according to intelligent verbatim and translated.

Data analysis

Our data analysis applied critical orientation towards data and employed directed content analysis as
described by Hsieh and Shannon (2005). This type of content analysis is used when the goal of the
research is the further development and differentiation of existing knowledge. Thus, coding of data is
done using a coding framework derived from pre-existing research and includes key characteristics of
the phenomenon of interest. During the process of coding, new codes and sub-codes may emerge
from the data that will extend the coding. This type of content analysis builds on existing knowledge
by identifying the way in which the phenomenon occurs in the data, as well as adding new infor-
mation about the phenomenon that emerges from the study. Coding processes were managed
using NVivo v12 software. Figure 1 shows the coding structure with examples of codes and conse-
quent emergence of the themes. The arrows show the coding process algorithm.

We developed our coding framework from theoretical and conceptual literature in both activation
policy and person-centred practice in a rehabilitation and social work context. Emergent codes are
the codes that we did not predetermine because they were not derived from the literature reviewed.
The emergence of these codes was not anticipated.

We repeated the coding process several times to ensure appropriate coding of all relevant infor-
mation. The codes were combined in categories that in turn constructed themes, which are pre-
sented in the results section.

Results

Participants

In total, data consisted of 23 interviews and 10 observations of meetings between jobseekers and
employment specialists, conducted between July–October 2018.

This data comprised 18 individual interviews with jobseekers (5 male, 13 female) who participated
in supported employment as part of the Introduction Programme and Job Chance. They originated

Figure 1. Coding structure.
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from Syria (n = 5), Eritrea (n = 2), Somalia (n = 2), Kosovo (n = 2), Iran (n = 2), Romania (n = 1), Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo (n = 1), Bosnia (n = 1), Kurdistan (n = 1), and Nigeria (n = 1), and were
aged between 25 and 50. The employment specialists had assessed them as ‘employment ready’,
i.e. ready to take up employment at any time.

Four individual interviews and one group interview were conducted with four employment
specialists (1 male, 3 female). All employment specialists had previous working experience as case-
workers in NAV. They had also acquired supplementary education in supported employment and
motivational interviewing. One also had experience of working as a follow-up counsellor in a
mental health institution, one worked at the municipality follow-up service for people with mental
health problems, and one had experience as a nurse. Each employment specialist worked with up
to 20 jobseekers.

Findings

Overall, the findings from our analysis indicate that the person-centred approach is present to some
degree but is largely influenced and modified by activation principles.

Having analysed our codes, we constructed the following three themes: employment as the over-
arching focus while discounting non-employment problems; exclusion and ‘structured’ choice as
strategies to manage outcomes; and directive counselling with focus on responsibilities. Further,
we expand on these themes through a discussion of the data. Thereafter, we discuss the interaction
between activation and person-centred practice as evident from the data.

Employment as an overarching focus while discounting non-employment problems

Data clearly indicated that the employment specialists were acutely aware of their perceived role as
focused on employment and were well prepared to support jobseekers in the job-hunting process.
They provided assistance in searching for employment opportunities, preparation and sending of CVs
and cover letters, and training in interview skills. They approved supplementary courses for the job-
seekers if those facilitated employment, accompanied them to meet employers, and approved incen-
tives to stimulate employers to employ or provide a work trial. They also addressed the importance of
mastering language skills, described differences in working culture, such as shaking hands with cus-
tomers or wearing hijab at work, and other issues that affected how jobseekers operated in job-
related situations.

At the same time, jobseekers’ problems perceived to be non-employment-related were generally
not addressed by the employment specialists. The jobseekers spoke of struggling with problems
within their families, encounters with child protection services, worries for and necessity to attend
to close family members living abroad, and challenges in establishing a network outside of the family.

My sister died, then she had to be transported and buried in [homeland]. I was very sad, to go to school [language
and employment courses] did not go very well […]. (Ajola, jobseeker)

We talk about job, economy, home, how it is going at home, how you pay your invoices […] I feel really sad and
just break down and start crying […] Sometimes you feel like this programme is not helping you. (Neema,
jobseeker)

We observed a conscious reluctance of the employment specialists to address needs other than those
directly connected to employment and, thus, to provide holistic follow-up.

I make it clear from the first meeting that my job is to help them to find employment and I cannot answer [other]
questions […] I think it is good that we are not responsible for these. It would detract from the employment
specialist role. I don’t think it would be possible to put under one role. (Inger, employment specialist)

Some of the employment specialists experienced frustration at being unable to assist jobseekers with
other needs due to pressure to find a work placement for them as soon as possible. One of the
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employment specialists acknowledged the need to ‘tidy up’ other problems before focusing on
employment and admitted having accompanied and supported jobseekers in meetings with child
protection services, as well as ‘pushing’ NAV colleagues to provide necessary assistance in a timely
manner and arranged stakeholder meetings with NAV, or other relevant actors.

Others did not see a problem with employment pressure and considered it the point of the inter-
vention. At the same time, they expressed frustration that some jobseekers travelled to other
countries because of family matters when they were in an active job search process in Norway,
thus missing out on employment opportunities.

It emerged that jobseekers referred to employment specialists who assisted them with non-
employment-related issues in a more positive way than those whose employment specialists
focused solely on employment goals. They were also more satisfied with the collaboration process.

It is important to find someone who you can talk to and she understands you and gives you advice: you can do
this, you can do this. (Neema, jobseeker)

Other jobseekers experienced difficulties in connecting to their employment specialists and talking
about the challenges they experienced, including those that occur at work trials or work.

They don’t attack, like, but when you say something – they don’t like it. It is childish, but it hurts. (Thomas,
jobseeker)

The jobseekers also identified their own inability to discuss difficult issues due to language barriers,
awkwardness in discussing something negative, unawareness of the possibility to request more
meetings if needed, and concern that those discussions may backfire. At the same time, employment
specialists asked the jobseekers to re-channel employment-irrelevant enquiries to other services.
Therefore, some jobseekers perceived the employment specialists as indifferent and believed that
they were not receiving the support they needed.

Strategies to manage outcomes: exclusion and ‘structured’ choice

From the interviews with employment specialists, it emerged that some jobseekers wishing to par-
ticipate in supported employment, or who were referred to supported employment by their casewor-
kers in NAV were not admitted to the intervention for various reasons, mostly lack of resources.

Though supported employment is an offer for everyone, we have so limited resources that we have to prioritise,
though we should not. (Inger, employment specialist)

Therefore, employment specialists considered whether a person fit the intervention target group, the
correlation of resources, and number of potential jobseekers. They then chose and enrolled those
who would most benefit. Other jobseekers were to consider alternative employment measures.

The jobseekers identified as having poor language skills were either denied enrolment or sent for a
three-month language course precluding their participation in the intervention.

I would like to have a conversation with them without an interpreter. Then they will go straight into work life. The
employers are sceptical if someone cannot speak Norwegian at all. (Veronica, employment specialist)

We observed that re-direction of jobseeker expectations and focus was accepted practice, as
opposed to advocacy on behalf of the jobseeker’s goals and needs. In one of the observed meetings,
a jobseeker was upset after the employment specialist told him of the meeting between his employer
and the employment specialist, and the agreement between them that the jobseeker would continue
in a work trial. The jobseeker expressed frustration at being excluded from decision-making and not
being provided with the information he needed to obtain the employment he expected. The employ-
ment specialist thought that his continuation in a work trial was positive, because the jobseeker still
had a chance to eventually receive an employment offer.

Prolonged participation in work trials instead of employment was a point of frustration for many
interviewed jobseekers. While some of them received work trials in their desired industry, they
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struggled to get a job offer. Therefore, while jobseekers could express their career choices, they were
guided by employment specialists towards ‘realistic’ job opportunities, for example, as a cleaner
instead of a kitchen assistant. If employment specialists considered the career choice unrealistic or
hard to implement, they prompted jobseekers to change their career goal and pursue another
vocation.

Together with the unavailability of job vacancies with preferred employers, reasons to modify
career choice were not based on jobseeker needs and preferences, but rather on the local and
regional labour market needs, jobseekers’ qualifications, and the possibility of obtaining the
desired job through requalification. Some jobseekers expressed disappointment because of choice
limitations due to their geographical location and limitations in the labour market, though they
understood the need for compromise.

Together with employment, applying for full-time tertiary education instead of employment was
technically a possibility for the Introduction Programme’s participants. However, employment
specialists appeared not to view this as desirable for jobseekers approaching their 50s.

If you come to Norway as 45 year-old and have seven kids, and if both the husband and the wife will study, how
will you support yourself? You need somehow to support yourself! It is true that in Norway you can become what
you want to, but you need to prioritise […] It is very challenging to dampen these demands or wishes of edu-
cation. (Andy, employment specialist)

Therefore, employment specialists often guided jobseekers towards employment as their only
reasonable choice, considering the necessity to ensure some kind of income for their families, and
their ineligibility for student loans or welfare benefits to cover costs of education and living. This
was often achieved through directive counselling.

Directive counselling with focus on responsibilities

In the meetings with immigrant jobseekers, employment specialists emphasised striving to achieve
employment goals to become self-supportive. Jobseekers were responsible for contacting potential
employers, applying for relevant jobs, and improving language skills.

First, I applied for jobs. She said: ‘you must apply for jobs by yourself, you need to try to apply for jobs alone.’
(Alina, jobseeker)

They say: ‘you must look for a job by yourself. And we can also help you.’ (Larissa, jobseeker)

Meetings between a jobseeker and an employment specialist often started with the employment
specialist asking: ‘What have you done to improve your language skills?’, or ‘What have you done
for today?’

Jobseekers were expected to be available for impromptu meetings, unless they were in an
employment-relevant activity. The meetings were mainly updates of the current situation in the
job seeking process and making agreements on what the jobseeker should do next.

We only observed one self-determined initiative shown by a jobseeker, who decided to pursue
education in another town and would therefore quit supported employment if accepted. We saw
mainly directive counselling employed by the employment specialists, though one employment
specialist mentioned the visualisation techniques she employed with her jobseekers, such as
asking them to imagine where they were in five years (the employment goal) and what they had
done to achieve it.

In one observed meeting, an employment specialist reminded a jobseeker that her time in the
programme was nearly finished, including the benefits connected with it, and asked her what she
planned to do next. The employment specialist put responsibility for the situation on the jobseeker
as she had not applied for the jobs she was referred to, while the jobseeker seemed to be in distress.
She swung between explaining her perceived duty as a mother and being available for her young
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children when they come home from school, the need for a stable income, and her hopes to find a
job that would correspond with her interests and qualifications.

Here, we observed a close correlation between directive counselling and the denial or heavy struc-
turing of choice when the jobseeker was reminded that the job-hunting process was her responsibil-
ity, as she had not applied the jobs suggested to her.

In summary, Figure 2 depicts the elements of activation and person-centred practice we identified
in the studied intervention context in correlation to their foundations. The colour coding shows the
dominance of activation measures in the intervention. In many cases, the practices we saw directly
reflected activation policies. In others, a person-centred approach is modified by activation policies.
The only aspect in which it is fully consistent with a person-centred framework is with respect to low
caseloads.

Thus, analysis of the interviews and observations reveals that activation policy is dominant and
affects opportunities for implementing person-centred practice in important ways. In the section
below, we critically analyse this relationship further and consider recommendations for practice.

Discussion

Our case study indicates that activation policy strongly affects opportunities to implement person-
centred practice in employment-oriented social work. The political agenda of activation is in many
ways inconsistent with the intentions of supported employment implementation to make vocational
services jobseeker-centred or jobseeker-driven.

The idea behind supported employment is that it is delivered in the context of person-centred
practice (Bonfils et al., 2017; EUSE, 2010). However, the context in which these immigrant jobseekers
received it in our study was more representative of keen activation measures than person-centred
practice. Together with the absence of a holistic approach, overarching focus on employment, and
constructed choice, exclusion and directive counselling rely on the political context of activation
with its focus on getting the unemployed into work as soon as possible.

An unexpected finding was that despite the theoretical assumption common to both person-
centred practice and supported employment that the services are inclusive, i.e. non-discriminative

Figure 2. Relationship between activation measures and person-centred practice in the intervention (supported employment).
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towards potential and current participants (e.g. EUSE, 2010; Kass, 2017), we observed clear examples
of excluding practices. Our analysis indicates that it was used as a strategy to manage caseloads and
(coupled with a structuring of choice) influence measurable outcomes. A lack of trust-based relation-
ships between some of the jobseekers and employment specialists can be attributed to exclusionary
techniques such as exclusion from the decision-making process, and one-sided focus of the employ-
ment specialist on enhancing employment opportunities without pursuing a holistic approach,
addressing jobseekers’ other important needs. Along with the other indicators of activation domi-
nance already discussed, this is a further indicator that supported employment as it is implemented
in this context is scarcely person-centred.

This study further contributes to a discussion about whether it is possible to properly implement
person-centred practice in the context of vocational follow-up. The labour market is demanding and
discriminative (and arguably becoming more so; Branker, 2017; Dancygier & Laitin, 2014; Waite, 2017),
and competition for jobs is high. In contrast, a person-centred approach may seem ‘soft’, impractical,
or failing to prepare jobseekers for the challenges they may experience in the labour market while
trying to obtain the ‘perfect job’.

Solely focusing on activation measures in order to turn the unemployed into ‘working citizens’ and
minimising other aspects of being may be an unwise course for social policy and social work. A one-
sided focus on employment can miss other ways a citizen can participate in the life of the community,
including socially, politically, and civically (Jensen & Pfau-Effinger, 2005). The issues at stake are argu-
ably not as straightforward as just ‘obtaining employment’. It is important not to underestimate the
potential benefits of a person-centred approach, especially with vulnerable jobseekers.

The challenges experienced by the study target group are linked to complex issues such as family
dynamics or adaptation to a new culture and community life, which affect employment potentials. As
research in vocational rehabilitation continues to show, ‘work functioning cannot be understood
outside its social context’ (Sandqvist & Henriksson, 2004, p. 155). Ensuring inclusion of jobseekers,
allowing them to guide the job search process, and providing support are likely to decrease misun-
derstandings and help to develop the trust relationship with the counsellor. This in turn provides the
opportunity to address complex psychosocial issues, which are the key barriers to positive vocational
outcomes internationally (Fadyl et al., 2010; Sandqvist & Henriksson, 2004). From this perspective, a
person-centred approach in social work is essential for sustainable outcomes.

Practical implications

The absence of a holistic approach in employment-oriented social work leads to situations where job-
seekers risk many problems affecting their wellbeing and vocational success remaining hidden, or
not being discussed in the necessary depth to be solved. There is a clear need for a more holistic
approach that supports other needs and makes the employment specialist more effective.

We suggest that employment specialists’ qualifications and skills correspond with possibilities to
provide holistic follow-up for unemployed people, enabling this role in social work to be delegated to
them. It would help to avoid making the jobseeker a ‘shuttlecock’ of the system by redirecting them
to other actors, facilitating a therapeutic relationship that the jobseeker would benefit from the most.
The political agenda of activation needs to recede to allow employment specialists to learn, practice,
and utilise holistic counselling. Consequently, reduced caseloads would allow time to address the real
needs and goals defined by the jobseeker, where employment is an element of the holistic assistance
of social work.

Study limitations and suggestion for further research

Due to limited time and resources, we conducted one set of interviews and observed a limited
number of meetings. Therefore, we suggest a longitudinal study that would look at the process of
person-centred practice in vocational counselling at all stages, following jobseekers from enrolment
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into person-centred vocational counselling and finishing after obtaining a job and/or stopping par-
ticipation in the intervention. This would help to register all the possibilities for the dominance of acti-
vation over the person-centred approach, and to evaluate the reasonableness of this deviation by
assessing the overall life quality of the jobseekers and consequently, to support this tendency or
suggest how to change it.

Conclusion

We have explored how vocational person-centred practice is congruent with the policy of activation.
We found that while certain features of the person-centred approach, such as low caseloads and
attempts to individualise the follow-up are present, activation is the keynote of vocational counsel-
ling and the intense pursuit of employment hinders actualisation of a person-centred approach.

This study extends knowledge on activation theory and person-centred approaches and serves as
a base for further knowledge development on implementation of person-centred approaches in the
frames of vocational counselling. The findings of our research may engage practitioners and policy
makers who work with person-centred practice in general and implementing person-centred
approaches in vocational counselling in particular.
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