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Abstract: 

 

Uniform top-down forms of steering as well as traditional citizenship epitomised as a 

hierarchal stat-citizens relationship are inadequate for handling the increased complexity and 

diversity in the social system. Therefore, processes and out-comes have taken precedence over 

formal and parliamentary decision rules and new forms of steering have emerged in which 

self-reflexive citizens, networks and partnerships have been drawn into the decision making 
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and implementation processes, which has led to the formation of a new welfare mix in social 

policy. 

The new forms of steering can be, and often is, equally or more hierarchical than old forms of 

government. One new form of steering is culture steering or culture governance which 

represents a shift from decommodification (rights and obligations) to communication. Culture 

steering or culture governance is a major technology in the production and reproduction of 

viable governance structures. Culture steering is an interactive discursive practice, and culture 

steering is about the communication of an all-inclusive vision allowing self-reflexive individuals 

or groups to connect and develop new practices that fit to into a larger societal project. 

In this paper the concept of culture steering and culture governance will be elaborated and 

clarified. Empirically, it will be analysed how culture steering in Denmark has supported the 

formation of age management in private and public companies in the face of ageing societies. 

And it will be discussed how culture steering and culture governance impact our 

understanding of social inclusion/exclusion.  

 

 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 

 

Social Policy has traditionally been state-centred and focussed on the redistributive features of 

income security systems, such as pensions and social protection. This is hardly surprising, since 

a concept such as decommodification – developed by Gøsta Esping-Andersen (1990) – has 

functioned for more than a decade as a guiding principle in Social Policy analysis. The concept 

of decommodification delineates a hierarchical state-citizen relationship and gives rise to a 

normative discussion about how rights and obligations ought to be balanced. 

Questions about how welfare is actually produced have played a secondary role 

in Social Policy analysis, which is quite remarkable. Social Policy is a ‘problem-oriented’ 

discipline, allowing social policy and society to respond to social needs and problems in a vast 

range of different ways, and Social Policy is rooted in Social Administration (cf. Titmuss, 1974; 

Daly 2003). In recent years, however, the need to analyse the institutional production of 

welfare has increased dramatically due to fundamental shifts in the policy mode of the welfare 

state (Jensen & Pfau-Effinger, 2005). One speaks of transitions from industrialist mass society 

to individualized information society, facing the nation state with new ‘glocal’ (local in the 
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global) steering and legitimation challenges and pressures that it cannot handle by its 

conventional modes of legitimate domination (Beck, Giddens, and Lash, 1994; Webster, 2002). 

Massive growth in complexity and reflexivity have made it increasingly impossible to steer 

society from a unified state centre and to get people in civil society to supply the state with the 

kind of generalized normative mass support on the input side that it earlier depended on 

(Bang, 2004; Newman (ed.), 2005). The state must increasingly rely for its policy effectiveness 

on the steering capacities of new governing institutions ‘above’ and ‘below’ itself (Heffen, 

Kickert and Thomassen, 2000). Furthermore, the state must progressively more see to that 

output legitimacy can substitute for its loss of input legitimacy in its governing of strategically 

and tactically acting reflexive individuals, who know how to effectively ‘punish’ government  if 

the state cannot, or will not, deliver them the policy goods that they desire to pursue their 

various life plans and projects (Bang, 2005). This in turn forces the state to engage more and 

more actors from the public, private and voluntary domains more directly in the production of 

policy outcomes what further blurs its old image and functioning as a unified sovereign entity 

standing ‘above’ market and civil society (Zadek, 2001). For example, media, voluntary 

associations and political parties who in the days of the early welfare state were considered 

‘watchdogs’ and ‘representatives’ of civil society suddenly begin to ‘colonize’ the state as new 

policy actors for helping to deliver the desired goods to ‘the people’, effectively and on time 

(Cook, 1998; Bennett and Entman (eds.), 2001; Hassan, 2004; Mendelson and Glenn, 2002). 

One has named this development as a shift from government to governance, the latter being 

increasingly and widely employed throughout the world in the area of social welfare (e.g. 

Edgar & Chandler, 2005). Complex networks of public, private and third sector actors from 

different geographical and administrative levels are jointly and collectively engaged in 

redefining, recasting and restructuring the organisation, implementation and creation of living 

conditions that are conducive to human welfare (Castels, 1998; Castels and Cardoso, 2006). 

Obviously, such changes in the institutional production of welfare also provide new forms of 

security. 

The transition from government to governance should not be regarded a simple 

opposition between ‘hierarchy’ and ‘networks’. Governance can be, and often is, equally or 

more hierarchical than old forms of government. Governance merely signifies that social policy 

is produced in and through networks or partnerships, which means that its organizing principle 

cannot be hierarchical. However, this does not in and of itself exclude the presence of a 

‘strong’ and central leadership in those networks or partnerships. Quite to the contrary, really, 

as Blair’s and Rasmussen’s left centrist and right centrist Third Way policy programmes clearly 

demonstrate. When it comes to welfare state analysis, governance should rather be 

understood as a shift from decommodification to communication on the level of social policy 

and administration. Governance shows how information flows are a key productive resource in 

contemporary society for handling increasing complexity and reflexivity. It illuminates how 

new recursive forms of strategic communication are today occurring, which reflect new 

systemic imperatives to listen to and learn from how things are done within one’s own system 

and in one’s environments (Bang (ed.), 2003). These new imperatives, which we shall call 
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culture governance, are producing novel patterns of social coordination and policy formation, 

signified by new metaphors of ‘workfare’, ‘corporate citizenship’, ‘social responsibility’, etc.     

The transition from government to governance represents an aspect of a 

greater overall shift in the welfare architecture1, which occurs because central and 

authoritarian forms of regulation have proven ineffective in solving social problems and 

regulating behaviour. We witness a shift from a unilateral form of centralized steering to new 

multilateral forms of top down and bottom up steering. The ‘old’ decommodification model 

tends to give priority to a rational technical model focusing on the distinct functional roles that 

are enacted in a clearly defined ‘input-output’ policy chain. This technical approach to policy as 

a linear string of events has its normative counterpart in the ideals of the parliamentary 

steering chain between people-parliament-government-administration-clients.  This fusion of 

technical and normative imperatives in modern welfare state analysis model implies that all 

steps from social problem identification to policy implementation are viewed as series of linear 

steps, the outcomes of which are to be, and should be, assessed by their ability to secure that 

competing and opposed group or class interests and identities enjoy free and equal access to, 

and recognition in, the parliamentary chain of steering (Simon, 1957; Sabatier (ed.), 1999). 

Politics (‘process’) in this linear model is prior to, and come before, policy (‘content’). 

Interaction in decision-making processes, according to this model, is, and should be, 

determining how policy is produced.  

Today, we will suggest, just as linear logic is becoming dysfunctional to the 

governing of complex and reflexive administrative systems so the parliamentary chain of 

steering is losing its persuasive influence even as a metaphor for what should be going on in 

democratic systems. Policy is no longer a linear policy chain set up and controlled by 

representative government. The best outcome can be decided only after the event as the 

combined result of the strategic and tactical possibilities and limitations of all institutions and 

individuals in this communicative endeavour. Causation has become recursive rather than 

linear (Giddens, 1991). Each step of the political process in and through which competing and 

conflicting demands are converted into authoritative decisions and actions is fed back into the 

process itself, making it impossible to talk of either of these steps as causes or effects only. The 

relation between policy demands, issues, outputs and outcomes become a generating loop 

(Morin, 1996:14) creating new properties and being in this sense productive. In the same 

fashion, more and more reflexive individuals abandon the idea of effective moral and political 

representation (Norris, 1999; Pattie Seyd and Whiteley, 2004). They have become aware of 

how communication about policy goals and programmes is becoming more and more crucial 

                                                           
1
  The notion of welfare architecture suggests that the building blocks of the welfare state are unstable; 

that they may be combined in new ways, creating a new welfare mix, and that there is a call for new 

forms of risk management, epitomised as a shift from government to governance (c.f. Esping-Andersen et 

al., 2001, 2002). Contrary to Esping-Andersen et al., Titmuss does not employ the concept of architecture 

in a normative manner, i.e. what is desirable etc. Rather, Titmuss (1974:30) argues that the “purpose of 

model-building is not to admire the architecture of the building, but to help us to see some order in all the 

disorder and confusion of facts, systems and choices concerning certain areas of our economic and social 

life.” 
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to understanding how a political system produces and keeps itself going. They are no longer 

satisfied with being represented in a utopian and unilateral chain of steering, but want 

increasingly to do things themselves, on their own conditions, when they feel like it, and when 

they have the time for it (Marsh, O’Toole and Jones, 2006). They do not primarily live their 

lives in an industrialist mass society, but in what they have come to know as a multi-levelled 

information society, risk society or network society (Beck, 1992; Hutton and Giddens (eds.), 

2001. They actively refuse to be treated as clients; they cannot live with being political 

individuals only at full time (like politicians); they resist being treated only as ‘supports’ of ‘the 

system’ at election time; and they cannot any longer identify themselves with an overarching 

ideology, determining their collective life as citizens. They want to ‘hit’ and to ‘run’ according 

to their own choices, and they strive for ‘making a difference’ to the ‘art’ of governing 

themselves and others. 

Hence, when social problems are increasingly being perceived as having 

multiple causes and thus requiring a collaborative effort from multiple agents in order to be 

efficient and legitimate, it is very much due to the fact that steering today can only be 

effectively and appropriately accomplished by partnering or networking together in the 

production of policy outcomes across all levels and boundaries. Changes in the political 

architecture leave its conditioning on the brain of the living, not simply by determining and 

limiting people’s mentalities but perhaps in particular by facilitating them. They orient 

institutions and individuals to govern communication in fluid conditions, attuning them to the 

specifics of the communication event enacted in each policy case, thereby downsizing the 

significance of the old abstract functionalism and normativism.  The new political architecture 

of the information society simply cannot be sustained by the exercise of either legitimate or 

illegitimate coercion. It requires an ability on the part of actual policy makers and 

implementers ‘freely’ to get people to do what they otherwise neither could nor would have 

done, facilitating their involvement in recursive policy problem solving. As a consequence the 

modern approaches to welfare state analysis, which begin from the problem how interests and 

identities acquire access to and recognition in political decision-making processes and ends 

with evaluating the extent and degree to which policy and its implementation have served to 

remove blockages standing the way of this linear development, begin to ‘wither away’. A new 

policy-politics model of engaging in effective and appropriate delivery is replacing the old 

politics-policy one of aggregation and integration. Political power, in this model, is no longer an 

omnipotent threat to democracy but the necessary condition by which democracy is 

articulated and produced. Democracy therefore ceases to be only about representing 

conflicting interests and identities. It more becomes a matter of collaborative planning, the 

objective of which “is to create political spaces for democratic participation that offer a place 

for reason in both goal-setting and conflict management. Asking who is privileged and who is 

marginalized by the established forms of governance, such policy analysis challenges the 

formal policy institutions to be democratic and collaborative” (Fischer, 2003: 236-237). What is 

important to note here is exactly that democracy then becomes a systems imperative more 

than an ideal of popular sovereignty. The quest for ‘output democracy’ is put into play by a 
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system, which is hungry for information and communication about how to handle complexity 

and acquire support from reflexive individuals.    

A variety of technologies have been employed in order to engage citizens in 

shaping social policy-politics; not only as voters and members of interest groups, but also as 

consumers, volunteers, members of non-profit organisations etc. Technologies such as 

partnership and co-production engage actors and agents in the definition and implementation 

of the policies of concern to them. Thus, partnership and co-production encourage 

participation by citizens in the form of stakeholders rather than as users and consumers (Daly, 

2003:121). ‘Culture governance’ also constitutes a major technology in the production and 

reproduction of viable governance structures. Culture governance is an interactive discursive 

practice. Culture governance is about the communication of an all-inclusive vision allowing 

self-reflexive individuals or groups to connect and develop new practices that fit into a larger 

societal project (Bang, 2004). 

In Denmark, culture governance is employed in a vast range of policy areas (see 

Bang et al., 2005). In this paper, however, the aim is more specifically to discuss how culture 

governance has become a major technology in age management made topical by demographic 

ageing. Section 2 is a theoretical outline of the relationship between governance and culture 

governance. It is indicated that culture governance is primarily a symbolic signal which 

generates governance by stimulating the formation of partnerships, networks etc. Section 3 is 

an analysis of two culture governance programmes launched by the Ministry of Employment: 

‘A couple of years will make a difference’2 and ‘Senior practice’3. Firms and companies form 

the main target group of the programmes, which are aimed at encouraging a turn from ‘early 

exit’ to ‘late exit’ in working life. Section 4 reflects on the type of firms and companies that are 

disposed to grasping and making use of the culture governance programmes. These are 

primarily knowledge-intensive firms that are managing by values. Section 5 discusses how the 

culture governance programmes give rise to new forms of security resembling the social 

investment state, and how culture governance and governance restructures the input 

conditions in the democratic welfare state. 

Culture governance is not a unique Danish phenomenon. Culture governance in 

age management is practiced in most countries faced with demographic challenges. Culture 

governance is also a more global and pan-national occurrence. In the EU, culture governance 

in age management is practiced, for instance, by The European Foundation for the 

Improvement of Living and Working Conditions in the Employment initiatives for an ageing 

workforce programme, the aim of which is to gather and diffuse cases of good practice in age 

management that are designed to improve job opportunities and working conditions for older 

wage earners (http://www.eurofound.eu.int/areas/populationandsociety/ageingworkforce.htm). 

Globally, the aim of the World Demographic Association is to transmit knowledge about how 

                                                           
2
 Et par år ekstra gør en forskel 

3
 Seniorpraksis 
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to counteract the implications of an ageing population to a broad audience 

(http://www.wdassociation.org).  

 

2. Culture governance 

 

Uniform and top-down forms of steering are inadequate for handling the increased complexity 

and diversity in the social system. This can be observed e.g. in the growing steering problems 

and regulatory errors (Scharpf, 1999). Insofar as there is an interest in maintaining the 

efficiency and cohesion of the welfare state, then this increasing complexity must be dealt 

with in a complex manner (Luhmann, 1995), which can be achieved via the development of 

new modes of steering in which self-reflexive citizens, networks and partnerships are drawn 

into the political decision-making and implementation processes. Such transitions from 

government to governance imply the reorganization of vertical bureaucracies and ‘hard law’, 

which is achieved via the use of punishments and sanctions (Wincott, 2003) to form new and 

more horizontal and communicative networks and partnerships supported by ‘soft’ and non-

binding modes of regulation. In effect, processes and outcomes take precedence over formal 

and parliamentary decision rules, and governance leaves ‘open’ the means by which to achieve 

political targets. 

Culture governance initiates processes of self- and co-governance (Bang, 2004). 

Culture governance interactively communicates a political vision, i.e. an outline for what must 

be done. For instance, political leadership may communicate a vision about the urgency of 

retaining older workers in the labour market. Additionally, culture governance communicates a 

blueprint for how a new welfare architecture may appear, i.e. how outcomes ought to take 

effect in society. This may be communicated in the form of codes of good conduct, 

benchmarking, and the collection, analysis and spreading of best practices. As such, the good 

example is presented as something worth following and emulating. If the good example is 

followed, social inclusion is achieved and it functions as a prerequisite for the sustainability of 

the welfare state. 

Culture governance is formulated on the basis of the everyday experiences of 

individuals, i.e. how they cope with social problems and challenges. Good practices only exist 

because someone has already constructed them, i.e. culture governance draws on already-

existing experiences. Attempt is then made at disseminating these experiences to others, i.e. 

making them ‘trendy’. Culture governance enables and empowers individuals to become 

actors. This is done in part by demonstrating how new conduct fits into a larger project (e.g. 

Daly, 2003:124); in part, by providing individuals and groups with the values and competencies 

necessary to make them efficient and self-regulating participants in the steering processes in 

the system. Attempt is made at developing a common language and a set of common 
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normative objectives for the outcome. Realising these objectives requires self-discipline, 

including the capacity and will to enter into new modes of partnering. 

 A precondition for the success of culture governance is the voluntary and active 

involvement of citizens. The people must be willing and able to form partnerships and 

contribute to the creation of an efficient and integrated form of political steering, i.e. that 

people begin doing something that they otherwise could not have done or will have done, and 

which they go along with by virtue of the normative support. In other words, culture 

governance stimulates and addresses the self-governing and (self-)transformative capacities of 

individuals and groups in the various life-worlds. 

 Culture governance exists on two parallel levels. On the one hand, culture governance 

exists in the form of a programme, an idea, a framework for a new welfare-mix or the good 

society etc., which is communicated by political authority in new ways. On the other hand, the 

communicated ideas exist as dispositions or cultural orientations amongst (some of) the 

people that the communication is addressed to, which is a precondition for the communicated 

ideas being converted into practice. Thus, collective mobilization cannot succeed without a 

minimum of concordance between motives and the perceptions of the future of the mobilizing 

agents (political authority, party leaders etc.) and the dispositions of those whom they attempt 

to mobilize (Bourdieu, 1977:81). As such, culture governance generates different forms of 

connectedness. Political authority connects with self-reflexive groups and individuals in a non-

bureaucratic manner in all stages of political decision making, not least in the implementation 

and evaluation stages. Furthermore, a form of connectedness is created between those 

demonstrating the correct ‘adaptability’ to learn to participate in the regulation of the 

authoritative distribution of values within a territory or area by learning to steer themselves 

(Bratich et al., 2003; Dean, 1999; Rose, 1999). Those who are ready and able to practice their 

freedom as reflexive individuals outside of the formal institutions are connected by a common 

fundamental orientation that regulates practices within specific fields or areas. 

 Culture governance is top-down leadership. In relation to traditional models of power, 

however, it is erroneous to analyse culture governance in terms of coercion, domination and 

repression. Culture governance breaks with the non-productive approach to power and 

freedom in earlier models as being fundamentally opposed to one another. Instead, power is 

to be analysed as a positive, re-shaping, identity-creating and empowering system. Power is 

about ‘articulating’, developing competencies and facilitating individuals and groups so that 

they are able to accept responsibility and steer themselves. Culture governance allows people 

to make things happen; rather than making things happen to them (Giddens, 1994). As such, 

every citizen is envisioned as bearing some responsibility for why things are as they are – or 

happen as they do – in political society as a whole. 

 In culture governance, the art of regulation is transferred to some extent from the 

formal political institutions to borderless partnerships and networks. The state no longer 

occupies a privileged position. To some extent, culture governance unfolds via the traditional 

sphere for modern government and representative democracy (Newman, 2001). The 

mailto:espanet2011@uv.es


 

 
Universitat de València - ERI POLIBIENESTAR.  

Edificio Institutos-Campus de Tarongers. Calle Serpis, 29. 46022. Valencia.  
Phone: (+34) 96.162.54.12– C.I.F. Q4618001-D 

Email: espanet2011@uv.es 

Page 11 of 11 

traditional distinctions between state-civil society, individual-society, public-private etc. can no 

longer be maintained. Politics have been privatised to some extent. Private organisations are 

also capable of distributing values and having this distribution recognised as being in force 

within a specific field, territory or society. Culture governance unfolds as a new form of 

strategic communication and power, which includes everyone who can, will and actually 

demonstrate the right adaptability and will and ability to learn to steer themselves. 

 

3. Culture governance in age management 

 

The Danish labour market is marked by a very low degree of employment protection. Together 

with the USA and the UK, Denmark belongs to the group of countries with the lowest 

employment protection among the OECD countries (OECD, 2004). This low employment 

protection in Denmark has resulted in relatively liberal hiring and firing practices. In practice, 

some segments of blue-collar workers in ordinary jobs can be discharged from one day to the 

next or even from one hour to the next without advanced notice. A coinciding effect is that the 

Danish labour market is very flexible. In 2002, the labour force numbered 2,8 million persons. 

The same year, 800,000 persons changed jobs in the course of the year; 300,000 jobs 

disappeared, and 300,000 new jobs were created (Jørgensen 2006/2007:27). The risk of 

joblessness stemming from layoffs is high, and elderly wage earners suffer disproportionately 

from the high rate of personnel turnover. The percentage of retired males (55-64 years), 

whose main reason for leaving their last job or the labour market entirely due to dismissal or 

redundancy is much higher in Denmark as compared to other European countries (cf. The 

European Union Labour Force Survey, 1995). In Denmark, in other words, there are no firm-

external mechanisms, e.g. in the form of hard law and the like, capable of motivating 

enterprises to engage in age management. Nevertheless, since the end of the 1980s and the 

beginning of the 1990s, there has been increasing attention directed at the way businesses 

handle the elder segment in the labour force. 

Towards the end of the 1980s, the Confederation of Danish Employers (DA) 

launched a number of information campaigns aimed at their member businesses. A brochure 

entitled “Senior policy in the firm”4 by Høyby & la Cour (1989) is a prototypical example of one 

of the information campaigns launched by DA. The brochure represents an attempt at 

spreading awareness about the circumstance that demographic developments could provoke a 

shortage of labour. On this background, it was made clear that it is in the interests of the 

individual firm to keep seniors in the labour market. Moreover, attempt was also made at 

spreading awareness about the valuable qualities and qualifications possessed by the 

experienced employees, which ought to be used to the benefit of the employees and the firm 

alike. And finally, attempt was also made to account for how age management policy could be 

                                                           
4
 Senior politik på arbejdspladsen 
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arranged. For example, measures were recommended to reinforce employees’ skills and 

qualifications and flexible retirement was recommended, while at the same time emphasising 

that if age management was to be successful, it is necessary to establish win-win situations, i.e. 

both the employee and firm must benefit from the agreements. More generally, the campaign 

addressed the member companies as though they were rational actors, as it was expected that 

when they became more knowledgeable, they would make more informed choices and 

decisions, thus developing an actual age management strategy. 

Beginning in the mid-1990s, the welfare state became increasingly engaged in 

measures aimed at retaining older wage earners in an all-inclusive labour market. Older wage 

earners being disproportionately affected by unemployment, exclusion and marginalisation 

came to be perceived as a major problem. In 1997, the government decided to set up a so-

called Senior-Policy Committee. The committee was composed of the social partners5, and the 

committee was intended to function for a two-year period. It was aimed at inspiring and 

advising the Ministry of Labour about how to improve the situation of older wage earners in 

the labour market; to promote the exchange of experience and the dissemination of 

information between the relevant actors in the area; as well as contributing to ensure local 

support amongst the social partners for the initiatives by the central actors. As such, the major 

objective of the Senior-Policy Committee was to improve the prospects of older wage earners 

by influencing the attitudes (and identities) of key players in the labour market. 

In the attempts at impacting opinions in businesses, the committee introduced 

a series of initiatives to allow the local actors to connect directly to the senior-policy measures 

and initiatives. Of these initiatives, the most important have been (Arbejdsministeriet, 1999): 

 

- In the course of 1997, the Senior-Policy Committee carried out a series of regional 
senior policy seminars, together with an extensive national conference in 1999. These 
activities were aimed at impacting the positions of the “back-laggers” in age 
management. For example, most of the major companies in Denmark were invited to a 
conference held in 1999 entitled Age Management in Practice. At the conference, the 
firms which were among the pioneers in age management presented their experiences 
for the others. For example, Novo Nordisk, a Danish pharmaceutical company, was 
presented as practicing age management worth emulating. 

- In 1998, the Senior-Policy Committee received a grant of DKK 25 million from the 
Ministry of Labour. The committee could use this funding to encourage private firms 
and public authorities to recruit unemployed persons or retain older wage earners. 
One of the more spectacular projects supported by the committee was a supermarket 
chain that staffed one of its outlets solely with people over age 45. This project 
received extensive media coverage in Denmark and abroad. Apparently, the public was 
surprised that persons over the age of 45 were able to run a supermarket outlet on 
their own. 

                                                           
5
 The committee was composed by the Confederation of Trade Unions in Denmark, and the 

Confederation the Danish Employers Association,   
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- The Senior-Policy Committee developed an age management “toolbox”. Furthermore, 
the Senior-Policy Committee took initiative to establishing a consultancy arrangement 
providing advice free of charge to companies interested in developing age 
management. Interested companies could receive five hours of free consultancy. This 
consultancy was provided by experienced consultancy firms and financed by the 
Ministry of Employment. The associated consultants provided e.g. consultancy about 
starting up senior policy projects, developing and adjusting senior policy, recruiting 
and education policy for seniors etc. 

 

The Senior-Policy Committee was terminated in 1999 as originally planned, but several of the 

initiatives that were put in motion continue to exist, not least the free consultancy 

arrangement directed at all types of firms, regardless of size, sector, location etc. Companies 

interested in making use of the arrangement can choose between ten experienced consultancy 

firms appointed by the National Labour Market Authority and which have extensive familiarity 

to the relevant methods for developing and implementing age management. The consultants 

function as entrepreneurs, the disseminators of knowledge and inspiration for the associated 

companies, and the most important consultancy task is aiding the development of senior 

practices that are adapted to the culture and needs of the individual company. 

 The consultancy has also played a central role in the information and positions 

campaign entitled “A couple of years will make a difference” and “Senior practice”, which the 

Ministry of Labour launched towards the end of 2005 and which cost approximately EURO 7 

million. The campaign was aimed at getting a greater number of older employees to remain in 

the labour market longer, i.e. the campaign was supposed to impact behaviours by serving as a 

guide for action. 

 The campaign is made all the more relevant by the fact that there is already a lack of 

labour and fears that the labour shortage will be further exacerbated by demographic shifts. 

Minister of Employment Claus Hjort Frederiksen thus stated in 2006 that there is “use for all 

hands and heads in the years to come, where there will be more seniors and fewer persons in 

the labour force. We therefore need seniors to remain in the labour market a couple of extra 

years” (Beskæftigelsesministeriet, 2006A), and the campaigns set focus on the advantages of 

more older wage earners remaining in the labour market.  

 Obviously there are a number of economic advantages for society when a greater 

number of seniors remain in the labour market for a longer period of time, e.g. the campaigns 

included claims that it is necessary for people to work longer in order to maintain the present 

level of welfare. In other words, a greater number of seniors in the labour market is coupled to 

a vision about maintaining and developing welfare. However, the campaigns emphasised the 

following advantages associated with keeping older wage earners in the labour market for a 

longer period of time (Ministry of Employment 2006B): 
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- there are considerable transaction costs in connection with personnel turnover; 
- bringing new employees up to speed requires time, and it takes even more time before 

they are performing optimally; 
- older wage earners have fewer sick days than younger wage earners, and they rarely take 

maternity or paternity leave or must take time off because of ill children; 
- a senior wage earner working part-time can serve as a labour reserve that can be drawn 

from in peak periods; 
- the company attains a reputation for being a good workplace by holding onto seniors, 

which provides competitive advantages for attracting the best labour; 
- older wage earners often have considerable experience, a greater sense of perspective, a 

sense for quality and a sense of personal assurance that is invaluable for the working 
atmosphere and culture in the workplace; and 

- age diversity creates a balanced dynamic: younger wage earners are innovative while older 
wage earners have experience. 

 

The campaigns proposed that the companies harvest all of these advantages by introducing 

flexible retirement. The campaigns thus represent an attempt at moderating the abrupt 

transition from working life to retiring. Instead, the Minister of Employment is interested in a 

more gradual and flexible exit from the labour market. 

 The “senior agreement” is pushed as the method for obtaining the desired objective. 

The campaign thus suggests that employers, the senior and social partners think along the 

lines of senior agreements and put them into practice. In a speech given at the so-called Senior 

Summit on 7 December 2006, Minister of Employment Claus Hjorth Frederiksen stated that a 

central element in the campaign has been “branding” the senior agreement concept. A senior 

agreement is a mutual agreement between the senior wage earner and the company as 

regards employment conditions and finances. A senior agreement that supports the 

opportunity to gradually retire can consist of one or more of the following elements: 

 

- greater flexibility and/or reduced working hours, e.g. in the form of a weekly day off 
- development and/or cutting areas of responsibility on the job 
- offers of new challenges and/or tasks at work  
- allocation of new areas of responsibility or cutting back on responsibilities 
- opportunity for older wage earners to maintain and update their qualifications 
- more flexible forms of employment, e.g. project or part-time employment 
- job rotation, job-trading or job-sharing 
 

A senior agreement is to meet the needs of the employee as well as the employer. The 

campaign materials emphasise that the companies should not feel forced to engage in an 

agreement with an older wage earner. A senior agreement must reflect the genuine needs of 

the company. 
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 According to the campaign, the needs and mutual expectations of the involved parties 

ought to be clarified and presented with the help of a future-oriented dialogue, e.g. in the 

form of a personnel development interview and performance reviews, in which the employee 

and management discuss all of the relevant themes and opportunities for engaging in a senior 

agreement. In other words, one might say that while the campaign represents the political 

vision, the local dialogue, planning and contract self-governing technologies that are to put the 

political vision into practice so that it fits the interests and needs of the individual company. 

 The campaign was directed at the firm as a social entity and autonomous actor. The 

campaign consisted of advertisements and contributions in daily newspapers and magazines, 

television advertising, brochures and a website with all of the information concerning the 

senior-relevant questions6. The website presented a number of good “cases”, i.e. examples 

from companies that had already entered into senior agreements. The campaign included the 

decision to utilise a dual strategy. Part of the campaign was specifically aimed at older wage 

earners, while another part of the campaign was directed at the company management. 

 The part of the campaign aimed at older wage earners accounted for all of the 

advantages that a wage earner can enjoy by gradually retiring from the labour market. The 

older wage earners were encouraged to contact their employer and have a senior agreement 

drafted for them. Interviews with older wage earners who have already entered into such an 

arrangement were used in the campaign (Beskæftigelsesministeriet, 2006B). Older employees 

with seniors agreements make comments such as: “For the most part, I now only have to work 

with the things that I find interesting. I have fewer responsibilities, but also less stress.” “It is 

stimulating to meet colleagues and customers four days a week and then use the last day of 

the week on myself, my family.” Etc. 

 In part of the campaign aimed at company management, the focus was six theme 

events that were carried out in six different locations. Approximately 8500 managers and 

human resources managers were sent invitations via email and conventional post to 

participate in the six so-called “on-the-way-home meetings”, where Minister of Employment 

Claus Hjort Frederiksen appeared in person to introduce the senior agreement concept, and a 

number of companies that had already introduced senior agreements presented their 

appearances. Emphasis was placed on the fact that it can pay to introduce senior agreements, 

i.e. it is good for the bottom line. More than 1000 employers and representatives for the social 

partners participated in the meetings. 

 It was suggested at the “on-the-way-home meetings” that a so-called “Senior practice 

award” be introduced. This award could be given to a company that already has a good senior 

practice and could serve as a good example for others. The individual firm could nominate 

                                                           
6 A self-evaluation has shown that knowledge about the campaign is rather extensive 

(UMLOUD UNTD 2006). 
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itself for the award. The award would provide a sense of honour, some publicity and a 

diploma. The award was presented to a company for the first time on December 7, 2006. 

 

4. Value-based management 

 

There are no direct or indirect coercive mechanisms in Denmark, e.g. in the form of legislation-

based employment protection, which stimulate the emergence of age management in public 

and private companies. Nevertheless, there are many companies that have taken the initiative 

to practice age management, just as a great number of companies have been involved with the 

Ministry of Employment age management campaigns. The question then becomes what kind 

of companies are disposed towards connecting to culture governance? 

 There is a lack of systematic studies in Denmark shedding light on what kind of 

companies are inclined to connect to culture governance in relation to questions concerning 

age management. However, the results from the existing studies indicate (1) that the size of 

the firm is important, i.e. the greater the size of the company, the greater the likelihood that it 

will practice age management; (2) that the composition of human capital in the company is 

important, i.e. the more knowledge-intensive the company, the more it is inclined to practice 

age management, and (3) that the company management strategy and philosophy is 

important: glancing over the Ministry of Employment website, it becomes clear that many of 

the companies providing examples of best practices are also renowned for practicing value-

based management. 

 Value-based management is about deliberately applying values as a strategic 

regulatory instrument. Value-based management is made part of the discourse as a set of 

limited – but significant – values indicating where the company is going and why. Rules for 

behaviour are replaced with fundamental common values, which are formulated on the basis 

of an overriding vision and which can be applied to determine what is right and wrong, 

acceptable behaviour etc. in a given situation. These values thus comprise a frame of reference 

for assumptions, opinions, norms and expectations, and the values ensure the existence of a 

shared identity and understanding of shared objectives for development. In other words, the 

values are the overriding criteria for assessments, decisions and actions in the organisation. 

 Value-based management represents a shift away from hierarchical steering that tends 

to undermine the competency of the individual employee. Value-based management is 

characterised by a flatter and process-oriented structure building on dialogue with the 

employees. Value-based management thus supports the development of the individual’s sense 

of responsibility and co-ownership in relation to the company values and objectives. Other 

things being equal, this increases the individual employee’s sense of belonging and 

involvement in the organisation. As an employee, one can no longer have an instrumental 

relationship to one’s work. One can no longer merely perceive oneself as a “production 
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factor”. One must consider oneself to be an individual who both wants autonomy and a 

meaningful job, including opportunities and the competency to make decisions. To the point, 

one can say that value-based management represents a shift away from external regulation via 

rules and control to a form of internal regulation in the form of accepting the company 

objectives and values.  

 Value-based management couples the internally and externally oriented activities in 

the organisation (Dumond 2000). Internally, value-based management comprises an important 

element in creating a sense of cohesion and performance across departments, national 

borders and personnel groups, i.e. value-based management creates a so-called corporate 

spirit and a common internal frame of reference. Externally, the values of the company play a 

role for how the others, i.e. customers, competitors, the public etc. regard the company. The 

corporate values are thus employed in a manner that distinguishes it from others and 

reinforces the corporate image, reputation and customer loyalty. In other words, the 

corporate values are applied externally in relation to branding. 

 On a more general level, the emergence of corporate value-based self-mobilisation is 

to be understood in light of general developments in society, i.e. the transition from industrial 

society to the knowledge-based society, individualisation processes and the formation of post-

material values, the effect of which is that traditional rewards such as pay and the like no 

longer serve as a sufficient incentive for work. Moreover, work has become more flexible and 

fluid, the organisations have become more complex, etc. This does not harmonise with 

traditional managerial tools such as rule-steering, instructions, commands and control. Finally, 

the knowledge of the employees has become a decisive corporate resource. One of the central 

managerial responsibilities has therefore become the nursing and maintaining the corporate 

knowledge resources, e.g. in the form of ongoing skills and competency development and 

lifelong-learning, which also appeals to the social responsibility of the corporation etc. In as 

much as the management in a value-based community can hardly permit itself to consume and 

thereafter dispose of the individual employee, it is quite natural for companies employing 

value-based management to connect to the campaigns about age management. 

 

5. Effects and feedback 

 

Culture governance suggests observing oneself, making oneself responsible and constructing 

one’s own sense of individuality. And those who either cannot, will not or do not understand 

how to connect with the new forms of steering will – other things being equal – be uncoupled 

from late modernity. As there is talk of self-government, the individual must accept 

responsibility for his own possible failures as well as his own choices. However, the distinction 

between success and failure can no longer be described along the well-known systemic lines 

(e.g. unemployed vs. employed etc.). As the distinction between success and failure is 
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conditioned upon the ability and willingness of the individual to accept risks, the new 

demarcations run between those who have the capacity to be entrepreneurs and those who 

are irrelevant (Born & Jensen, 2010). Those lacking the capacity to engage in strategic dialogue 

about how to deal with the common challenges in practice are irrelevant. The result is that 

exclusion is a private affair that remains hidden on the societal level. 

 At the level of the group and organisation, the ability to couple oneself to strategic 

communication strengthens the internal cohesion and sense of sharing a common destiny. An 

output-oriented culture is created that generates agreement, harmony and cooperation 

regarding common goals for development. In such a group, ‘strong ties’ are created 

(Granovetter, 1995) in classless communities. Somewhat paradoxically, this fosters inward-

looking identities, where one delimits oneself in relation to other competing groups and 

organisations. In other words, openness is created in a loyal and vertical dialogue with the 

political leadership, while the result on the horizontal level is e.g. that the labour market is 

segmented or compartmentalised. For example, age management will – other things being 

equal – create a structure of functionally flexible enterprises (e.g. different angels). 

 Culture governance has by no means eliminated the need for the earlier forms of social 

protection. However, the emergence of culture governance signifies a shift in the socio-

political orientations. Culture governance shifts the focus to equal opportunities (rather than 

equal income), thereby creating a future-oriented ‘investment’ rather than a ‘consumption’ 

model in social policy. Thus, culture governance aims at creating new opportunities by means 

of future-focused and future-oriented investments in human and social capital. These 

investments are beneficial, not only for the individuals themselves, but also for the local 

community as a whole. Investment in human capital, lifelong learning and lifetime access to 

education and training – rather than economic maintenance – are the pivotal point in the 

reordering of social policy. This is a major way that ‘passive’ expenditures are replaced by an 

active society and active citizenship. Via continuous learning and adaptability, individuals and 

local communities are thus able to meet new global challenges because of improved 

employability, which in turn enables them to support themselves through paid work. The 

effect here is that the traditional social policy in the form of early retirement and old age 

pensions, health services etc. is residualised. 

 Culture governance represents a strong challenge to the existing welfare state. This 

owes to the fact that culture governance is a reformulation of the interest structure and the 

parliamentary, corporative and hierarchical interest influence – and thereby the logic that has 

made it possible to formulate the ‘path-dependency’ and ‘stickiness’ hypotheses (e.g. Pierson 

1994, 2001). In this manner, culture governance also represents a growing challenge for the 

so-called ‘parliamentary chain of command’, which is often regarded as assisting in the genesis 

of a spontaneous, open, free and ordinary conversation between equal citizens and common 

events. And it forms a challenge for democracy, which is not just about creating success and 

influence via direct participation, but also opens up for the participation of laypeople in the 

political community as interested spectators, reflexive individuals or active citizens. 
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 Culture governance recasts and restructures input conditions. This can ultimately 

become a genuine democratic problem if citizens who are involved in an ordinary manner are 

excluded or exclude themselves from participation in networks or partnerships and if 

partnerships uncouple themselves from classic democratic norms of citizenship regarding 

freedom and equality. The democratic problem that is thus created is not just about the 

atomisation of people and systematic suppression. To the contrary, it is about the 

circumstance that the political development only activates the few who are able, willing and 

actually understand how to engage in strategic communication about attaining success or 

influence – not via the use of coercion, but via dialogue, participation and mutual criticism. 

 Ultimately, representative democracy can end up in a delicate situation, because the 

identity formation associated with the formal institutions and the legitimate domain tends to 

be experienced as secondary in relation to the identity formation that proceeds via the goal-

oriented rationale of culture governance. In Denmark, there would already appear to be a 

tendency towards young persons in particular identifying more closely and passionately with 

the values of culture governance about being willing, able and actually doing something 

oneself (alone or together with others) rather than identifying with the former norms 

associated with citizenship (Bang, 2003). 

 

6. Concluding remarks 

 

Governance reorganizes the institutional production of welfare in late modernity. Governance 

is fertilized – if not catalysed – by new steering mechanisms, that is, for instance, cultural 

steering, which helps to reorient the cultural orientation of social actors. As such, culture 

governance supports the formation of a new welfare architecture and at the same time 

contributes to a reformulation of the notion of citizenship; first and foremost via the support 

from the state to the development of problem solving capabilities in society via the 

fortification of local communities. 

 

In this process, the state shares power with a range of social actors in the form of local 

partnerships as a new means of delivering public policy. In the case of age management, the 

firm – not the individual – becomes the central entity in the social organisation. Social policy 

shifts from being a state-individual relationship to being a state-firm relationship. Culture 

governance is thus aimed at making something happen in the firm, rather than making 

something happen to the firm. In effect, strategic and value-based management are in the 

process of becoming the new core for citizenship, which assumes the form of “corporate 

citizenship” (cf. Bang 2005b:112). This also questions whether governance actually multiplies 

channels and opportunities for individuals to shape their own future. 
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