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Introduction 

 

Welfare states across and beyond the EU face significant challenges related 

to the rise in the number of people of working age claiming „sickness‟, 

„incapacity‟ or „disability‟ benefits. The increasing numbers claiming these 

benefits raises a number of immediate and long-term issues for policy 

makers. This paper will focus on experiences and policy responses in 

Denmark and the UK, but these nations are not alone in facing a serious 

„‟disability benefits problem‟. Other social democratic welfare states such as 

Sweden and Norway have reported similarly high rates of disability benefits 

dependency (Kemp 2006); leading nations in the continental activation 

movement like the Netherlands have been forced to acknowledge the 

„debacle‟ represented by large-scale disability benefits claiming (Nickell and 

van Ours 2000); and even the liberal United States, despite its limited 

spending of welfare benefits, saw a rapid growth in „social security disability‟ 

claiming during much of the 1990s and 2000s (Autor and Duggan 2006; 

McVicar 2006). Policy makers in such diverse welfare states share a 

concern over the implications of large numbers of people of working claiming 
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disability benefits. Beyond the fiscal pressures placed on welfare budgets, 

there is substantial evidence that long periods out of work can contribute to 

poor health as well as increasing the risk of poverty (Davidson and Kemp 

2008). From a labour markets perspective, high levels of economic inactivity 

restrict the supply of human capital, so that skills and experience become 

unavailable to potential employers. Finally, and perhaps crucially, longer 

term population ageing has raised concerns around the need for more 

citizens to be economically active, and active for longer (Loretto et al 2007). 

For these and other reasons, as we will see below, substantially reducing 

the numbers claiming disability benefits remains a priority for policy makers 

across welfare states, including Denmark and the UK. 

 

Given that high levels of working age sickness/disability has emerged as a 

policy problem in many countries, in some cases the focus for activation and 

employability policies has shifted from those unemployed and actively 

seeking work, to those claiming disability benefits. The development of 

activation strategies for this client group throws up a number of challenges 

for policy makers. People experiencing working age sickness/reduced work 

capacity are likely to face a complex combination of barriers linked to health, 

employability gaps, the workplace and the labour market. It has been 

suggested that a combination of tailored strategies will therefore be required 

if the most disadvantaged of this client group are to make progress towards 

the labour market and secure sustainable transitions to work. 
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This extended abstract lays out the foundations for a full paper that will be 

presented at ESPAnet 2011. The paper will explore the nature and extent of 

the „disability benefits‟ problem in the diverse welfare state contexts of 

Denmark and the UK. It will report on if and how both countries have 

developed tailored solutions to deliver health, wellbeing and employability 

outcomes for people on disability benefits. Finally, the paper will seek to 

explain differences and similarities in the approaches adopted in the two 

countries, and apparent differences in the successes and failures of 

strategies adopted to address the disability benefits problem.  

 

Structure of the paper 

 

The paper will be structured as follows: 

 

 The nature and extent of the disability benefits problem in Denmark and the 

UK – an initial section will explore trends in the numbers/proportion of the 

working age population claiming main disability benefits or reporting reduced 

work capacity in each country, discussing any notable specific 

demographic/other predictors (for example, in both countries certain 

disability benefits have provided routes to early retirement for some older 

workers, while in the UK disability benefits claiming tends to be concentrated 

in particular post-industrial geographies/labour markets and among lower 

skilled groups). 
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 The nature of the policy context in each country – a second section will trace 

the evolution of policy in each country, providing a very brief historical 

context on benefits and activation policy for people with sickness/disability; a 

discussion of recent trends in activation/welfare reform, including changes in 

benefits/pension entitlements, the emergence of targeted activation, 

subsidised work placement programmes and other employability-focused 

interventions (for example, the „fleksjobs‟ initiative in Denmark), and 

changes to levels of compulsion and conditionality within the benefits 

system.   

 Towards convergence in activating people experiencing working age 

sickness and disability? An analysis section will consider the extent and 

nature of any convergence around a shared policy reform agendas in 

Denmark and the UK. Here we will argue that Denmark appears to have 

adopted an „integrated work-focused model‟. There is a strong focus on 

retaining and reintegrating sick/disabled people in work, but to do so the 

state, the individual and the employer all play key roles. Many interventions 

to activate and reintegrate people with health/disability problems are 

integrated within the employer/workplace context. The state seeks to 

facilitate this by investing in subsidised placements as part of activation, and 

supporting the fleksjobs approach. Employers and workplaces have, to 

some extent, accepted the need to make adjustments to provide fleksjobs 

opportunities. There has been some tightening of benefits eligibility, implying 

that the individual citizen is increasingly expected to take up opportunities 

and contribute up to their work capacity. The evolving Danish model might 
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therefore be generally characterised as sharing the responsibility for 

maintaining and reintegrating people with ill health and disability in the 

labour market. We might argue that, in contrast, the UK appears to have 

adopted an „individualised work first model‟. The state has increasing sought 

to limit its support to the individual (through restricting access to benefits and 

increasing means-testing, including for the first time the extensive means-

testing of disability benefits). Successive changes to benefits system have 

increased conditionality, compulsion and sanctions on people claiming 

disability benefits. A more stringent „Work Capability Assessment‟ has been 

designed to measure claimants fitness for work, resulting in the vast majority 

of people with health problems being directed towards standard 

unemployment benefits and activation, or „work-related activity‟ as a 

condition of receiving the new main disability benefit „Employment and 

Support Allowance‟. There has been far less state intervention in the 

workplace. Despite some „light touch‟ government initiatives to encourage 

employers to prioritise occupational health, and measures to enforce 

compliance with equalities legislation, there has been limited proactive 

initiative to encourage employers to facilitate or encourage adaptation and 

adjustment in the workplace (crucially, the UK has no large-scale equivalent 

of Denmark‟s fleksjobs model). An analysis of the UK model might lead us to 

conclude that government continues to assume that employers have the 

right to demand „employable‟ people based on an assumption of full work 

capacity, with relatively limited emphasis on the need to make adaptations 
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for people with reduced capacity. The responsibility is seen as lying with the 

individual to find work and cope with their own health problems.  

 Explaining differences in the approaches to working age sickness adopted in 

Denmark and the UK. A final section will explore the range of factors that 

may help to explain both common and distinctive features of the Danish and 

UK approaches to reintegrating people with health problems and disabilities 

in the labour market. We will consider the legacy of welfare regimes – To 

what extent can the more integrated and collectivist model adopted in 

Denmark be seen as reflecting social democratic welfare norms, while the 

more individualised model in UK (with a less interventionist role for the state 

in reintegration and little demand for employers to proactively assist in 

solutions) arguably reflects liberal welfare traditions? Does the social 

partnership tradition in Denmark mean that employers are more open to the 

idea of collaborating with individuals and the state to facilitate work at 

reduced capacity? We will also discuss constructions of, and approaches to 

understanding, working age sickness/disability in the two countries. Are the 

two countries different in the extent to which there is an acknowledgement 

that sick/disabled people have different capacities and require different 

levels of support from the state and in the workplace? Have debate around 

the „social model of disability‟ played out differently in the two countries? 

How disability benefits is defined and understood may shape policy debates 

on the different needs of disabled people, and therefore influence the extent 

to which there is an acceptance of the need for targeted and/or tailored 

approaches for those on these benefits. This section will also address other 
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potential policy influences. Is there evidence that Denmark has been 

influenced by thinking emerging from other Nordic welfare states on 

„workability‟? In the UK, the „dependency culture‟ debate has clearly 

penetrated discussions of people claiming disability benefits – we will 

discuss the extent to which this is less the case in Denmark. Finally, 

disability benefits claiming is geographically concentrated in certain regions 

in the UK, which has led to suggestions that people on disability benefits are 

the „hidden unemployed‟ who have become trapped on benefits because of 

the lack of job opportunities in depressed, post-industrial labour markets. 

Given that there does not appear to be the same sort of geographical 

concentration of working age sickness/disability in Denmark, it may be that 

the „hidden unemployed‟ concept has had less influence, possibly explaining 

the distinctive approach taken to supporting people with reduced work 

capacity.  

 Conclusions and implications for policy – a conclusions section will seek to 

identify key differences and commonalities in the approaches taken in 

Denmark and the UK; assess the appropriateness of current policy agendas 

to addressing the complex needs of people on disability benefits; and 

identify priorities for future policy development. 
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