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Abstract 

The prevalence and significance of activation policies in Europe are unquestionable.  The 

design, content and implementation of activation policies have been the subject of vigorous 

research for more than a decade.  Activation is now deeply embedded across the range of 

welfare state types.  This stage of development provides an ideal vantage point to reflect on 

processes of change in the governance of activation. This paper outlines broad trends in the 

governance of activation policies in Europe, focusing on processes of decentralization and 

centralization in Sweden (characterised by a context of balanced national and local level 

governance of policies, cultivated within a strong tradition of active labour market policies); 

the Netherlands (where there has been a deliberate shift in governance towards the local 

level); and the UK (typified by highly centralized decision making in policy design but local 
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variation in delivery, allowing minimal roles for social partners). The comparison sets out 

different paths of decentralization and examines how these processes interact and overlap 

with modes of centralization/coordination of policies.  Finally, we investigate the interface 

between the modes of decentralization and centralization on the one hand and the 

design/contents of the activation policies on the other.     
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Introduction 

In the search for an optimal organization of welfare policies, the territorial dispersion of 

authority has in recent years gained increasing attention; especially salient through a wave of 

reforms that addressed service administration and delivery. This trend also involves activation 

policies directed at social assistance recipients; a policy area that’s prevalence and significance 

in Europe nowadays is unquestionable. The design, content and implementation of activation 

policies have been the subject of vigorous research for more than a decade (e.g. van Berkel 

and Borghi 2008).       

 

During the last decades, a host of reforms addressed the institutional structure of income 

protection and activation services by efforts to replace centralized hierarchical, rule-driven 

administrations with decentralized management. The inflexible and top-down nature of policy 

formation and fragmented structures of welfare policies were identified as reasons for the 

necessities to introduce new modes of governance (Finn 2000). Processes of decentralization 

and centralization resulted in shifts within the framework of a vertical division of power (Pollitt 

2005, van Berkel 2006, Minas and Överby 2010) and sub-national levels of government 

became not only responsible for delivery and provision of services but increasingly shoulder 

regulative and financing tasks. Transferring autonomy to sub-national levels is based on the 

assumption that smaller units provide services better and are better suited to adapt programs 

to local circumstances. It is further assumed that decentralization offers a route to reinforce 

democracy by moving decision-making closer to the citizens and that central governments are 

better at setting directions for policy than they are at actually delivering those policies 

(“steering not rowing”, Osborne and Gaebler 1992). Thus, decentralization has become a 

central principle of public policy reforms all over Europe (Pollitt et al 1998). Transformation of 

formal power from the central state to sub-national levels is, however, far from a new 

phenomenon. It has been the prevailing trend ever since the Second World War, most 

pronounced in Europe but also present in most other parts of the world (Hooghe & Marks 

2001). Changes in the balance of power have of course not only occurred in one way. Instead 

the development of social systems is characterized by continuous processes of balancing and 

rebalancing national and local responsibilities and powers, rather than by straightforward 

decentralization. So after a period of extensive decentralization, it seems that in some 
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countries the trend towards vertical downwards shifting of power is loosing some ground. It is 

recognized that decentralization has resulted in poor coordination, difficulties in coherence 

and accountability as well as unequal treatment of citizens living in different parts of the 

country and difficulties of the national level to get an overall picture of the content and quality 

of the innumerable  existing local projects (Peters 2008, Minas and Øverbye 2010); problems 

causing a need for new reforms. This host of reforms is, however, not simply a return to the 

previous status, but an ambition of some states to regain lost control. How do these 

decentralization and (re-)centralization processes look in relation to activation policies 

directed at social assistance recipients?  

 

Changes in the territorial dimension of activation policies directed at social assistance 

recipients are especially interesting since they challenge the distribution of responsibilities 

across policy areas often located at different territorial levels. On the one hand we have the 

macro-nature of unemployment policies and on the other hand the local level of activation 

services (Karjalainen and Saikku 2010); as well as, in most countries, local social assistance 

versus national unemployment benefits schemes. This article will therefore compare the 

processes of decentralization and centralization in the governance of activation policies within 

social assistance schemes in the countries involved in this project with specific emphasis on 

the three countries Sweden, the UK and the Netherlands. The comparison will focus on 

different paths of decentralization and on how decentralization processes overlap or occur 

simultaneously with various modes of centralization and coordination of policies. This 

comparison is based on institutional and discursive analysis, including cross-sectional and 

qualitative data.  

 

When doing cross-country comparisons, the significance of decentralization and centralization 

depends on the starting point. The balance of authority between central and local government 

varies from country to country as a result of, for example different political and institutional 

structures and practices. Consequently, de- and centralization processes differ in already 

highly decentralized countries from those in more centralized countries (Pollitt, 2005). It may 

also be easier for highly centralized countries to perform radical decentralization reforms than 

for countries where power is initially shared between various levels of governance (Pierson, 
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2000). Sweden is here an example of a highly decentralized state. Power has been extensively 

transferred from the national to the local level and local politicians are comparatively 

independent from national government (Page & Goldsmith 1987). On the other hand we have 

the traditionally highly centralised UK where power resides within central government or core 

executives. The Netherlands can be located somewhere in-between.   

  

Different starting points also become clear when focusing more specifically on how social 

assistance systems are designed in these three countries. In the UK, no locally administered 

social assistance scheme exists: both unemployment benefits and social assistance are 

administered by a national agency, Jobcentre Plus. In Sweden and the Netherlands, 

municipalities are responsible for administering social assistance. But whereas the Dutch social 

assistance scheme is largely funded nationally, the Swedish is funded by local taxes, 

highlighting its highly decentralized nature. 

 

Vertical transformations: depending on the starting point 

Of course, territorial up- and downwards movements can be assumed to be preconditioned by 

contextual structures. State structure can be seen as an essential precondition and a common 

distinction is the one between unitary and federal states. In unitary states, the centralization of 

political institutions enhances the capacity of the centre to control the development of the 

social services and stands as the guarantor of social and economic security. In highly political 

decentralized or federal states the development of the social services has in contrast often 

been shared between the central and sub-national level,  thus constraining the command and 

control efforts by the central state to develop uniform state-wide social services and national 

institutions. A situation often called institutional fragmentation. In a concentrated system the 

government can enforce reforms of welfare state expansion however; the same is not true in 

fragmented polities. In the latter case, the government is confronted with certain veto players, 

who can exploit institutionalized veto points to obstruct expansion reforms if they have an 

interest in doing so (Elazar 1991, Moreno and McEven 2005).   
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The extent to which activation policies for minimum income recipients are centralized, 

devolved, localized or some mixture of the three varies widely between countries (van Berkel 

et al (2011). In some cases, national governments formulate a nationally determined 

framework where municipalities are supposed to act within whereas in others national 

governments have seen it as their role to facilitate local experimentation in terms of activation 

and coordination or as in some federal (or quasi federal) countries, the national government 

has no responsibility at all for activation of social assistance recipients. So alternatives, 

possibilities and heritage in policy change are rather different.  

 

The UK and also France represent highly centralized systems and recent reforms in the 

government of activation have not changed that picture. The central state in the UK continues 

to mandate changes; despite significant reforms that decentralized responsibility in activation 

policies these changes have at the same time strengthened the position of the centre. Also in 

France changes have occurred. Despite being a highly centralized country, decentralization has 

been a gradual process of institutional change over many years. So were competencies for 

vocational training transferred to the regional level and later on the responsibilities for the 

implementation of RSA (Active Solidarity Income) to the level of the Département. (However, 

the regulation of eligibility criteria remained in the hand of the state). The content of 

activation programmes and the criteria for being granted activation are fully decided by the 

Départements. Institutional path dependency can also be observed in federal Switzerland, in 

the sense that legislation and financing of the system has not changed. Yet, tendencies 

towards regionalization, in the sense of transferring autonomy upwards, especially concerning 

activation of social assistance recipients have become apparent that might lead to some 

fundamental changes. A decentralized structure, but not as far-reaching as in Switzerland, is 

the case in the Netherlands, Sweden and Finland. Recent reforms in these countries both 

strengthened and weakened the local level of government despite the different content of the 

reforms.   
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Territorial dimension of activation policies  

Yet, even if we can state in a general manner that activation policies regarding social 

assistance recipients have been accompanied in many European countries by processes of 

vertical changes (van Berkel et al 2011), the conditions under which territorial changes take 

place are important to look at in greater depth since they may have considerable 

consequences for the balance of power between actors at various levels of government. A 

fruitful distinction for analyzing various paths of decentralization is the one distinguishing 

between three paired and overlapping types of territorial changes: political and administrative 

decentralization, competitive and non-competitive decentralization, and internal 

decentralization and devolution (Pollitt et al. 1998). The first pair refers to the allocation of 

authority between territorial levels. Political decentralization implies a transfer of authority 

from central government to elected sub-national political representatives and aims to give 

citizens or their elected representatives’ regulative power in public decision-making. 

Administrative decentralization in turn is about redistributing authority for providing public 

services among different levels of government such as to field units of government agencies, 

subordinate units or levels of government, semi-autonomous public authorities or 

corporations, or area-wide, regional or functional authorities (World Bank 2001). One point of 

reference is the influence of New Public Management (NPM) ideas. NPM-inspired 

administrative reforms seek inspiration in private sector management norms and values and 

uses administrative decentralization as a government tool for increasing managerial 

autonomy. Instead of regulating activities of managers top-down, administrative authority is 

given to “line” personnel. Competitive versus non-competitive decentralization refers to the 

means by which authority is passed to an agency and whether or not competition is involved. 

Internal or external decentralization refers to the issue whether authority is passed within the 

organisation or to an independent entity outside the organisation.  

 

The movement towards decentralization occurring simultaneously with various processes of 

centralization is of importance when investigating ways in which national governments try to 

balance regional/local autonomy in policy making and policy implementation with exercising 

control over sub-national levels and ensuring that actors on lower levels act in accordance with 

national intentions. As shown for changes in the territorial governance of social assistance 
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policies in several European countries, a complex mix of decentralization and centralization 

trends took place during the last 20 years (Minas and Øverbye 2010). These tendencies implied 

a trend towards more lower-level governments’ autonomy (regions or municipalities) on the 

one hand and a trend toward increased indirect higher-level control (monitoring, supervision) 

over the more autonomous social assistance decisions taken by lower levels on the other 

hand1. So despite the dogma of decentralization or because of problems that arose in highly 

decentralized and often fragmented contexts the dominant principle of decentralization is 

questioned in some countries (e.g. the Nordic countries). Thus, centralization can on one side 

be understood as a reaction against decentralization that has gone too far. However, the 

simultaneous transfer of power up and downwards can also be understood as a new way of 

steering policy areas by delegating operational responsibility for activation policies to local 

agencies and at the same time increasing control over local level governments by means of 

setting performance goals or supervision in the policy area. This gives the centre the possibility 

to retain the division of power between local and central level by and at the same time 

creating new coordinated solutions with respect to the delivery of welfare services 

(Christensen and Lagreid 2007).  

 

Territorial changes in activation policies might furthermore have an impact on the contents of 

the activation policies. Decentralization thus can result in an increasing differentiation of 

rights, service availability and service quality (van Berkel 2008, Bergmark and Minas 2010). 

Management and implementation can for example take place in increasingly fragmented and 

uncertain contexts that are characterized by a high degree of negotiation among the actors 

involved. That can result in that actors located at various territorial levels assess, decide or 

provide support to excluded people by applying different criteria for eligibility, compensation 

level or benefit duration, thus jeopardize citizens’ essential social rights. Decentralization of 

authority can also result in excluding certain groups of unemployed (e.g. social assistance 

recipients) from national labour market programs and instead make these dependend on the 

existence of sub-national activation programs; of often varying content and quality. 

Fragmentation can furthermore be linked to cooperation problems with the risk of loosing 

people that are not able to navigate in the more and more specialized welfare states 

                                                           
1
 The foci of higher-level control differ between the countries and can imply the national level e.g. the 

Nordic countries or the regional level in South European countries.   
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structures, some of them will get lost or receive support too late. The potential consequences 

of changes that implied a centralization of responsibility include, for example, the increased 

availability in welfare programs. In general, one can state that the way how vertical solutions 

operate, and with what intent, has a major influence on how horizontal forms of coordination 

develop at the local level. The complexity of governance and design is illustrated by Newman 

(2001). She emphasized that whereas hierarchical governance represents strong legitimacy 

and stability, and the capacity to deliver uniform services, markets and networks are bases on 

weaker legitimacy (in terms of accountability) but both offer more dynamic ways of delivering 

change and innovation. The realization of social rights is a crucial question in this aspect.  

 

Different paths of decentralization 

Theoretically, the governance literature might lead us to expect a broad European trend 

towards decentralization in the activation of social assistance recipients, followed by a 

backlash of recentralization.  However, when we examine country-specific developments 

complexities abound.  It is very difficult to identify unambiguous processes of decentralization, 

which are usually interconnected with other processes of governance reform.  In fact, 

concurrent shifts towards marketisation and managerialism can alter our interpretation of 

political or administrative decentralization, since national governments might use contractual 

control to increase central monitoring and ensure stricter compliance, as was the case in 

Australia and is increasingly likely in the UK (Wright et al. 2011).   Disparities can be found in 

some cases between the decentralization of functions and the levels at which funding is raised, 

decisions are taken and services are provided.  In Italy, for example, there has been a definite 

decentralization of functions such as social assistance administration and employment 

services, but without the backing of resources to ensure effective services at local level.  

Whereas in Germany employability profiling is conducted at national level, but contracting 

with delivery agents takes place at regional level.   

 

In this section, we identify variation in the nature, direction, timing, pace and extent of 

decentralization in relation to the distinct trajectories of Sweden, the UK and the Netherlands.  

As we have argued above, these country cases provide interesting examples because of their 
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different starting points, with Sweden representing one end of the continuum with a pre-

existing high level of localism for administering social assistance and activation services and 

the UK marking the other extreme, retaining a high degree of centralization despite political 

devolution and market-related fragmentation at local level.  The Netherlands offers a balance, 

with evidence of both centralised control and decentralizing impulses in a context of rapid and 

radical governance reform. 

 

Sweden – the youth activation boomerang 

Active labour market policies in Sweden have such a long tradition, spanning almost a century, 

that their meaning and embedded significance share little with the more superficial forms of 

work first reform that have been popularised in the residual social assistance schemes of 

English-speaking countries.  Politically, the unitary state has always operated alongside self-

governing principalities to produce moderate and incremental policy and governance 

developments.  Although the Swedish path of decentralization (Minas, 2011) occurred from a 

position of pre-existing local welfare provision (in co-operation with the public employment 

service), it was the national government that held authority to set the parameters of reform.  

The activation of young unemployed people provides a clear example of decentralization and 

subsequent re-entralization.  In the mid 1990s, municipal budgets came under pressure 

following high unemployment and a rise in the number of people claiming social assistance.  

The national government devolved responsibility for the activation of uninsured young 

unemployed people to local level, where municipalities had power to design policies and 

decide delivery.  At first this involved voluntary labour market programmes and in 1998 was 

extended to allow mandatory participation and sanctioning of assistance benefits for non-

compliance.  This decentralization involved an increased number of actors and municipal 

activation programmes began to replace those provided by public employment services.  A 

decade later, in 2007, after the variety of local activation services produced poor results for 

the most disadvantaged groups, a concern for welfare standards prompted the Swedish 

national government to take back control of policy and services for young social assistance 

recipients.  The PES now provide active labour market programmes for young unemployed 

people and a job guarantee scheme was introduced for 16-24 year olds registered as 

unemployed for more than three months.  This was an explicit example of de- and then re-
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entralization of a discrete policy area, which was also motivated by the difficulties in 

monitoring and controlling municipal services for young unemployed people. 

 

The Netherlands – disorientated decentralization 

As a hybrid welfare regime type that has experienced a dramatic rise in the number of women 

in paid employment as well as a neo-liberal influence on radical marketisation of activation 

services, the Netherlands provides another interesting case study of governance reform (van 

Berkel and de Graaf, 2011).  Like Sweden, the Dutch municipalities had an established history 

of administering social assistance and a corporatist tradition that afforded negotiation with 

strong social partners.  Changes in the governance of activation began in the 1980s and 

intensified during a rapid and uncoordinated phase of reform in the 1990s which resulted in 

the exclusion of social partners from benefit management.  Decentralization took place, but 

was not a clear-cut process and appears as part of an ambiguous mix of governance reforms, 

which also included simultaneous centralization (see below).  Radical marketisation of 

activation services can be interpreted as an extreme example of what Pollitt and Bouchaert 

(2000) term ‘competitive decentralization’.  Both deregulation and political decentralization 

were evident in the abolition of national activation programmes for social assistance 

recipients.  Since the early 21st century, policies regarding activation services have been agreed 

between local welfare agencies and the benefit agency.  However, there is an interesting 

parallel with the Swedish experience in relation to young unemployed social assistance 

recipients (aged under 27 in the Netherlands), who have been singled out for special 

treatment – since legislation in 2009 municipalities have been obliged to make a training or job 

offer to this group.   

 

More broadly, decentralization has involved the devolution of responsibility from national to 

regional level for purchasing activation services from external agencies.  This process involved 

‘Individual Reintegration Agreements’ which offer a degree of choice to unemployed people in 

their activation plan and preferred provider.  Like in Sweden, this increased the number of 

actors at local level, but in the Dutch case, the out-sourcing of activation became obligatory for 

the UWV and local welfare agencies in 2002.  However, shortly afterwards, the Social 
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Assistance Act 2004 resulted in a reversal of the requirement for local welfare agencies to out-

source when purchasing activation services for social assistance recipients, who can now 

provide these in-house as well as externally.  Rising numbers of social assistance claims have 

placed pressure on municipal budgets, which are now based on incentives – i.e. municipalities 

keep any money they save from the annual social assistance budget (reminiscent of the 

changes to state budgets in the US when Clinton’s Temporary Assistance to Needy Families 

replaced Aid to Families with Dependent Children in 1996).  This strengthened municipal 

financial responsibilities, but reinforced the central government desire for cost-cutting through 

the means of financial incentives to control behaviour at municipal level.   

 

Most recently, the creation of a new benefits agency in 2009 combined PES and benefit 

functions for both those with entitlement to insurance and assistance based benefits into the 

new UWV WERKbedrijf (UWV Work Company).  This new ‘one stop shop’ is similar to 

Jobcentre Plus in the UK and is a development that can also be found in many other countries, 

including Germany (c.f. Clasen et al.  2001). The creation of  UWV WERKbedrijf represents a 

decentralization in the sense that the organisation was established as semi-autonomous from 

government and brought together previously separate functions.  However, this change also 

signals a form of centralization.  There is continued tension between flexibility at local level 

and central steering, which involves ongoing cooperation.   

 

UK – centralization in disguise? 

Although the UK was a relative late-comer to activation (especially in comparison to the Nordic 

countries), engagement with governance reforms was a different matter. In contrast with most 

European countries, the UK was an early governance reformer, beginning processes of 

decentralization in the 1980s under a radical neo-liberal influence.  The starting position of the 

UK was almost unique amongst western welfare states in the high degree of central mandate 

over fields of social security and employment services.  The political system has never allowed 

social partners or regional/local government influential roles in policy or delivery of income 

maintenance policies.  This situation remained unchanged even after territorial devolution in 

1999, which created the Scottish Parliament and Welsh Assemblyi, since the UK-wide 
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Department for Work and Pensions retained control of both national policy and budgets. Like 

the Netherlands (van Berkel, 2010), the pace of change was fast and marketisation went hand-

in-hand with decentralization.  For over 20 years, cost-cutting has dominated the reform logic 

and managerialism has been imposed widely in a process that has discredited large-scale 

public bureaucracy (Clarke and Newman, 1997). 

 

Organisationally, decentralization was evident when the Employment Service was established 

in 1990 as an executive agency semi-autonomous from government.  However, central control 

remained tight and since the late 1990s, has been increasingly dependent on contractualised 

methods of compliance and control.  In 2002, Jobcentre Plus was created in a merger of the 

Benefits Agency and Employment Service.  This created a single point of contact for benefit 

recipients and allowed for work focussed interviews for social assistance recipients, thus 

widening the activation net.  Since 2007, marketised delivery has become common place, in a 

market dominated by large private providers, for the activation of long-term social assistance 

recipients.  Overall, the UK system has retained such substantial central control that it prompts 

questions about the meaningfulness of organisational and competitive decentralization.  

Strong control remains, over a different mix of delivery agents, who deal with a much broader 

range of clients, including many who would not previously have been subject to any job-

seeking conditions.   

Decentralization and entralization as simultaneous trends 

As the previous part has shown, the distribution of regulatory and administrative powers of 

the nation, regional and local state is dynamic and transfers of regulative and/or 

adnministrative power and responsibility to lower levels of government took place in many 

countries. In some countries there has been an emphasis on strengthening local autonomy; 

whereas in others there is a concern to maintain central control and decentralization 

processes have been more limited. As highlighted by the OECD, governments have being 

successful in giving managers decision making authority to manage resources in the way that 

they judge best suited to producing the desired outcomes. However, a future challenge is 

“balancing the increased managerial flexibility with continued accountability and control. Too 

much flexibility could lead to abuse and mismanagement; too little can give rise to an 

inefficient and unresponsive public service” (Bibbee and Padrini 2006, p. 4). Thus, 
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decentralization can deprive the political and administrative leadership of levers of control and 

of influence, raising issues of accountability and capacity. The challenge is to find the right 

balance and avoid fragmenting government into a series of autonomous entities that lack a 

common purpose or ethos. “Innovative administrative structures, decentralised management 

and market-style service delivery should improve results. Nevertheless, these actions may not 

reduce the size of central agencies, particularly as governments need to strengthen co-

ordination by the centre in the new systems” (Bibbee and Padrini 2006, p. 5). Consequently, in 

addition to decentralizing activities, contemporary governance processes contain an increasing 

awareness for that all tasks cannot be fulfilled by decentralized processes or cannot be fulfilled 

in a manner that is consistent with overall principles. This awareness has generated the trend 

to incorporate increased central control into governing processes, and thus combine 

autonomy for decentered governance arrangements with a certain degree of central control.  

 

Various attempts to re-impose control over governing can be observed (these are not 

exclusively for activation policies, e.g. see Ditch and Roberts 2002, Peters 2008, Minas 2010). 

Some of these consist of coordinating public and private actors on various levels of 

government with the basic idea being to integrate government after it had been disaggregated 

(so called “joined up government”). This new host of reforms can be placed within the context 

of a further development of NPM reforms. Whereas NPM stressed decentralization and 

increased distance to executive politicians, post-NPM reforms have tended to revive the 

control and coordination aspects (Gregory 2003) and introduced a combination of vertical 

integration via stronger control measures and greater capacity for the political executive, and 

more horizontal collaboration and coordination in new institutional forms (Christensen and 

Lægreid 2010).Thus, these reforms promote new central-local relationships creating new 

balances between (re)centralization and decentralization; between central control and local 

autonomy. 

 

Two main approaches shall be mentioned: the creation of new institutions that combine 

increased central steering with more local autonomy and the establishment or creation of 

frameworks by the centre.   
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Control and autonomy: Design of government arrangements  

Simultaneously de-and recentralization in activation policies of social assistance recipients can 

take various forms; the most institutionalized being a merger of former organizations in a new 

one but also solutions of institutional vertical cooperation are common however, the centre 

setting the regulative framework. 

  

The creation of new institutions  

The development ofJobcentre Plus in the UK is an example for the creation of a new institution 

with the aim of generating better coordination between benefit administration and organizing 

activation for benefit recipients. This development implied a centralization of all benefit claims 

in one organization, a widening of activation demands to new benefit recipients and allowed 

for a more concentrated application of the ‘work first’ and ‘work for all’ approach. It created a 

stronger centralized control. Thus, there has been a continuing transition of from a highly 

centralized bureaucracy providing standard services to a more complex public-private 

network, yet, steered and controlled by the central level through performance targets and 

contracts. Another example of a new institutional design was introduced by the cantonal 

governments in Switzerland in 2001. It is called the “Inter-institutional cooperation – IIZ”. The 

objective of this inter-institutional cooperation is to improve the cooperation between the 

national disability insurance, the cantonal social assistance scheme, the regional employment 

centre and careers advisor services in following the common goal of integrating the 

unemployed into the employment market, thus coordinating services from several vertical 

levels. This project implies a centralization of responsibility whereas at the same time the 

responsibility for social assistance in some cantons increasingly assigned to the municipalities, 

a development which accompanies the withdrawal of the cantons from direct financial 

involvement in social services (e.g. Lucerne, Aagau, Zug and Vaud). Yet, in practice, this project 

has resulted in rather disparate results in the individual cantons. Only in a small number of 

cases did the increased cooperation lead to a local merger of the offices.  

 

Creation of frameworks 
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A second type of simultaneous de-and recentralization processes concerns steering 

instruments to require coordination at local level; instruments that at the same time 

strengthen the position of the center towards the local level. An example for that could be 

instruments that steer the (enlarged) autonomy of local actors via standardized national 

priorities or procedures. This can be observed in the Netherlands, for example. The 

introduction of a new Social Assistance Act in 2004 gave local welfare agencies considerable 

room in deciding about both the content of activation services and the provision of these 

services (local welfare agencies are free to decide whether they provide activation 'in house' or 

purchase it from external providers). However, the Act at the same time functions as an 

'implicit entralization' process, in the sense that it introduced financial incentives for 

municipalities to decrease the numbers of social assistance recipients. The intention was to 

influences local decision making processes by focusing policy choices and decisions 

increasingly on a reduction of social assistance dependency.  

 

Steering instruments can also formulate the conditions for increased vertical coordination 

through legislation that oblige employment offices and social services offices to implement 

cooperation agreements geared at achieving work placements. The Finnish Act on 

Rehabilitating Work Experience (Kutu) (189/2001) implied a downward shift of responsibility 

with regard to labor market programs for unemployed people “far from the labor market”. 

Lower-level social offices were authorized to organize active labor market programs, by 

themselves or by buying programs from non-state actors, thus a shift from the national to the 

local level occurred. At the same time the Act entailed an obligation to cooperation between 

employment officials and social workers in drawing up an activation plan with the client.  

 

Legal instruments as means of centralization in an overall context of decentralization are also 

used to reduce room for local policy making. In both Sweden and the Netherlands special 

legislation were introduced concerning young unemployed social assistance recipients. In the 

Netherland the Act for the integration of young unemployed social assistance recipients 

obliged municipalities to make young unemployed people an activation or training offer, and 

makes income support to young people dependent on their acceptance of this offer. In 

Sweden, a national job guarantee for young people (16-24 years old) was introduced in 2007 
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eliminating municipal youth programs and by this the responsibility for young unemployed 

social assistance recipients was transferred to the national public employment service.  

 

 

Discussion  

and can be described as a constant oscillation between centralization and decentralization 

within activation policies and a sign of a persistent need to rebalance the system.  
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i
 The situation in Northern Ireland is somewhat different.  The UK government controls the social 
security budget, but there has historically been a higher degree of policy-making freedom.  In practice, 
policies are very similar.  
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