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Individualized employment support: Does it deliver what is promised? 
Findings from three European cities 

Deborah Rice, University of Oldenburg, Department of Social Sciences1 
Vanesa Fuertes, University of the West of Scotland, School of Media, Culture and Society2 
Lara Monticelli, Scuola Normale Superiore, Institute of Humanities and Social Sciences3 

Abstract4 

Since the inception of the European Employment Strategy in 1997, individualized employment 
support has been key priority of the EU and its Member States. Nevertheless, empirical 
research on the delivery of individualized services for the unemployed is still underdeveloped. 
In this article, we explore how local employment agencies in three European cities tailor 
counselling and services to individual jobseekers’ needs. We find that limited service budgets 
and underdeveloped organizational interfaces with social service providers tend to constrain 
the substantive individualization of services in practice, which works in the disfavour of 
vulnerable jobseekers. Individualized counselling is more widespread, at least for selected 
target groups. However, organizational capacities for offering individualized problem 
assessment and advice vary considerably across “worlds of individualization” in Europe.  

Keywords 
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1. Introduction

Activation and individualization are closely intertwined. Since the active turn in social policy 
in the late 1980s and early 1990s, welfare states have increased their efforts to move even 
long-term unemployed individuals back into work. Given that individual obstacles to 
employment are manifold, this requires ‘individualized’ – or ‘personalized’ – policy 
approaches, the latter term being mostly used in the British context. As early as 1994, the 
OECD criticized ‘broad training programs aimed at large groups of the unemployed’ for being 
undirected and ineffective (p. 37). Since then, also the European Commission has become a 
strong advocate of individualized service delivery for recipients of public benefits. Most 
recently, the Commission Recommendation on the European Pillar of Social Rights (2017) 
declared a ‘right to timely and tailor-made assistance to improve employment or self-
employment prospects’ for ‘everyone’, which includes ‘the right to receive support for job 
search, training and re-qualification’. As a result of these supranational efforts, service 
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Programme (FP7/2007-2013) under grant agreement no. 266768. We gratefully acknowledge the helpful input of 
the international research consortium of the LOCALISE project and especially of Christina Garsten (Stockholm), 
Kerstin Jacobsson (Gothenburg) and Karolina Sztandar-Sztanderska (Warsaw). 
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individualization has become a priority of welfare states across Europe, at least in political 
discourses. In this article, we explore to which degree the same also applies to policy practice. 

Implementing individualized employment and social policies is by no means trivial, as a 
growing literature on the topic illustrates (for a recent overview, see Rice, 2017). How can the 
‘agents of the welfare state’ be capacitated to identify and tackle a broad range of issues that 
individuals may face on their way towards social inclusion and paid employment (Jewell, 
2007)? And how can it be ensured that suitable support is made available to all welfare 
recipients under conditions of limited staff and service budgets?  

In this article, we take a closer look at governance conditions that facilitate or hamper the 
individualization of service-delivery at the street-level (Lipsky, 2010). Following Toerien, 
Sainsbury, Drew and Irvine (2013), we differentiate two elements of service individualization. 
The first is ‘procedural personalization’, which ‘refers to the “how” of service provision, to 
the ways in which the adviser approaches the interaction with the claimant’ (Toerien et al., 
2013, p. 313). In short, procedural individualization is about the content and quality of the 
counselling awarded to benefit recipients. The second element is ‘substantive 
personalization’, which ‘refers to the adviser’s capacity to provide services that are tailored to 
claimant’s needs and circumstances’ (ibid.). In short, substantive individualization is about 
the quality and fittingness of the services awarded to jobseekers. 

Our analysis is based on local case studies of three European cities situated in different 
welfare and activation regimes: Italy, Germany and the UK (cf. Barbier and Ludwig-
Mayerhofer, 2004; Genova, 2008; Serrano Pascual, 2007). Based on semi-structured 
interviews with agency caseworkers and long-term unemployed citizens in late 2013, we 
describe service individualization practices in governance contexts that variously enable or 
constrain the tailoring of counselling and services to individual jobseekers’ life circumstances. 
Our analysis proceeds in the following order. First, we review the small but growing literature 
on service individualization and the governance conditions that enable or constrain its street-
level implementation. Next, we present our research design and case selection, followed by a 
detailed analysis of implementation patterns in the delivery of individualized employment 
policies in three European cities. We conclude with some reflections on the strengths and 
weaknesses of varying activation governance configurations, and some suggestions for future 
research. 

 

2. Service individualization: Enabling and constraining conditions 

Service individualization is a ‘multi-interpretable’ concept rather than ‘a worked out set of 
policy prescriptions’ (Needham, 2011, p. 55). For example, in an early reflection on the issue, 
Valkenburg (2007, p. 26) identified five different individualization discourses that disagree on 
‘the most fundamental issue’ of ‘whether or not the individualisation of activation policies 
enables people to be in charge of their own lives’ (see also Borghi and Van Berkel, 2007). 
Other authors take a more uniformly critical stance, lamenting that individualized policy 
provision ‘means (…) that the societal and organizational demands placed on individuals 
increase’ (Garsten, Jacobsson and Sztandar-Sztanderska, 2016, p. 268; see also Clarke, 2005). 
For our comparative analysis, we decided to adopt a more descriptive definition of service 
individualization as denoting the adjustment of services ‘to individual circumstances in order 
to increase their effectiveness’ (Van Berkel and Valkenburg, 2007, p. 3).  



3 
 

According to Toerien et al. (2013), there are two roads to service individualization. On the 
one hand, effective service individualization presupposes an adequate assessment of 
jobseekers’ needs and a discussion of possible routes towards employment between a 
caseworker and jobseeker. This is what Toerien et al. (2013) refer to as ‘procedural 
personalization’. On the other hand, if farther-reaching problems are identified that jobseekers 
cannot solve of their own accord, service individualization requires substantive interventions 
that fit the jobseeker’s life circumstances and personal employment obstacles. This is what 
Toerien et al. (2013) refer to as ‘substantive personalization’.  

Empirical research has brought to light a number of conditions that enable procedural 
individualization and hence client-centred problem assessment and advice. For example, 
profiling systems (i.e. administrative guidelines for the mapping of jobseekers’ characteristics, 
needs and aspirations) are of great help in identifying individual obstacles to employment, 
especially when not only work-related topics such as previous jobs, geographic mobility or 
qualifications are taken into account but also social issues such as childcare needs, care 
responsibilities for family members, substance abuse, or physical/mental health issues (see 
Caswell, Marston and Larsen, 2010; Høybye-Mortensen, 2015). Also officially mandated 
caseworker discretion coupled with guidelines for counselling and service selection is 
conducive to individualized employment support (see Rice, 2017; Toerien et al., 2013). 
Another precondition for procedural individualization is a sufficiently low caseworker-client-
ratio because time pressure prohibits caseworkers from probing deeper into client issues and 
providing extensive information on available service offers (Van Berkel and Knies, 2016).  

Also for the substantive tailoring of service interventions to individual client cases, certain 
preconditions must be met. Most importantly, caseworkers should be able to choose from a 
broad array of employment services that address different obstacles to work, such as job-
search advice, wage subsidies, internships, work experience, upskilling, occupational 
retraining, start-up grants or on-the-job mentoring. Ideally, also referrals to social service 
providers should be possible for addressing less directly work-related issues that hinder 
jobseekers from entering the labour market. In particular, debt counselling, housing services, 
health care, child care, elderly care or addiction counselling play a role here.    

Figure 1 summarizes under which conditions an effective individualization of counselling and 
services can be expected in street-level practice. Governance contexts that lack some or all of 
the abovementioned enabling conditions are designated as ‘constraining’ individualized 
service delivery (cf. Hupe and Buffat, 2014; Rice, forthcoming). From the combination of 
conditions that either enable or constrain the procedural individualization of counselling and 
the substantive individualization of services, four ideal-typical “worlds” of service 
individualization can be deduced that were used as a sampling device and heuristic tool in this 
research. The upper-left quadrant signifies a world of comprehensive individualization where 
both counselling and services can be effectively individualized. Contrariwise, the lower right 
quadrant marks a world of limited service individualization where few substantive services 
are available and caseworkers lack the time and procedural tools for advising jobseekers 
effectively. In between are two mixed worlds where either individualized counselling is 
enabled but caseworkers have few substantive services to offer (upper right quadrant), or 
where a broad range of services is available but caseworkers lack the tools for properly 
identifying suitable interventions for jobseekers with specific problem configurations (lower 
left quadrant). The latter world is unlikely to persist for long in practice because when 
governments spend large sums on public services, they are also likely to steer the process of 
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service allocation. However, this quadrant might capture the scenario after a paradigm-
changing welfare reform when street-level organizations need time to learn how to apply their 
new service options.  

 

*** Figure 1 about here *** 

 

To investigate in how far substantive and procedural individualization is a reality in street-
level practice in Europe, we sampled welfare agencies catering to the long-term unemployed 
in an Italian city, a German city and a British city. The employment systems of Italy, 
Germany and the UK are characterized by different governance configurations, with central 
planning and regional implementation prevailing in Italy; Germany relying on joint ventures 
between the Federal Employment Agency and the municipalities; and the UK having installed 
a centrally monitored marketized activation scheme for the long-term unemployed (see 
Heidenreich and Rice, 2016; see also Serrano Pascual, 2007). Also the funding level of 
employment support differs between the three countries, with Germany having spent 0.9 
percent of its GDP on employment services in 2010, compared to 0.35 and 0.4 percent for 
Italy and the UK, respectively.5 Therefore, our sample of cases is well-suited for assessing 
whether service individualization works differently under different governance conditions, 
and which organizational challenges present themselves in the provision of individualized 
client treatment at the street-level. Before we delve into our empirical analysis, the next 
section explains our case selection and methodology in more detail. 

 

3. Research design and methodology 

In order to shed more light on the interplay between enabling or constraining governance 
conditions and the procedural/substantive individualization of service-delivery to jobseekers, 
we sampled employment agencies from three “most-different” activation regimes: Italy, 
Germany and the UK. To increase the chances that service individualization would be 
observable at the agency work-floor, we selected employment agencies in “innovative”, well-
performing cities that we identified based on descriptive statistics at the NUTS-3-level as well 
as 56 previous interviews with policy-makers and agency managers (for more details, see 
Heidenreich and Rice, 2016). 

In Italy, a large regional public employment agency was selected. In Germany, a local 
Jobcenter run jointly by a municipality and the Federal Employment Agency was chosen. In 
the UK, we selected a private Work Programme provider. Irrespective of national 
specificities, these organizations are comparable in the sense that they provide services to the 
long-term unemployed and are either part of, or contracted by, the national Public 
Employment Service. It should be emphasized that by comparing employment agencies in 
three European cities, we are not seeking to describe the respective countries or employment 
systems in their entirety. Instead, our focus is on the interplay between governance conditions 
and individualization practices on the work-floor. For this, we believe, our sampling 

                                                           
5 Source: Eurostat; 2010 is the last year for which comparative figures are available. 
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technique is well suited, although no inferences can be drawn from our local “best-practice” 
examples about the three national activation systems as a whole.  

For our data gathering, we conducted in-depth semi-structured interviews complemented by a 
document analysis (and a few participant observations when the opportunity presented itself). 
In total, 24 interviews with street-level workers were held between October 2013 and January 
2014, based on a theoretical and opportunistic sampling strategy (Ritchie, Lewis and Elam, 
2003).  In addition, we spoke to 24 jobseekers about how they experienced the respective 
agencies’ service provision. All interviews were transcribed and coded using thematic 
matrixes or a coding software (MAXQDA/NVivo10). Several rounds of coding led us to the 
identification of the characteristic street-level individualization patterns that are presented 
below.  

In the next section, the three local cases are presented in turn. Each case begins with an 
overview of the relevant governance features of the national and possibly local activation 
context, before we present our interview material to show how governance conditions enable 
or constrain the procedural and/or substantive individualization of service delivery to long-
term unemployed individuals in practice.  

 

4. Individualized service delivery in an Italian city 

Our first case is an Italian city. In the Italian context, activation programmes are usually 
designed and funded by the national Ministry of Labour or the Regional Councils, frequently 
involving European Social Fund money. Programme implementation is under the aegis of 
provincial public agencies, often in the form of public-private partnerships. Due to central and 
regional control over resources and instrument design, individual agencies have little room for 
designing locally-specific instruments (see Catalano, Graziano and Bassoli, 2016; Monticelli, 
2014). Furthermore, programmes tend to be limited to a small number of programmes that 
change each year and target specific groups such as people with a certain vocational 
background, women, young people, older workers or the long-term unemployed. Those for 
whom no targeted activation programmes are available may receive counselling – if they are 
(made) aware of this possibility – but otherwise, they are left to their own devices.   

Within the above-sketched limited space for service individualization, local caseworkers have 
some room for the procedural individualization of the counselling they provide to 
jobseekers. For example, although a systematic profiling system is not used at our local study 
site, the topics of education, work history, language skills and IT skills are discussed when 
someone inscribes in the so-called unemployment lists for receiving financial benefits. This 
gives caseworkers the chance to identify individual counselling needs and refer jobseekers to 
other service desks such as an open-space area in the building where one can use the internet, 
look for jobs online or get help in drawing up a CV, as one caseworker described: 

If I encounter a smart person, I explain them the functioning of our internet site and give them 
the opportunity to go to [the open-space area]. We treat everybody in the same way. 
According to their needs I give them the right hints. If they do not have access to the internet, I 
tell them to go to the [open-space area] or some public library. 

Referrals to the few available substantive activation programmes are also highly 
discretionary. If a person has vocational skills, caseworkers might refer them directly to the 
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provincial Training and Work-Orientation Centre to learn about suitable offers. More often, 
however, programme participants are recruited by caseworkers screening the unemployment 
lists for candidates matching certain criteria, such as long-term unemployed with previous 
experience in mechanical design. It is also possible for jobseekers to apply for an activation 
programme of their own accord, but this requires a computer, internet connection and CV-
writing skills, which tends to exclude certain groups such as older unemployed. Therefore, 
whether an unemployed person learns of and/or is recruited for an activation programme 
seems to be partly a matter of chance in our Italian city case. 

Once a jobseeker has been recruited for an activation programme, however, procedural 
individualization takes on a more systematic form. At our study site, activation programmes 
generally start with a psycho-behavioural test whose outcomes are discussed at great length, 
as one programme caseworker explained:  

When the score is low, it means the person is semi-autonomous and only needs help drawing 
up a CV and finding suitable job offers. If the score is medium or high, there are several 
potential activities ranging from career guidance to counselling, tutoring, coaching. 

However, caseworkers sometimes struggle with overly standardized intake forms that inhibit 
them from making adequate problem assessments, as the following statement by a programme 
caseworker implies: 

The most useless forms are the regional ones, they don’t fit well with all user types and in 
specific programmes such as (…) [one] for unemployed people below 29 years, we had to 
revise the form because it was not fitting people entering the labour market for the first time, it 
was designed for people who already had professional work experience.  

Standardized forms and guidelines stand not only in the way of individualized problem 
assessments, but also of an individualized service selection at our study site. Thus, within 
activation programmes, formal rules often predefine how much time and money is to be spent 
on specific programme activities such as psycho-behavioural testing, CV updating, training 
activities or classes. This leaves little room for addressing social issues such as substance 
abuse or childcare. Furthermore, the foreseen service interventions are typically directly 
work-focused, as evinced by the above quote (‘…activities ranging from career guidance to 
counselling, tutoring, coaching’). Therefore, programme participants seem to receive rather 
similar and exclusively job-focused substantive treatment in the end, despite a very detailed 
and differentiated programme intake procedure. This means that the substantive 
individualization of service interventions to programme participants’ circumstances is 
limited in practice.  

For jobseekers who are not recruited for an activation programme, service interventions are 
even more limited. Disabled people may receive specialized services, but for everyone else, 
little is offered beyond specialized counselling (for targeted groups such as migrants and 
women with family issues; and on targeted issues such as parental leave, life-long learning, 
self-employment or atypical work contracts). Especially when clients are vulnerable and have 
social problems on top of unemployment, they are unlikely to receive service assistance from 
the provincial Employment Centre due to underdeveloped service interfaces with municipal 
social service providers, as one manager expressed: 

If she has both social problems (of which the municipality is in charge) and employment 
issues (of which the province is in charge), (…) there is quite a risk that more capable 
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individuals will receive subsidies but others none, due to the two public institutions not 
communicating. 

In summary, governance conditions in our Italian city seem to lead to a dualization of service 
individualization between a few specially targeted groups and everyone else. In the 
experience of “regular” jobseekers, service individualization is severely constrained both in 
procedural and substantive terms, due to a small service portfolio, underdeveloped 
organizational ties with social service providers, and a lack of systematic profiling and 
referral procedures. As a result, most jobseekers are never in contact with the Employment 
Centre again after their inscription in the so-called unemployment lists. As one jobseeker 
reported, 

About three years ago, I came here to inscribe in the unemployment lists (…). I came back in 
July of this year and they told me, ‘It is your job to look for a job’. (…) A week ago, I received 
a letter with the invitation to this meeting. I had forgotten that I was inscribed, I never thought 
about it after my registration. I forgot about the possibility to come here, ask questions and 
receive some advice. 

The treatment of programme participants is more individualized, both in substantive and 
procedural terms, due to systematic (albeit sometimes overly rigid) profiling procedures, 
service selection guidelines and the availability of some employment services, although social 
issues remain off radar. In the words of one jobseeker: 

The first meeting [at the Employment Centre] was terrible. (…) There was a long queue of 
desks, with people who asked you to sit down and describe your experiences (…). The one 
who talked to me (…) asked me just a few questions and (…) I was wondering what he could 
have written in that profile, nothing really and he let me go very quickly (…). When I came to 
the Training and Work-Orientation Centre, (…) it was the same kind of procedure that I 
underwent back in 2009, [but] very detailed, well done, it made sense. 

Our Italian local case thus seems to lean towards the lower right quadrant in Figure 1 (limited 
individualization), although a higher degree of service individualization is awarded to a small 
number of activation programme participants.     

 

5. Individualized service delivery in a German city 

Our German case is a local Jobcenter. Like 303 of the 407 German Jobcenters, it is co-
managed by the Federal Employment Agency (FEA) and a municipality. This governance 
arrangement brings together the FEA’s time-tested and relatively standardized employment 
service portfolio with the social services provided by the municipality and social partners. 
Since the Hartz reforms of the early 2000s, activation in Germany has been guided by the 
motto “Enabling and Demanding” (Fördern und Fordern). This is reflected not only in the 
integration agreement that caseworkers and clients sign during their first meeting and update 
regularly, but also in the applicability of a wide range of interventions that cover not only 
substantive services, but also job-search requirements and sanctions.  

In the FEA’s employment system, several governance features enable the procedural 
individualization of service-delivery at the Jobcenter work-floor. To start with, caseloads are 
considerably lower for so-called case managers dealing with jobseekers with complex 
problems than for “regular” caseworkers dealing with “regular” jobseekers. Caseloads are 
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also generally reduced for caseworkers focusing on special target groups such as young 
people, disabled people, lone parents or participants in national employment programmes (e.g. 
for older unemployed or young people without a vocational qualification). At our study site, 
the caseworker-client ratio ranged from about 70-80 clients per case-manager or specialized 
caseworker to a maximum of 450 clients per regular caseworker. This means that jobseekers 
with complex problems can be counselled more intensively and hence in a more 
individualized fashion than work-ready jobseekers – as long as complex problems are 
diagnosed as such, and/or enough case managers are available, and/or someone belongs to a 
specially targeted group. For regular jobseekers, counselling tends to be relatively 
standardized and less individualized, however, as one caseworker admitted:  

Of course, someone with a caseload of 400 customers cannot look deeply into a single client 
case, that’s simply impossible. They can’t get a detailed picture of the personal circumstances, 
it really doesn’t work.  

Whether a jobseeker is diagnosed as a “regular” case or a “complex” case emerges from the 
FEA’s profiling system VerBIS, which is used by all Jobcenters that are joint ventures 
between the FEA and a municipality. The VerBIS profiling categories focus mainly on 
jobseekers’ ‘strengths’ and ‘potentials’ in terms of skills, motivation and circumstances 
(Federal Employment Agency, 2013), but also social problems can be taken into account, as 
one caseworker explained: 

Of course, I cannot embark on a job-search trajectory with someone and say, ‘Let’s (…) get 
you into work’ if I know he’s newly divorced or he’s currently not allowed to see his child 
(…), of course he won’t be in the mind of applying for jobs (…). That’s why we must first 
mitigate such personal circumstances (…) in order to put him back in the mind frame of 
applying for jobs. 

Although service allocation guidelines exist (Federal Employment Agency, 2013), there is 
ample room for discretion at the Jobcenter work-floor. As one caseworker put it,  

We have discretionary space in virtually all procedures we can or must apply. Whether it’s 
about activation measures or funding – everything, basically.  

In this discretionary context, street-level staff act as gate-keepers towards detailed information 
about service instruments as well as access to substantive services. If a caseworker sees no 
need to counsel a jobseeker intensively, counselling may be limited to mere job-search advice. 
By contrast, if a caseworker is willing to “invest” in a jobseeker, a broad range of 
employment services are available, allowing for the substantive individualization of service-
delivery to unemployed individuals. As one caseworker remarked, 

We currently have so many measures at our disposal that it almost becomes difficult to keep 
track. (…) I keep all of them in a folder so that I can look up there: What might fit the client? 
It’s dizzying. But otherwise, (…) we really have many instruments that make sense, as long as 
you use them correctly.  

Technically, even social services are to play a role in the individualized service provision of 
German Jobcenters, with §16a of the Social Code Book II specifying child care, elderly care, 
debt counselling, psycho-social counselling and addiction counselling. However, 
organizational interfaces between the Jobcenter and municipal social service organizations 
seemed not to be overly developed at the work-floor we studied (see also Kaltenborn and 
Kaps, 2012). In the words of one caseworker: 
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Debt counselling – they can pursue that on their own, I can’t support them with that. I can only 
tell them where the organizations offering debt counselling are located, I can hand out flyers. 
If they go there, they go there. If they don’t go there, there is nothing I can do.  

In summary, our exploratory findings indicate that the governance structure of the FEA’s 
employment system in principle enables the individualized treatment of jobseekers, both in 
procedural and in substantive terms. This applies particularly to vulnerable clients, whereas 
“regular” clients tend to receive more standardized support – quite in contrast to our Italian 
local case. A jobseeker who transferred from a regular caseworker to a case manager put it as 
follows: 

From regular caseworkers, I would often hear, ’We have reached the end of our 30 minutes, 
we can’t do much else now’. And this is really different here. She says, ‘Well, if we need 
another 15 minutes, then the next person simply has to wait’. (…) It’s not like everything is 
subjected to time pressure. 

It is also important to note, however, that in the highly discretionary German governance 
context, individual caseworkers play a key role in deciding how much time and resources will 
be invested in each jobseeker. Therefore, it is crucial that caseworkers are professionally 
trained to exercise their discretion wisely. As one jobseeker observed:  

In the beginning, I had to beg a lot at the Jobcenter. (…) That I’m really motivated and I’m 
really willing to do a lot. (…) And then I first did a substitute job. And I really gave my best, 
to prove to them that I’m really willing. And I believe it was only then that they opened up and 
said, ‘Yes, OK, we’ll see to it that we find funding for you’. 

Jobcenter managers should also ensure that target group boundaries do not work to the 
disfavour of jobseekers who have not been diagnosed as complex cases and/or for whom no 
specialized caseworker or national programme is available. For example, an immigrant 
jobseeker told us: 

I have said under tears, “Handicapped people have rights, but I have no rights”. 

And a young jobseeker recounted the following experience:  

I wanted to train to be a carpenter (…). But the problem was that there wasn't any provider left 
for that (…). Beside the youth workshop, but for that I was again too old. 

Overall, our German local case seems to lean towards the upper left quadrant (comprehensive 
individualization) of the ideal-typical Figure 1, but with work-ready clients receiving less 
individualized support than vulnerable ones, and complex cases sometimes falling through the 
cracks of service individualization when they are not diagnosed as such. 

 

6. Individualized service delivery in a British city 

In our final research context, the UK, we interviewed staff and jobseekers at the local branch 
of a Work Programme (WP) provider organization. The Work Programme was a marketized 
employment support scheme for the long-term unemployed in the UK between June 2011 and 
April 2017 (in the meantime, it has been replaced by the much smaller Work and Health 
Programme). The WP prime providers (or ‘primes’) were chosen through a market tendering 
process. Due to a required annual turnover of not below £20 million, only relatively large, 
multi-national companies were selected. The WP ‘black-box’ delivery model meant that the 



10 
 

primes were ‘completely free to design the support they offer[ed]’ (Freud, 2011). Therefore, 
each of the primes operated different services and administrative procedures, yet all providers 
had to adhere to Minimum Service Delivery Standards. Payment was by results in terms of 
job insertion and the duration of employment, but there was a differentiation of payments 
depending on jobseekers’ degree of vulnerability (as measured by age group and benefit type; 
see Carter and Whitworth, 2015; Fuertes and McQuaid, 2016).  

According to our interviews, procedural individualization was quite pronounced at the 
work-floor of the studied WP provider organization. To begin with, all participants were 
assigned a personal ‘advisor’ to establish a trustful counselling relationship. During the first 
interview(s), a detailed problem assessment was carried out on the basis of a standardized 
questionnaire covering the jobseeker’s current situation, personal goals, barriers to 
employment and ‘distance’ from the labour market. On this basis, the job-search process was 
planned and possible support services were identified. As in our German case, caseworkers 
had much room for discretion in this process. As one caseworker put it:  

As advisors, we (…) are encouraged to be creative. We have as much flexibility as we want, 
as long as it is sticking within the parameters of helping somebody into employment. 

However, the limited availability of substantive services meant that discretion was mainly 
related to the content and frequency of the counselling (‘I can’t help everyone, but I can help 
them by knowing where they need to go’; ‘I will ask them, “How frequently do you want to 
come in?”’). Another element of procedural discretion emerging from our interviews was that 
caseworkers had a tendency to meet work-ready clients more frequently than vulnerable 
clients, as one caseworker admitted: 

I try and fit in my slightly more job-ready clients more regularly. I would be looking to see 
them every two weeks if possible. At the moment I’m not really quite managing that. And 
anyone else, maybe every once a month. I’ve got other clients that I might only see every two 
or three months, depending on their situation. 

Most likely, caseworkers’ personalized job insertion targets go a long way in explaining why 
relatively job-ready individuals were granted more counselling time than vulnerable 
individuals at our British study site: 

It’s fairly flexible, but I suppose the reality is as well that you have quite a strict target to meet. 
So as much as it’s all very flexible, you wouldn’t want to be out of the office or spending too 
much time with any one client, because you’ve got a big caseload as well. It’s flexible (…) 
yeah, as long as you hit your target, it’s not a problem.  

Further evidence that the creaming of “promising” clients was built into the WP governance 
structure is provided by the fact that caseworkers focusing on job-ready individuals had lower 
caseloads than caseworkers focusing on vulnerable individuals in our British local case 
(roughly: 80 versus 250). This is a side effect of a marketized governance scheme in which 
provider organizations had to squeeze a profit from fairly low funding margins – which led 
them to direct more attention towards clients with whom a quick profit could be earned.  

Another consequence of the tight funding scheme underlying the Work Programme was a 
limited scope for the substantive individualization of services. Some substantive services 
were offered at our study site, such as in-house courses (usually short-term vocational 
training), work experience and contracted services for people with physical disabilities, 
learning difficulties or drug addiction. The studied provider organization also provided in-
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work support to every participant who had found work. Apart from this, however, service-
delivery seemed to be limited mostly to intensive job-search and life counselling, as one 
jobseeker reported: 

When I first came, she was like, ‘Right, your plan for this week is to remake your CV’, (…) 
and then the following week it was like the cover letter thing, and now it’s, ‘Right, if we 
maybe send out ten CVs, and you can maybe make five or ten phone calls, as well as doing 
some job search (…) and then, if that doesn’t work, we’ll sort of re-evaluate the CV, or we’ll 
try some other way of contacting people and finding work’.  

In summary, our British Work Programme provider case paints the picture of limited funds 
leading to more resources going into counsellors than into services, and “promising” 
jobseekers receiving more intensive counselling than vulnerable ones, a finding that is 
corroborated by other studies of the Work Programme’s implementation (see Carter and 
Whitworth, 2015; Fuertes and Lindsay, 2015; Newton et al., 2012). Nevertheless, it should be 
emphasized that our jobseeker respondents were overall very satisfied with the counselling 
they received from their WP provider, comparing it favourably to the service provision of 
Jobcentre Plus, as evinced by the following jobseeker quote:  

I think the attitude of the Jobcentre is that they don't really care, you're just a number, you go 
in and sign on and you go. Whereas here, they're very -- ‘what do you want to do, what do you 
need to do, what can we do for you to get you back into work?’ 

Jobseekers also reported that their WP advisers tackled not only purely work-related issues, 
but also took into consideration private or social issues that posed obstacles to employment:  

They’ll listen and help you and advise you where they can, so it’s not always about work, even 
though that’s what it’s based all around. (...) They helped me when I told them about my 
house and what happened, they looked at the letter, seeing if they could help and seeing what 
they could do and stuff (...), they gave me numbers. 

My passport had expired. (…) I couldn’t continue with my training working in the company 
because I didn’t have a valid passport (…), so I came down and spoke to somebody here (…) 
and yes, [clicks fingers] like that, on the same day, on the same day, you know, (…) they gave 
me (…) a kind of a forwarding amount of money to (…) get this. 

Taken together, our British local case appears as coming quite close to the right upper 
quadrant of Figure 1 (procedural individualization only).  

 

7. Discussion: The promise of service individualization – What is delivered?  

As our three local cases illustrated, it is not without challenge to put individualized policy 
schemes into practice. Implementing agencies struggle with constrained budgets and a 
shortage of staff, which makes it difficult to conduct detailed intake interviews with every 
jobseeker and provide everyone with adequate advice and services. Nevertheless, even in a 
world of resource constraints, some governance configurations seem to be more conducive to 
service individualization than others. Below, we discuss three tentative lessons that can be 
drawn from our exploratory research, and outline some unaddressed challenges that came to 
the fore in our sample of three European cities. 

First, our findings reiterate that comprehensive service individualization costs money. This 
may sound trivial, but we emphasize this point here because active labour market reforms 
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sometimes insinuate that individualized service provision is more effective and hence justifies 
budget cuts (cf. Hupe and Buffat, 2014) – with dubious prospects of success, from the point of 
view of our research. What we observed in two European cities is that when welfare agencies 
have limited funds available, they invest more in staff than in services, and provide 
individualized counselling only to specific groups (such as work-ready unemployed in our 
British local case, or special target groups of national/EU-wide programmes in our Italian 
local case). Individualized counselling alone, in turn, addresses only “soft” issues such as 
possible motivational deficits, communication barriers or a lacking knowledge of the system, 
but it leaves jobseekers with complex problems largely to their own devices. 

A second tentative lesson that can be drawn from our research is that individualized 
counselling presupposes caseworkers who have the time and discretion to explore the 
specificities of each case, and to flexibly adjust the frequency, duration and content of the 
counselling. However, discretion and flexibility are not enough for ensuring that all 
jobseekers receive individualized advice because high caseloads and organizational or 
personal performance targets induce caseworkers to use their discretion in ways that 
disadvantage vulnerable jobseekers (cf. Keiser, 2010). Therefore, it is vital to measure 
organizational or individual performance not only in terms of bureaucratic workload or job-
insertion rates – the latter promoting the creaming of “promising” jobseekers, as in our local 
British case. Equally, it is important to keep caseloads sufficiently low to allow for 
individualized counselling conversations. 

A final lesson to be drawn especially from our German local case is that when a governance 
context is in principle conducive to procedural and substantive individualization, caseworkers 
assume a key role in actualizing this potential in practice. Therefore, even in mature 
employment systems, it is vital to continually invest in the professional training of 
caseworkers to ensure that adequate attention is paid both to directly employment-related 
issues and relevant social problems, and that caseworkers routinely work with a broad range 
of services rather than only a limited set of easily applicable measures. 

Overall, our exploratory study confirms the crucial importance of (national or local) 
governance arrangements for street-level individualization practices (cf. Borghi and Van 
Berkel, 2007; Heidenreich and Rice, 2016; Jewell, 2007; Van Berkel, Van der Aa and Van 
Gestel, 2010). Different worlds of service individualization are characterized not only by 
varying degrees of procedural and substantive individualization, but also by different 
challenges in organizing the delivery of individualized service provision on the work-floor. 
The three varieties of service individualization described in this article open up interesting 
questions for further study: Which individualization patterns emerge in other governance 
settings? Do individualized activation policies – in the way they are implemented – help all 
jobseekers, or do they perpetuate existing labour market inequalities? And finally, how can it 
be ensured that all jobseekers benefit equally from service individualization? We look 
forward to more comparative research on the interplay between the governance and practice 
of service individualization. We also welcome further theory-building endeavours, to which 
we provided an exploratory stepping stone in this article. 
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Figure 1. Individualized service delivery: A four-world heuristic 
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