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We conducted a comparative case study analysis in which, through 28 qualitative
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have conceptualised compulsory participation as physical work and long hours
in catch-all programmes are also the municipalities that sanction through benefit
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variation in terms of local-level path dependence, the size of the municipality and
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INTRODUCTION

Social policies are legislated nationally, but implemented
locally. On the way from national assemblies to locally
based users, policies are interpreted by bureaucrats and
professionals at different levels and reframed to fit local
contexts. Still, this spatial dimension of social policy is
somewhat understudied and typically neglected in com-
parative research (as argued, for instance, in Kazepov,
2010). When the issue is raised, the emphasis is typically
on the practices, characteristics and attitudes of frontline
workers (Brodkin & Marston, 2013; Gjersoe et al., 2020;

van Berkel, 2017; van Berkel et al., 2017). Institutional dif-
ferences at the local level are, however, less discussed, and
the studies that exist tend to focus on governance in multi-
actor settings (e.g. de Graaf et al., 2011). The aim of this
article is to expand on this literature by focusing explic-
itly on local variation in the implementation of national
compulsory participation policies for recipients of social
assistance. We place institutional features of the munici-
palities, most importantly access to resources and path de-
pendencies, at the centre of the analysis, and discuss the
inherent difficulties of vertical policy coordination and
multi-level governance (Tosun et al., 2019).
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We investigate these issues through the lens of one
particular policy change: the national requirement for
compulsory participation for young recipients of social as-
sistance in Norway. Until January 2017, it had been up to
each municipality to determine if they wanted to demand
activity when working with this user group, but with the
legislative change, the national government wanted to
coordinate public sector efforts and make the municipal
approach to social assistance recipients more uniform.
Participation became mandatory, and non-compliance
would be sanctioned by benefit cuts (conditionality).

We know from the early evaluations of this legisla-
tive change that municipalities have implemented this
requirement in very different ways (Dahl & Lima, 2018;
Hernees, 2021; Lidén & Treatteberg, 2019), creating a wide
variation in the activities offered, the requirement to par-
ticipate, and practices of benefit sanctioning. This is a
source of frustration for researchers studying transitions
out of social assistance: the reform appears—so far—to
have had very little effect at the national level, but this
may partly be due to the fact that we barely know what
changes the municipalities have actually implemented
(Hernzes, 2021). The question therefore arises as to why
municipalities respond to a requirement from the national
state in such different ways. Variations in social workers’
use of professional discretion is part of the explanation
(Gjersoe et al., 2020), but this alone cannot explain why
entire municipalities opt for different organisational ar-
rangements. In this article, we therefore examine other
features of the municipalities, including size and (hence)
resources, local traditions for activation and dialogue with
other actors in the multi-level governance chain. How do
such institutional features of municipalities affect their
implementation of new national legislation governing
social assistance? This is our research question, which
we aim to answer through a comparative case study of
Norwegian municipalities.

In what follows, we first review some key contribu-
tions to the literature on local-level policy implementa-
tion, with an emphasis on recent Norwegian and Nordic
studies. We then introduce the Norwegian case in more
depth, followed by our cases, data, methods and empirical
findings. The article ends with a concluding discussion, in
which we link back to the literature and attempt to explain
the variation we observed between municipalities.

IMPLEMENTATION IN THE FRONT
LINE

Most comparative social policy studies, including those
focusing on social assistance, study variation at the na-
tional level (e.g. Lodemel & Moreira, 2014; Minas et al.,

2018). These studies concentrate on the formal side of so-
cial assistance schemes at the national level. By contrast,
relatively few studies have analysed local policy imple-
mentation (as pointed out by van Berkel, 2017). Moreover,
studies on local-level implementation tend to downplay
the issues of how mandatory participation and sanction-
ing of non-compliance are understood and implemented
institutionally, as these issues are assumed to be resolved
at the national level. Instead, implementation studies
examine the attitudes and value orientations of front-
line staff (Terum et al., 2018; Zacka, 2017), the impact of
variations in frontline workers’ professional competence
(Sadeghi & Fekjer, 2019; Terum & Jessen, 2015), and
the challenges of governance (Brodkin & Marston, 2013;
van Berkel et al., 2011).

An important vein in implementation studies typi-
cally focuses on frontline interaction, often highlighting
the ambiguities and dilemmas that such policies entail.
Several recent contributions have focused on how inher-
ent dilemmas shape practices and understandings in the
frontline of welfare services (Gjersee et al., 2020; Sadeghi
& Terum, 2020), emphasising how the ideals of social
work may jar with the role of frontline workers as gate-
keepers to benefits. Another dilemma relates to the re-
lationship between the clients’ right to autonomy on the
one hand and the caseworkers’ benevolent desire to guide
and supervise clients into a different (work-oriented) life-
style on the other. How can citizens of free countries le-
gitimately be subjected to strict paternalism, and how can
paternalism be justified (e.g. Molander & Torsvik, 2015)?
A third dilemma runs between the clients’ right to a given
standard of living and the conditionality of benefits upon
‘desirable’ behaviour (Dwyer, 2018; Eleveld, 2018). As we
shall see, these dilemmas are not limited to frontline pro-
fessionals; they can also be found in the dialogue in the
chain of governance.

Participation and activation

The dilemmas in frontline work are accentuated by the
increased use of conditionality for recipients of social as-
sistance. Western governments increasingly make these
last resort benefits conditional on certain behaviours,
typically participation in some form of mandatory activ-
ity (e.g. Minas et al., 2018). Drawing on the mapping of
activation measures outlined by Dinan (2019), one can say
that such measures address the supply side of the labour
market (the potential job seekers) with negative finan-
cial incentives (the threat of benefit cuts). As such, they
make up a very small part of the vast landscape of activa-
tion policies in welfare states (Bonoli, 2013; Dinan, 2019).
Nevertheless, the literature on activation is useful for our
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purposes because it provides a set of concepts that illumi-
nate the variation in the implementation of compulsory
participation.

Much of the literature on activation, as noted by Bonoli
(2013, p. 23), draws a line between ‘good’ policies, which
are about improving human capital, and ‘bad’ policies,
which use essentially negative incentives to move peo-
ple from social assistance into employment. As a more
nuanced and less normative approach will consist of dis-
entangling different dimensions of activation policies,
Bonoli (2013, Table 2.1) distinguished between pro-market
employment orientation (the extent to which the objective
of policy is to promote unsubsidised market employment)
and investment in human capital. The Norwegian com-
pulsory participation initiative for young recipients of so-
cial assistance is clearly pro-market oriented, but there is
a great deal of variation in the degrees of human capital-
orientation. As we will show, this is one of the main ways
in which municipalities differ.

DRIVERS AND BARRIERS TO THE
NATIONAL COORDINATION OF
LOCAL POLICIES

Recently, policy coordination has been put on the agenda
in social welfare studies (Tosun et al., 2019). Our case is
a matter of the national coordination of municipal prac-
tices, and the relevant literature surprisingly has little to
say about vertical policy coordination and its determinants
(Adam et al., 2019). An important distinction is, however,
between soft governance tools, such as information shar-
ing and encouragement, and hard governance tools, such
as legislation (Koutalakis et al., 2010).

When the Norwegian state legislated compulsory par-
ticipation for recipients of social benefits, it moved from
soft to hard governance of the municipalities. Studies of
social welfare reform from other contexts have shown
that two aspects of the local conditions, in particular, in-
fluence how local authorities create manoeuvring spaces
when they adapt to national steering (Jacobsson et al.,
2017; Kiinzel, 2012). First, developing a local conceptu-
alisation demands administrative resources in the form
of staff with skills, time and administrative room for de-
velopment work; and second, paths of local governance
stemming from previous experiences influence how new
information and legislation is processed locally. The two
aspects are in line with general public administration lit-
erature, which stresses that when adapting to new legis-
lation, administrative and economic resources, existing
institutional arrangements and interactions with external
stakeholders are important institutional frames for action
(Egeberg, 2007).

The availability of administrative resources is instru-
mental to an organisation’s ability to ‘initiate policies, de-
velop alternatives, or implement final decisions’ (Egeberg,
2007, p. 78). In practical terms, this implies that the level
of administrative resources, which is determined by the
size of the population, may influence the scope of avail-
able implementation strategies for the municipality.

The path of local governance is important. As the liter-
ature on incremental institutional change has made clear,
institutional change rarely happens as revolutions in the
wake of shocking exogenous events. Rather, institutions
change gradually through processes of layering, replace-
ment, drift, or conversion (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). We
argue that the concept of layering is particularly useful in
our case. Layering involves the introduction of new rules
on top of, or alongside, existing ones. However, rather than
introducing wholly new institutions or rules, layering in-
volves making amendments, revisions, or additions to ex-
isting ones (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010, pp. 15-16). Hence,
older institutions will often have a highly ‘layered’ qual-
ity. The local contexts at the outset of a legislative change
can consequently be part of the explanation for diverging
practices of the same set of rules.

When different regulations and practices are layered
onto existing ones, the result may be a multifaceted struc-
ture with a lack of internal cohesion or even a coherent
logic. The introduction of nationally mandated activation
policies can lead to changes in competence at the central
and local levels (van Berkel et al., 2011). This change is
crucial when different actors in the governance chains
maintain different images of how to interpret and imple-
ment the relevant policy changes.

The hierarchical coordination of the state is thus chal-
lenged by potential local resistance, where local trajectory
may influence the willingness to resist and the local level
of resources may influence the ability to resist. The state
coordinates the municipalities ex ante through legisla-
tion and ex post through supervision conducted by the
state representative in each county, the County Governor.
Different actors in the governance chain, such as state and
municipality, can weigh the relevant concerns differently,
reflecting the different conceptualisations. The different
conceptualisations of what new legislation means can
be accentuated by the complexity of rules and even more
so when decision-making involves managing normative
dilemmas.

The Norwegian context
The Scandinavian countries, and Norway in particular,

provide a useful context for a study of local-level imple-
mentation because of the strong tradition of local self-rule
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(Ladner et al., 2016). In line with this tradition, a number
of responsibilities within the health and social care areas
rest with the municipalities. As noted by Brodkin (2013),
there is a Scandinavian tradition of passing framework
laws that leaves much manoeuvring space to the local
level. Norway is thus a good case to explore how local in-
stitutional setups result in varying conceptualisations of
the same legislative change.

The social assistance benefit in Norway is a case in
point; it is administered and funded by the municipali-
ties within a loose framework of non-binding national
guidelines. Social assistance is a benefit of the last resort
and is intended as short-term relief. However, about 40%
of claimants receive the benefit for 6 months or more
(Grodem & Terum, 2019). Since the 1990s, the act reg-
ulating social assistance has allowed municipalities to
demand that users ‘undertook suitable tasks in the munic-
ipality’. From 1 January 2017, an amendment to the Social
Welfare Act came to effect. The requirement of users to
participate in activity is thus no longer a ‘can clause’ but
a ‘shall clause’ for clients under age 30. The new clause
stipulates that participation shall be demanded ‘unless
weighty reasons speak against this’. It allows benefits to be
reduced in cases of non-compliance but emphasises that
‘the conditions must be closely connected to the decision’
and that ‘they must not be unreasonably burdensome for
the recipient or limit his or her freedom of choice and ac-
tion in any way.’ This statement gives considerable free-
dom of interpretation to the local organisations. However,
not having access to suitable activities is not a reason not
to offer activation; municipalities are obliged to establish
relevant services for all user groups. Municipalities were
compensated for the extra costs imposed by the guideline.

Some municipalities practiced compulsory participa-
tion for young users prior to the 2017 guideline. Studies
from these municipalities indicate that this practice re-
duced the number of recipients but that it was unclear
whether those who disappeared from the benefit rolls ac-
tually transitioned into employment (Dahl & Lima, 2016).
These studies also indicated that what was understood by
‘activation’ or ‘participation’ varied widely between the
municipalities, although none of them made systematic
attempts to explain why these variations occurred.

Social assistance offices have historically been separate
municipal units, but since 2010, they have been part of the
Norwegian Labour and Welfare Administration (NAV),
which is a one-stop shop (Minas, 2014) and includes la-
bour market services and social security services. This
makes NAV a unique construction in Norwegian admin-
istration in that it combines ‘a state line’ (social security
and labour market services) and ‘a municipal line’ (social
assistance) in the same office. Through the state line, NAV
offers a wide variety of measures aimed at work training

and/or human capital development, delivered by three
main actors: ordinary enterprises, pre-approved service
providers, and market-based service providers (Gredem &
Vilhena, 2019).

All municipal services, including those delivered in
the municipal line in NAV, are overseen by the County
Governor (Statsforvalteren). The County Governor, who is
the state's representative in local counties, is responsible
for monitoring the decisions, objectives and guidelines set
out by the national authorities. The County Governor is
not mandated to overrule local self-rule, but shall oversee
that municipal practices are within the law, and it also has
an important role in dissemination and coordination of
information. In this role, the County Governor represents
an important link between municipalities and central gov-
ernment. Recipients of social assistance who are unhappy
about municipal decisions can complain to the County
Governor, and rulings from the County Governor in sin-
gular cases make precedents for the practice in local NAV
offices.

DATA AND METHODS

To answer the research question, we used comparative
case studies of six municipalities. The municipalities
were selected to incorporate a diversity of cases, which is
beneficial ‘where different combinations of variables are
assumed to have effects on an outcome’ (Gerring, 2008,
p- 651). In this case, we aimed to ensure variation in geo-
graphic location, population size, the proportion of inhab-
itants who received benefits, and the extent to which the
municipality had a tradition of using conditionality prior
to 2017. For population size, we regarded municipalities
with less than 15,000 inhabitants as small, with less than
80,000 as mid-sized, and with more than 80,000 as big.
All six municipalities had mayors from the Labour Party
during the period under study, which eliminated ideologi-
cal cleavages as drivers of variation (Horn et al., 2020).
Moreover, local political authorities largely stay out of de-
cisions made in administrative units, so we expect this to
be of little consequence. Table 1 summarizes the central
characteristics of the municipalities.

The data consisted mainly of 28 interviews, comple-
mented by local policy documents and statistics where
these were available and relevant. In the municipalities,
we spent time observing the routines and interactions that
took place. The interview guide centred on the content of
activities used in the municipality, why they had chosen
these activities, how they matched user and activity, how
the compulsory activities fit into their preferred form of
work with the users, the use of exemptions from activity,
the use of sanctions, and the overall assessment of the
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TABLE 1 Characteristics of the case municipalities

Municipality 2 Municipality 3 Municipality 4 Municipality 5 Municipality 6

Municipality 1

South-east
Mid-size
Yes

Inland

Capital area
Mid-size
No

Capital area

Middle of the country

North
Small
No

Geographic location

Mid-size
Yes

Big
No

Big
No

Size

Conditionality before

2017?

Amendments to existing

Established activity in

Yes

Only slight amendments

No activity, but

No, but a temporary

New activity with new

activity

anticipation of change in

national legislation

activity made established a team to existing activity

permanent

legislation

for close follow-up in
work application

Above medium

Medium

Less than medium

Above medium

Medium

Medium

Share of young citizens

who receives benefits

Interviews

NAV leader

Caseworkers

Activity leaders

new requirements. A research assistant transcribed the
interviews.'

In each municipality, we interviewed a NAV leader who
was familiar with the process leading up to the current
practices as well as the street-level bureaucrats involved
in day-to-day interactions with users. As the practical ‘ac-
tivation’ work took place outside the NAV office, we also
interviewed leaders at the organisations/centres/services
where mandatory participation took place. Thus, we were
able to grasp the same reality from various viewpoints. In
the analysis, we triangulated findings from different per-
spectives and stepwise summed up findings from each
municipality, enabling us to make comparisons between
municipalities in the next step.

EMPIRICAL FINDINGS

The aim of this study was to understand variations in
the practices of the new governmental guidelines across
municipalities. A first observation, however, was that, in
some aspects, there were striking similarities across all
municipalities. The understanding of the target group is
similar across municipalities with different characteris-
tics: the informants described a user group consisting of
individuals with very different needs—from the ones fall-
ing temporarily out of ordinary work to the ones suffering
with mental illness and/or substance abuse and where in-
tegration in ordinary work is a long-term project. The law
makes it clear that all users have the right to activation
measures that are adapted to their circumstances and an
obligation to participate in the measures offered.
Practically all informants supported the principle of
mandatory participation. That is, they were positive to-
wards mandatory participation—the 2017 regulation—as
itisinterpreted and implemented by their own NAV office.
In all municipalities, we found that employees at the NAV
office had converged towards a shared understanding of
what the new principle entailed and how they needed
to adapt their practice to fulfil the new requirements.
Notably, these understandings were shared by all actors
within the municipality but varied between municipalities.
In all municipalities, users who applied for economic
benefits met with a caseworker, who formally assigned
the user to an activation measure (or grant an exception).
This measure can be municipal, where these exist, or pri-
vate. The caseworker remained the one responsible for all

"The work was funded by the Directorate of Labor and Welfare as part
of their evaluation of the legislative change obliging municipalities to
provide activation for recipients of social assistance benefits under the
age of 30. The report from the evaluation is freely available online
(Lidén & Traetteberg, 2019).
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TABLE 2 Key findings from the municipalities

Scope of municipal measure: Hours

Municipality aweek?

Soft approach
Municipality 1 A few hours, three days a week
Municipality 2 Appointments a few times a week
Municipality 3 Short presence every day

Hard approach
Municipality 4 Normal work days, four days a week
Municipality 5 Normal work days, four days a week
Municipality 6 Normal work days, four days a week

economic aspects, including possible sanctioning, while
the staff at the activation measure had the daily contact
and follow-up with the user.

The understanding of the user group, widespread sup-
port for the principle of compulsory participation and this
basic set-up were shared across all six municipalities. As
for differences, we found variation along three broad di-
mensions: (1) the organisation of the measures, including
the length of the working day, (2) the content of the ser-
vices, and (3) the sanctions for non-compliance. Table 2
presents these differences.

These dimensions tended to cluster, dividing the mu-
nicipalities into two main groups. In the remainder of this
section, we elaborate on the differences between munici-
palities close to a ‘soft’ ideal type and those close to a ‘hard’
ideal type. Our use of the notions of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ draws
on insights from the debate on the human capital dimen-
sion in activation measures (Bonoli, 2013; Horn et al.,
2020), yet we use the terms in a much narrower sense,
referring only to variation along these three dimensions.
In discussing the findings from certain municipalities, we
included the municipality number from Table 2 in paren-
theses to ease the interpretation of our findings.

Nature of activities: Soft ideal type—
Municipality 1,2 and 3

Three of the municipalities presented an understanding of
compulsory participation that was close to the ‘soft’ ideal
type outlined above.

The scope of the activities in these municipalities was
limited to a few hours, not necessarily every day of the
week. All these measures were in place before 2017. There
was thus no expansion of the scope of activities in response

Economic sanctions
for non-compliance?

Content of measure: Physical
work?

No, not wanted No, denied by County

Governor

Only for small teams No, denied by County

Governor

Only for small teams Only in very few cases

Yes, catch all Limited due to

bureaucratic strain

Automatic when no
show

Yes, catch all

Automatic when no
show

Yes, catch all

to the legislative change. These municipalities responded
to the 2017 directive by reorganisations to speed up case-
work for young claimants.

As mentioned, the municipalities received some eco-
nomic compensation from the state to fulfil their obli-
gations under the new legislation. The amount was not
enough to establish new activity in the small municipal-
ity and represented only a small expansion of an already
complex set of activities in the large ones. One of the
larger municipalities (3) appointed frontline workers to
work, especially with users under age 30, to swiftly place
them in an activity and offer close monitoring and guid-
ance. The other large municipality (2) established a new
unit for rapid labour market integration to better serve
users who were deemed close to the labour market. The
aim of this unit, according to several employees in these
municipalities, was to ‘turn them around at the door’ and
push them towards ordinary work as soon as they applied
for benefits. There was accordingly no need for a more
comprehensive scope of measures, as these users would
swiftly become economically independent.

Notably, when asked about the new regulation, all em-
ployees in this municipality proudly pointed to this new
initiative. The existing courses targeting users with more
complex challenges were not seen as part of the offices’
work with the activation of young social assistance recip-
ients. The small municipality (1) was already running a
temporary three-day-a-week course, which was made per-
manent in response to the 2017 regulation.

Regarding the content of the measures, none of these
municipalities required their users to undertake physical
work. Both big cities (2 and 3) had a wide set of activi-
ties available for users, but they chose not to have physical
work as a core activity. This decision was partly a result of
professional discretion, but it also reflected that these large
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municipalities had access to a wide set of activities and
thus did not need to establish one designated activity to
cover a large group of users. However, one big city (3) had
small groups that performed practical work for the munic-
ipality, but participation in these groups was voluntary for
users. The small municipality (1) explicitly decided not to
include physical work for the municipality because of the
social stigma they feared would be associated with such
work, as one employee explained: ‘And carrying out casual
municipal work, it can quickly get a little stigmatised here.
You know right away if you see someone wearing a munici-
pal jacket that he is not really employed there’.

Economic sanctioning was limited. The small munici-
pality (1) and one of the larger (2) never cut benefits, while
the other big city (3) did in certain cases. However, never
cutting benefits was not the municipalities’ choice: local
staff wished to cut benefits, but the County Governor in the
two regions where these municipalities belonged vetoed
this practice. Clients who had experienced sanctioning had
complained to the County Governor, and this body had as-
sessed that benefit cuts undermine the stated ambition of
the law, namely, that levels should secure a dignified living.
This outcome created new binding practices for the local
offices. These practices were specific to the regions in ques-
tion, as other County Governors have different practices
(see below). Not being able to sanction benefits frustrated
the caseworkers, as they believed that this deprived them
of an important tool for their social work. As one leader put
it, ‘We do not reduce just for the sake of it or to make the cli-
ent’s situation difficult or ... it's because we see it has worked’.
In his view, it “‘worked’ because he had seen that sanction-
ing in effect re-established contact and brought the claim-
ant to a place where they could be worked on from a social
work perspective (as also observed by Gjersoe et al., 2020).
In the view of this leader, claimants have the right to be
activated, allowing them to simply opt out infringes on this
right. The County Governor's decision, which emphasised
the claimants’ right to a decent standard of living, jarred
with this perspective on what social work with this claim-
ant group ought to be.

Sanctioning, then, was seen in these municipalities as
an instrument for good social work. This view was also
the dominant view in the large city (3) that cut benefits
in certain cases. This municipality was located in a region
where the County Governor supports benefit cuts, but
problems arise in communication with the providers of
the courses established through the state line, who are all
private actors. The information flow was not good enough
to cut with immediate effect, and sanctioning long after
the breach of rules had taken place would not send the
right message of care and concern; rather, it would likely
be interpreted as random punishment. In this municipal-
ity too, frontline workers used sanctioning with care.

In summary, the three municipalities had an approach
to compulsory participation that did not involve phys-
ically straining activities or long hours and where sanc-
tioning was considered primarily a tool for good social
work. The legislative reform only led to minor changes in
terms of activities as more efficient casework from case-
workers was prioritised. Before the legislative change, the
municipalities were dominated by a ‘soft’ approach, and
the reforms were interpreted and implemented locally in
line with this conceptual context.

Nature of activities: Hard ideal type—
Municipalities 4, 5 and 6

The three remaining municipalities chose an approach
closer to the ‘hard’ ideal type.

The scope of the activities was wide and dependent
on one municipal activity established in response to the
legislative change. Caseworkers referred to this measure
as ‘the compulsory activity’. Their understanding of what
legislative change entails is thus intimately connected to
one activity. Two of the municipalities (5 and 6) had es-
tablished separate compulsory activities in preparation for
the new guideline. The third municipality (4) had used its
park maintenance unit for job training for several years.
The additional funds made available to the NAV office to
implement the new guideline were spent expanding this
measure after 2017. The direct effect of the legislative
change was, thus, a pooling of economic resources and
personnel in these activities to expand them to all users.

All three municipalities designated that ‘compulsory
activities’ should be practiced for a normal workday of 8 h,
usually for 4 days a week, with the fifth day being used for
applying for work, attending medical appointments and
performing other necessary tasks.

The content of the measures was predominantly phys-
ical work. The work can be physically demanding and
would not be suitable for all. One activity leader explained:

Someone who struggles physically will not
cope. Even if we ask them to take it easy and
do only what they manage. Doing garden
work at home for half an hour, anyone can do
that, but 7.5 h a day—it is heavy.

Frontline workers in these municipalities also reasoned
around the new guidelines in ways we did not find in the
more human capital-oriented municipalities. They were
much more likely than caseworkers in the ‘soft’ municipali-
ties to explicitly use efficiency arguments: reducing munici-
pal expenses was the stated aim, and claimants who did not
really need benefits were incentivised to find other sources
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of income. As one informant said, ‘It functions like a hidden
threat. I have experienced people come and say that if this is
how it is going to be, they will get a regular job. That someone
needs an incentive, that's for sure’.

Economic sanctioning was a normal procedure in these
municipalities. One of these municipalities (4) cut ben-
efits on a discretionary basis, similar to one of the big
municipalities mentioned in the previous section. Two
municipalities (5 and 6) cut benefits for every day a user
is not present on a weekly basis. In these municipalities,
the flow of information is smooth between the activity
and caseworkers. Many informants described the use of
cuts in benefits as an educational tool for users to get used
to the realities of ordinary working life. A case manager
claimed, ‘It is not primarily for punishment; it is primarily
for showing what the situation is like in today's Norway. You
show up at work, and then you get paid for showing up’.

Frontline workers in these municipalities also shied
away from conceptualising sanctioning as punishment,
but their understanding also deviated from the dominant
understanding in the municipalities that practice ‘soft’ ac-
tivation: it was less important to display care and concern
than to teach the claimant a necessary and valuable les-
son. Sanctioning was seen as a form of ‘tough love’.

As noted, this practice was not limited by the County
Governor in any of the municipalities, but the NAV leaders
in at least one of these settings (6) were still unsure about
whether they had understood the new guideline correctly.
The new regulation was seen as unclear, and the NAV em-
ployees expressed hope for clarification from the County
Governor. The manager described it as follows: ‘When
this [compulsory participation] was introduced, the county
governor would say nothing about it [how it should be inter-
preted], ... so I almost wish that we got a complaint. Then we
would learn how to do this’. This excerpt illustrates the un-
certainty of how to discipline through cuts in entitlements,
even within municipalities that do this on a regular basis.
Social benefits are a right the users have, and compulsory
activation is not only a right to activity but also an obligation
of the municipalities to activate. The tension between the
rights of the user, finding the right tools to motivate users,
and the demands on the municipality is fundamental and
challenging to deal with. In the complex governance struc-
ture, the municipality was frustrated with the passivity of
the body just above them in the governance chain.

In conclusion, the three mid-sized municipalities de-
veloped a coherent concept of compulsory participation
centred on their in-house activities. For these municipal-
ities, the new legislation was embodied in this activity. At
the same time, the work of caseworkers and counsellors
was centred on these efforts, as these in-house activities
were regarded as instrumental in getting to know the
users better and offering better follow-ups.

WHY THE DIFFERENT PRACTICES?

This article shows how a new guideline on mandatory
participation has been interpreted differently in different
municipalities within the same national context in terms
of the organisation and scope of activity, the content of
the measures and the role of economic sanctioning. We
demonstrated that different indicators cluster together:
municipalities that have conceptualised compulsory par-
ticipation as physical work and long hours in catch-all
programmes were also the municipalities that sanction
through benefit cuts. The municipalities that were more
reluctant to cut benefits were those with the least strain-
ing content and scope of activities. The wide variety in
interpretation and implementation at the local level illus-
trates the limitations of studies relying only on formal reg-
ulation generally. They also complement the studies that
highlight the characteristics of frontline workers as the
main explanations for variation between local contexts
(Djuve & Kavli, 2015; Sadeghi & Fekjer, 2019; Terum &
Jessen, 2015; Terum et al., 2018).

To explain the limitations of the state's vertical policy
coordination, we suggest that the new guideline on man-
datory participation for young recipients of social assis-
tance should not be seen as a breach of existing standards
but rather as a new aspect that is simply layered onto
existing practices and standards. We observed how the
conceptualisation of the new guideline depended on the
situation prior to the legislative change. All municipalities
based their practices on what they conceived of as good
social work, and this understanding was not changed by
a new guideline. Pre-existing understandings and state-
municipal interactions within NAV contributed to main-
taining a certain local-level path dependence. The new
regulation thus merely prompted an incremental change
in the form of layering (Mahoney & Thelen, 2010). In all
municipalities, the implementation followed existing work
with the user groups. The big cities already had a wide set
of activities and only made amendments. The small mu-
nicipalities had a temporary activity that they made per-
manent and had no intention of expanding further. The
three mid-sized municipalities had existing activities that
they could expand to catch-all concepts. The different
local organisations were all layered institutions, and the
form and shape of the ‘compulsory participation layer’
was largely determined by their existing institutional set
up. Our case thus demonstrates an under-communicated
feature of the street-level bureaucracy literature: the stick-
iness of fundamental institutional structures that can ab-
sorb external changes in ways that, over time, can produce
important modifications.

The size of the municipalities plays a central role in
how this layering plays out. In Norway, the principle of
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a generalist municipality is at the core of public welfare,
which means that smaller and larger municipalities (in
population numbers) have the same generalist status and
roles in the government system; they are subject to the
same laws and financial regulations and are required to
perform the same tasks. Applied to the question of ‘how to
demand activity’, this invariably means that the size of the
municipality—and hence the number of users—matters.
Our six case studies illustrate the significance of size. The
three municipalities that had established catch-all activ-
ities based on physical work were all mid-sized, which
implies that they were large enough to establish a well-
staffed municipal activity with a comprehensive scope in
terms of hours a week and content. This set-up is not an
option for the small municipality as it could not muster
sufficient resources. The small municipality then piggy-
backed on the state line in NAV and operated only a very
limited measure of its own. On the other hand, the mid-
sized municipalities were too small to maintain a larger
number of activation measures tailored to different user
groups; the lack of a critical number of users in each cat-
egory rendered it impossible to make such diverse offers
defendable. The larger cities could maintain a wider set of
activities. They had many users with different needs and,
thus, the opportunity to maintain a differentiated set of
participation measures.

These two factors—the number of users and correspond-
ing availability of resources, and local preconception of what
activation is and how it should be implemented—go a long
way to explain the observed differences. As a third aspect,
we highlight challenges related to governance and vertical
policy coordination (Tosun et al., 2019). The NAV exists in
a multi-actor universe, and governance of the various tasks
can be a genuine challenge (Andreassen & Fossestol, 2014).
Some arise ‘upwards’, between NAV and the state in the
form of the County Governor. Two of the NAV offices an-
swering to two different County Governors had effectively
been banned from sanctioning benefits. The inability to
sanction was a source of frustration for the frontline work-
ers and their managers, as they believed that sanctioning
could be a tool for good social work. As our data stem only
from the municipalities, we are careful to conclude why we
observe this variation in practices from County Governors.
However, it is likely that the trade-off between the rights of
users—social benefit is a right if one fulfils the criteria—and
the obligation to activate is part of the explanation. The role
of the County Governor is to make the boundaries for this
trade-off transparent and equal across the country; it is the
primary tool for the state to secure vertical coordination of
practices. Paradoxically, the variation in County Governors’
practices increased differences at the local level, the opposite
of the formal role, because of the inherent dilemmas in pol-
icies involving mandatory participation and conditionality.

Another challenge of governance arises ‘downward’,
that is, between NAV and the private (profit or non-profit)
actors that deliver activation services. Across all municipal-
ities, informants reported that the use of private providers
hampered the flow of information to the extent that benefit
sanctioning was difficult to carry out. The frontline workers
in NAV, who were responsible for starting and stopping the
pay-out of benefits, would often not know that the claim-
ants had stopped showing up to the compulsory measure
until much later. Stopping benefits to sanction behaviour
that took place weeks or even months earlier was not seen
as a good social work practice. The use of private providers
is part of a national policy introduced by the same minis-
try that implements the mandatory participation measure.
We thus see that one attempt at vertical coordination by the
state hampers the effect on another.

We argue that our findings complement and give nuance
to existing research. Nevertheless, we recognise the limita-
tions of our approach. The findings from our six municipal-
ities point towards diversity in how the new guideline for
mandatory participation and conditionality is conceptual-
ised, but six cases are obviously not enough to make robust
conclusions about overarching patterns. More quantitative
work is needed to make robust generalisations. We have
argued that the Norwegian context with a strong tradition
of municipal independence is a good point of departure
for exploring the importance of local institutional settings.
The precise mechanisms we described may be limited to
the Norwegian case, but the ways in which local resources,
modes of multi-level governance and local path dependen-
cies influence social work are overarching concerns that
can be explored in other national contexts.
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