Kai Marquardsen

What does Activation mean for the 'Activated'? Findings about German Labour Market Policy

In the following I am going to point out that the concept of activation in German labour market policy is characterised by a fundamental contradiction – the relation between autonomy and heteronomy. That is, the concept of activation implies a very narrow understanding of self-responsibility by which people are being activated towards a predetermined goal in the intention to create exploitable individuals. After all, activation can only be partially considered to comprise activity on the part of the unemployed. However, they develop stubborn and notably active strategies for coping with unemployment.

On the first glance, the implementation of the activation policy in Germany has been a success story: since the last component of the so called ‘Hartz-Laws’ came into effect, the total number of unemployed people has decreased from about 5 million in january 2005 to about 3.3 million by the end of 2007. But the reality behind these figures seems different. On the one hand the share of long-term unemployed has even increased within the same period while on the other hand there is a huge amount of people not counted in the statistics as being ‘unemployed’ but being actually without employment. The merging of the unemployment aid (Arbeitslosenhilfe) and the social aid (Sozialhilfe) into the new code law of the SGB II led to the distinction between employable needy and not employable (or rather ‘incapacitated’) needy. The latter group does not count as being unemployed for the statistics and is also not targeted by activation measures, though its size has been constantly high with an amount of about 1.8 million people. Officially not unemployed are also people being needy despite of being employed (if they are employed more than 15 hours a week), people not being registered at the agencies (regardless if they are actually employed or not) and people that are temporarily excluded from benefits due to sanctions (which have been tightened by the new conditionality rules).

Thus, the pretended success of the activation policy seems rather ambivalent. But this does not mean that the concept of activation in German labour market policy is actually without effect. For this reason, I would like to draw your attention to some more subtle effects of the activation policy. In doing so, I will not refer to a statistically measurable policy outcome but to the question how the unemployed themselves experience the claims of activation. These findings are based on 27 problem-centered interviews with long-term unemployed and their social networks I carried out in the context of my doctoral thesis. First, I would like to give a brief overview over the activation measures within the German labour market policy. Second, I am going to show how the unemployed deal with these claims of activation. Finally, I will turn to the question of how this policy of activation may be characterised analytically.

The concept of activation in German labour market policy

The shift towards ‘activation’ within the German labour market policy lies in the focus on individual behaviour. Unemployment is primarily considered a deficit in indvidual motivation and willingness to work. Consequently, measures of activation attempt to change behaviour. A variety of instruments are working for the purpose of activation in at least three dimensions: the availability to the labour market, self-responsibility and employability (see: Marquardsen 2007). In each of these dimensions there are instruments that work by compulsion as well as instruments focussing on incentives and support. The availability to the labour market is tested by a number of instruments providing negative sanctions in case of missing willingness while on the other hand there are also instruments enabling people to reduce individual constraints that prevent them from taking up employment. In the same way self-responibility is going to be achieved either by sanctions due to the lack of individual activity or the elimination of obstacles that conflict with taking on self-responsibility. Finally, the call for employability postulates an individual responsibility to care for one’s own skills but provides also instruments taking the particular individual demand for qualification into account. Unfortunately, reality shows a strong bias towards those instruments working by compulsion in every one of these three dimensions while potencially enabling instruments are clearly underrepresented. Anyway, it is not the single instruments that make up the activation policy. Many of them are not even new and have already been in effect before the recent labour market reforms. The crucial factor is the ideological justification that connects these instruments with each other.

Evidently, the policy of activation works for a formation of the individual. Especially the tightened conditionality rules force the unemployed either to accept work at any price or to do without benefits. Thus, an increased individualisation of the opportunities and risks of labour market participation takes effect. But as a matter of fact, these opportunities and risks have been unevenly distributed: short-term unemployed with strong individual capacities and good prospects of finding work are relatively privileged, while long-term unemployed more often face compulsion to enter precarious forms of employment (see: Bescherer et al. 2008). Hence, the activation policy leads to a reproduction or even intensification of unequal individual risks and opportunities in the labour market. But not only individuals are affected by the activation policy but also their social network: the legal definition of ‘communities of members of a household in need of benefits’ (Bedarfsgemeinschaften) defines a shared financial responsibility of all members of the household in case of unemployment. From this point of view, it is not merely an individualisation but a privatisation of opportunities and risks taking place. Private relations and formerly separate spaces of a persons life are supposed to be a subject of strategic behaviour. This does not necessarily pose a threat to the unemployed. Some of them might even take this as an opportunity. However, due to the actual concentration on compulsion and the selective allocation of opportunities and risks, most of the unemployed are likely to experience this shift as a hazard. Anyway, the German activation policy has got an exceedingly narrow understanding of the term ‘activation’ which adds up to a solely utilitarian view of the individual. The explicit intention of this policy is the change of individual behaviour, which means to cause desired behaviour on the part of the unemployed. In this regard, instead of an individualisation we rather find a standardisation of individual behaviour. The unemployed are reduced to their labour market value, being considered either useful or not. This appears not at least in the defintion of different customer groups by the agencies leading to a pre-selection by expected individual opportunities.

Analytically, activation can be considered to be a reaction to the overall change of employment and labour. Living in a society where labour is still one of the most central modes of belonging and of connecting individuals to each other, the challenge of this connection by mass-unemployment and also the diversification of work and employment schemes appears as a problem of uncertainty for society as a whole. The activation policy can be understood as a reaction (or rather a reflex) to this uncertainty, stressing on labour as the single legitimate way of affiliation. But before I finally turn to an analytical review of the activation concept, I am going to highlight the disparate outcomes of the contemporary labour-market policy in Germany. I am doing this from the viewpoint of the unemployed who are affected by this policy. How do they experience this policy and how do they cope with its pressures? In this connection, I will discuss three major effects of the activation policy on the part of the unemployed: striving for conformity, striving for compensation and the tendency of dissociation. I decided not to translate the original citations from the interviews I conducted because this would have been meant to loose authenticity. Hence, I apologise for putting things more abstract in the following.

What does activation mean for the activated?

Many of the interviewees tell about a permanent pressure to justify their status of being without work. Here, the interviewer often plays the role of a representative of the public opinion to which their justifications are adressed. They talk about the experience of stigmatisation in every day life, though this experience is not only caused by actual discrimination but also by the anticipated view of third persons (viz. what the individual thinks, what the others think about him/her). But even though many of them mention an increased experience of being excluded due to the implementation of the Hartz-Laws, they largely have sympathy for the idea of activation. The interviewees explicitly wish to be recognized as useful and equal members of society. They try to dissociate from the public opinion which blames them to be ‘social parasites’. Thus, striving for conformity can be considered the first major effect of the activation policy. However, the longterm unemployed have to deal with the problem that they can hardly provide evidence for this commitment. The chance to return into a stable employment with adequate income is out of reach for most of them. Instead they oscillate between precarious forms of short-term employment (often in the shape of temporary employment measures) and longer periods of unemployment. To give credibility to their own commitment to labour society, they have to find other ways to receive social appreciation in everyday life. Such strategies come into effect with the help of a social network which meets the indivduals need for social affiliation.

Thus, the second major effect of the activation policy is that the unemployed strive to compensate the lack of public respect by searching alternative ways to win recognition. This requires a social network in which the actors share the same criteria for the allocation of respect. In the sample many cases can be found in which the unemployed try to gain recognition in a network of voluntary work (from colleagues as well as from clients). Besides the participation in unemployment support groups, there are also cases of voluntary care for elderly, neighbourly help or work in membership associations within the sample. In all these cases people actually seem proactive which could be considered a successful activation. But on closer examination it appears that the recognition offered by these acitivities remains fragile: It is only kept up as long as the actors share the same social status and interests. At the same time there is often a severe competition for the scarce and unstable ressources of social recognition. The major problem of gaining respect by voluntary work is that the criteria for being respected are often not generalisable. An achievement in favour of the group’s goals may be worthless for the gain of public respect. This also holds true for those interviewees that retreat into family ties. In these cases the family is described as a ’common destiny’. Within the family there is a distinct certainty about the individual’s role. Belonging to such a closed community offers protection but can also increase the person’s vulnerability due to one-sided dependencies. Thus, the familiy works as a ‘filter’ but also as a ‘multiplier’ of unemployment effects (see: Lueders/Rosner 1990). Both strategies (voluntary work and retreat into family ties) have in common, that they are realised within a social network in which the unemployed suppose to be recognised as insider. In any case, this implies a varying degree of dissociation.

Such a dissociation can be considered the third major effect of activation policy. It appears in shape of changing reference systems underlying the creation and allocation of social recognition. The unemployed try to establish social relations that support their own struggle for social appreciation. This implies a certain homogeneity of the mutual expectations. But furthermore this means a closure leading into a cognitive revaluation and devaluation of individual opportunities. Within such networks specific rules of gratification and sanction of individual behaviour are in effect. Again, this counts for networks of voluntary work as well as for family networks. Finally, a dissociation can be found in cases where people have explicitly withdrawn from work and employment as a source of social appreciation. This also requires a social network to support these strategies. But furthermore, such a (more or less explicit) refusal of belonging to labour society needs a lot of flexibility and creativity on part of the unemployed and their networks to manage their everyday life. However, this is not to be misunderstood as a glorification of poverty as an optional life-style, for the ressources of social support within these networks are actually very limited. Anyway, as a conscious strategy, this mode of coping with unemployment within friendly relations can be found exclusively among young, unmarried males which have not experienced stable employment yet. Hence, it seems to be a phenomenon that is bound to a preliminary phase in the life of these young people.

Activation revisited

Taking into account how the longterm unemployed themselves experience the policy of activation, let me finally turn to the question of how this policy may be assessed analytically. First of all, it appears that the different strategies of coping with unemployment adhere to a (more or less) active performance on the part of the unemployed. They are not generally passive, as it is commonly misunterstood. Though, they are not active members of labour society. The vast majority of them perceives this situation as a negative tension. To them, the activation policy is like a rat race: they are running continiously without ever reaching an end. At the same time they are strained by stigmatisation and social marginalisiation. This pressure is quite intended, for it induces the unemployed to accept any kind of employment instead of depending on welfare. Activation thus means to get people to work at any price. In contrast, the promise of individual automomy is sacrificed to this goal. On closer inspection there is actually a fundamental contradiction between autonomy and heteronomy in the activation policy. The concept of activation only authorises activities towards a predetermined goal. However, autonomy does not only mean to choose the path to reach a given goal, but to choose the goal itself. That is why the intention to strengthen individual autonomy by activation is finally unaccomplishable: being activated is by definition a heteronomous project. Even more: there is a strong mistrust against the individual and its capacities of self-governance within the activation policy. Thus, the contradiction between autonomy and heteronomy is finally a contradiction between individualisation and de-individualisation.

As already discussed above, this recent shift in labour market policy can be considered a reaction to the overall change of work and employment in the post-industrial societies. Social affiliation within these societies is still basically connected to employment and also personal identity is most notably build around work. Hence, unemployment poses a threat to social cohesion as well as to the individual experience of inclusion and exclusion. There are hardly any established alternative role models (except maybe for the mother role or retirement). The activation policy rather stands for clinging even further to a mode of integration which is becoming increasingly fragile. What we might actually face is an ‘activation without work’ (see: Lessenich 2005). Thus, instead of insisting on employment, a positive concept of activation needs to accept and promote different ways of affilation und social appreciation. After all, a contemporary labour market policy would need to broaden its concept to a more holistic point of view. Not till then will we be able to meet the challenge of late capitalist societies. 
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