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ABSTRACT

In Sweden and elsewhere, work strategies have gained greater significance in social policy, and now 
also in settlement programs for refugees.  This article addresses the level of practice of the refugee 
settlement program in Sweden, which previously emphasized ‘support’ and ‘social responsibility’, but 
now emphasizes ‘activation’ and ‘individual responsibility’.  Through an analysis of interviews and 
individual action plans, we investigate how activation is put into practice in the work activities of 
refugee settlement and how employment officials and refugees articulate and experience the role 
that activation plays in refugees’ integration processes.  The conclusion drawn is that activation is a 
central feature, but it involves conditionalizing elements that are used as the means to emphasize 
‘work’ as the route to integration and to keep the ‘less employable’ refugees activated.  The activa-
tion techniques applied require refugees to demonstrate that they are taking responsibility for their 
integration process and for increasing their employability. 
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Introduction

‘Work strategy’ has been an important concept in Swedish social policy for decades, but 
it gained reinforced significance from 2006 onwards after the right-wing government 
came into power (Regeringsförklaringen 2006). The return of the Social-Democratic 
Party into governance in 2014 meant contrary to what was might expected, a continu-
ation of the political emphasis on placing work and activation at the center of tackling 
many social conditions associated with ‘social risks’ such as poverty, sickness, long-term 
unemployment, and now also as a salient means to speed up refugees’ integration pro-
cess (Regeringsförklaringen 2014). It is claimed that the contemporary version of ‘work 
strategy’ has been discursively transferred and in practice adopted to a growing number 
of policy areas (Hobbins 2016; Peeters 2013; Trnka & Trundle 2014; Vesterberg 2015). 
In a previous issue of this journal, Hobbins (2016) provides an illustrative example 
of how the discourses on an individualized work strategy permeate Swedish programs 
directed to long-term unemployed youth. The implementation of work strategies rests 
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on a strong belief that all individuals are able to work to some extent and that everyone 
benefits from sharing society’s workload by ‘doing their bit’ and being responsible for 
their own upkeep (Hobbins 2016; Johansson & Møller 2009). Studies have shown that 
in many welfare-state policy areas, a gradual shift has occurred in the use of measures 
emphasizing individual responsibility for improving one’s life-situation and for demon-
strating the ability to live up to desirable norms on acceptable behaviors and lifestyles 
(Douglas 1994; Ericson et al. 2000; Garland 2001; Mik-Meyer & Villardsen 2012; Rose 
1996). Thus, individualized ‘work strategy measures’ for the unemployed often involve 
conditionalizing elements such as expectations on the individual to partake in suggested 
programs and to accept job offers, thus demonstrating a good work ethic and the inten-
tion to take responsibility as a social contributor (Clarke 2005; Dean 2007; Peeters 
2013). However, in international comparisons, Sweden is well known for its generous 
welfare-state provision of support to newly arrived refugees, including language train-
ing, housing, health care, civic instructions, and measures to prepare for working life, 
for a 2-year period of time (Borevi 2013; Djuve & Kavli 2007; Fernandes 2013). In 
Sweden, as well as in other Nordic countries such as Denmark and Norway (Fernandes 
2013, 2015), participation in the refugee-settlement programs is formulated in legisla-
tion as a right, meaning that the target group has the right to the various measures and 
payments provided through the introduction benefit (Djuve & Kavli 2007; Fernandes 
2015). At present, however, the Swedish settlement program for refugees (SFS 2010:197) 
represents a break from the previous program (SFS 1992:1068) and has been described 
as a shift away from an introduction program with an emphasis on ‘support’ toward 
a program stressing ‘fast employment’ and activation (Fernandes 2015; Larsson 2015; 
Qvist 2012). Regarding refugees’ experiences of flight, persecution, and war, research 
shows that there is great variation in refugees’ readiness to enter into employment and 
to be able to participate in all aspects of social life (Slewa-Younan et al. 2015). This 
implies that in planning and providing support to refugees, the ability to work and to 
benefit from partaking in various work-training programs might vary to a great extent 
(Lecerof et al. 2015). The results from a limited number of studies on the present Swedish  
refugee settlement program (Fernandes 2015; Qvist 2012) have mostly stated that there 
is a strong focus on work in policy texts, and only a few studies have looked into how 
the work focus is put into practice (Larsson 2015; Vesterberg 2013). There are no previ-
ous studies on how activation strategies function in detail, what they are used for, or 
how they are experienced by refugees. Therefore, the aim of this article is to investigate 
in what ways work strategies influence the activities in which refugees take part and 
how employment officials and refugees articulate and experience the role that activation 
plays in refugees’ integration processes. 

Policy programs that are in general developed in the name of activity have in many 
cases led to ambiguous outcomes and to discord between conditionality and auton-
omy (Djuve 2011; Vesterberg 2013, 2015). While some studies indicate that programs 
that emphasize self-governance means boosting individuals’ motivation and willpower 
(Heidenreich & Aurich-Beerheide 2014), there are other studies indicating that pro-
grams emphasizing individual responsibility presume employability and agency, which 
therefore might be beneficial for those who have the resources that the labor market 
demands (Dingeldey 2007). One of the few studies on work strategies in the Swedish 
refugee settlement program showed that public employment services [PES] officials have 
to use various strategies to live up to the steering mechanisms in the policy and have to 
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adapt the compulsory activation measures to the refugee clients’ shifting preparedness to 
participate in activation on a full-time basis (Larsson 2015). One adaptive strategy used 
by the officials is to fill up the establishment plans of the newly arrived immigrants with 
what Larsson calls ‘empty activities’ (p. 315–316). A reason for these kinds of strate-
gies is that officials are trying to live up to the requirements of the policy to enable ‘full 
time activation’ and thus meet the expectations that are imposed upon them (Larsson 
2015, p. 316). The results from Larsson’s study imply that work-strategies applied in a 
performance-based and conditionalized system might lead to the provision of meaning-
less activities for the sake of activation, ‘filling the numbers’, and meeting the eligibility 
criteria for receiving benefits.

The meta-theoretical background to the present article is that ideas and practices 
travel between organization and institutions (Czarniawska-Joerges & Sevón 2005). In 
the case of ‘work strategies’ in refugee settlement, it is possible to assume that ideas and 
practices focusing on ‘employment’ and ‘activation’ have travelled and been translated 
from the field of labor market policy to the field of refugee integration policy. However, 
it is questionable as to whether practices such as ‘activation’ ever needed to be translated 
to fit other organizations or other public actors in the first place because the institutional 
shift of the refugee-integration program that took place in 2010 meant that the program 
became situated within the realm of the PES. Thus, the process of translation more likely 
concerns how ‘work focus’ is transferred to a ‘new’ group of people, to refugees, rather 
than being applied to the unemployed in general. 

Background to political ideas on work strategies in  
Swedish refugee settlement policy 

In Sweden, the granting of refugee status involves rights for the newly arrived to receive 
state-provided financial and practical support for 2 years. The aim of settlement pro-
grams for refugees in general is to facilitate the integration of the refugees into the 
receiving nation, and these programs often involve language courses, labor-market  
planning, and vocational training in order for newly arrived individuals to become 
self-providing and settled locally. The previous Swedish introduction program for refu-
gees was, in a Nordic comparison, described as having higher levels of benefits, fewer 
compulsory activities, and a weaker emphasis on sanctions-backed activation strate-
gies compared to other Nordic nations such as Denmark and Norway (Brochman & 
Hagelund 2011; Djuve & Kavli 2007). Prior to the launching of this earlier version of 
the settlement program for refugees (1997/98:16), it was stated that local governments 
had the main responsibility to flexibly respond to the multiple needs of the refugees 
(Government bill 1997/98:16, p. 75). Discussions about the need for changing direction 
in the refugee-settlement program started to turn up in the late 1990s and early 2000s 
(Borevi 2013; Brekke & Borchgrevink 2007; Djuve 2011), and criticism was often heard 
that the services being provided did not offer the necessary incentives to push refu-
gees into the labor market and to break them from ‘welfare dependency’ (Qvist 2012: 
16). Arguments for policy changes were also based on studies showing ethnic employ-
ment gaps in the Swedish workforce as evidenced by low incomes, high dependency 
on social assistance, and poor Swedish language skills among some groups of refugees  
(Folkpartiet 2004, 2008; SOU 2006:79). Of concern for Swedish policymakers was that 
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the settlement needed to become more focused on labor-market integration and on pro-
moting an active and self-reliant refugee (Government bill 2009/10:60, p. 39). The urge 
to change policy direction can be seen in the use of certain words in the labels of the 
government texts, for example, From caring to responsibility – effective establishment 
services for newly arrived immigrants (2009/10:60, p 24). Prior to the launching of the 
‘new’ settlement policy, there were several arguments about creating motivational incen-
tives for new arrivals to participate in integration activities and how authorities needed 
to take a step back but still play a role in putting demands on the refugee and in provid-
ing incentives for them to integrate into Swedish society (SOU 2008:58, p. 62). Put at 
center stage was the idea of the refugee as a worker and contributor with an emphasis 
on the duties of the refugee to participate and to accept the training placements and jobs 
that were offered (SFS 2010:197; SOU 2008:58). An institutional change to serve the 
purpose of ‘work focus’ was the transference of overall responsibility for the program 
from the municipalities to the PES. Examples of how these duties are practiced include 
the requirement for the refugee to start the program within 1 year after being settled 
locally, otherwise the right to participate expires, and the demand for full-time participa-
tion in the program, which is 8 hours per weekday, in order to receive the benefits (SFS 
2009/10:60: 40; 2010:197). Individuals with less than 25% work capacity are excluded 
from the ‘establishment program’ and instead apply for support from the social services. 
The public employment officers (EOs) are obligated to make an initial inquiry with the 
refugee with the aim of assessing the individual’s ability to work. If officials find it neces-
sary, they can advise the refugee to contact a health care center to have such an assess-
ment made by medical experts. 

Swedish labor market policy

Considering the presentation above, the adoption of ‘work focus’ in refugee settlement 
policy is without doubt linked to the changes in Swedish labor market policy (Fernandes 
2015; Qvist 2012). Therefore, it is useful to give an overview of some changes in labor 
market policy that relate to individualized work strategies. Internationally, the Swedish  
model of labor market policy is associated with the social democratic regime’s goal 
of full employment, investments in the labor force through comprehensive active and 
offensive labor market measures, and generous unemployment insurances (Bengtsson 
& Berglund 2012; Esping-Andersen 1990). The ‘offensive’ work strategies applied in 
the “Swedish model” aimed to strengthen the resources of the unemployed, while from 
1990s and onward, these gradually turned into more defensive work strategies (Torfing 
1999). In the late 1990s, the emphasis on activation measures changed the discourses 
on labor market policy in Sweden from viewing unemployment as caused by ‘lack of 
employment’ to viewing unemployment foremost as individuals’ ‘lack of employability’ 
(Bengtsson & Berglund 2012; Garsten & Jacobsson 2004; Johansson & Møller 2009). 
It is argued that instead of increasing the competence of the labor force, the emphasis 
in labor market programs is on lowering the costs and making considerable changes in 
labor market insurance with tightened eligibility criteria and lowered levels of benefit 
(Bengtsson & Berglund 2012). This is combined with a conditionalization of the acti-
vation strategies and benefits involved, putting the unemployed under pressure with 
sanctions and time limitations with the aim of creating incentives for the unemployed 
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to choose work in preference to living on benefits (Barbier 2004; Johansson & Møller 
2004). A more disciplining character of labor market programs (Barbier 2004), together 
with a neoliberal notion of individual autonomy, is argued to have individualized the 
responsibilities for escaping unemployment (Hobbins 2016). From 2006 onwards, a 
marked intensification of the individualization in labor market policy is discernible 
along with increased emphasis on unemployed individuals working on themselves, for 
example, to improve their competences, capabilities, motivation, or work ethic (Hobbins 
2016). Such an emphasis on individualized responsibility in refugee-settlement policies 
might be viewed as part of an empowerment ideology aiming to prevent the capacities 
and agencies of refugees from being tied up by institutional constraints and clientization 
processes (Fernandes 2015; Qvist 2012). However, it is also claimed that individual-
ized responsibility is part of a general welfare-state retrenchment, leaving much of the 
responsibility for recovery and inclusion to the individual (Clarke 2005; Dean 2007; 
Garland 2001; Peeters 2013). As such, there is ambiguity as to whether the outcome  
of these new integration policies is a freeing of individual capacities (Eastmond 2011) 
or, on the contrary, if they lead to an abandonment of the individual and an exclusion of 
those with fewer resources and reduced capacities (Shutes 2011; Wiggan 2012).

Activation and responsibilization

Two concepts of relevance to illustrate the policy trend of individualized work strate-
gies are activation and responsibilization, which have also proven to be of importance 
in analyzing our empirical data. The Scandinavian countries are often referred to as ‘the 
active corner in Europe’ (Bengtsson 2014; LØdemel & Trickey 2001). Active labor mar-
ket policies in Scandinavia have for a long time had an important role in welfare policies, 
but since the 1990s, these have changed from human capital-strengthening measures to 
more compulsory ‘work first’ initiatives based on the principle that ‘everyone with at least 
some work capacity should work’ (Bengtsson 2014; Handler 2003; Lødemel & Trickey 
2001). Activation is best understood as an umbrella concept that signifies substantial 
changes in social policies aiming at promoting the more or less obligatory participation 
in labor (Bengtsson 2014, p. 55). Activation is discussed either regarding its ‘enabling 
elements’, that is, as something strengthening and empowering citizenship or on the con-
trary in terms of its demanding or conditional elements, also referred to as the ‘work first’ 
approach (Dean 2007; Handler 2003; Peck & Theodore 2000). The enabling activa-
tion practices target the strengthening of human capacity for the purposes of long-term 
employment. Applied this way, the policy consists of improving the human capital of the 
unemployed through education, assisted job searches, short-term work preparations, and 
incentives to participate in work programs (Bengtsson 2014; Peck & Theodore 2000; 
Torfing 1999).

The work-first approach is, in contrast, about moving people from welfare to work 
as soon as possible and involves strategies that are more or less conditionally produced 
through benefit cuts, tightening of eligibility criteria, and mandatory work programs 
in order to move people out of joblessness. Moreover, the work-first approach is often 
thought of as anchored on ideas of ‘welfare traps’, and it follows the principle that 
any job is better than no job at all (Bengtsson 2014, p. 56; cf. Standing 2011). Several 
scholars argue that activation policies have forcefully redistributed the risks associated 
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with job-market instability from the state to the unemployed (Peck & Theodore 2000; 
cf. Newman 2011). Thus, the focus is on what individuals can do to improve their own 
situation, for example, in relation to health and work, rather than focusing on redis-
tributing risks by means of a public insurance system. In this discourse, the ‘responsible 
citizen’ refers to the individual who works on themself, that is, they seek out educa-
tion, job opportunities, and behaviors that will improve their chances for employment 
and self-sufficiency. However, according to Peeters (2013, p. 558), ‘citizen responsibility 
walks a thin line between freedom and restraint’, and it would be a mistake to think that 
individual responsibility implies that individuals are completely free to take their own 
course of action (Clarke 2005; Dean 2007; Peeters 2013). The state’s expectations on 
desirable choices and behaviors are framed by a set of norms on what is deemed to be 
‘reasonable’ and ‘decent’. But, as Clarke (2005: 451) points out, there is not one ‘single 
coherent underlying moral code, but rather a set of unstable assemblages of what is 
deemed “reasonable” and “decent” across a variety of sites and practices’. Techniques 
used in refugee settlement programs are thus often individualized, including individual 
plans, guidance, and job coaching, often with the explicit goal of ‘strengthening the par-
ticipant’ and encouraging them to become active agents of their own lives (Rose 1996; 
Vesterberg 2013, 2015). However, the essence of these practices is ambiguous. Some 
techniques might point in the direction of increased ‘empowerment’ (cf. Brochman & 
Hagelund, 2011), placing an emphasis on overcoming the assumed meanings and iden-
tifications associated with unemployment or marginalization, while other techniques 
are directed toward improving the skills thought of as being insufficient in order for 
migrants to become employable (Vesterberg 2015, p. 307). 

Presenting the empirical study

The themes discussed in this article are part of a larger empirical study looking into 
practices and outcomes of the Swedish settlement program (Forskningsrådet för hälsa, 
arbetsliv och välfärd 2014–2017). The results presented here are based on a combina-
tion of refugee interviews and content analysis of individual action plans set up by 
EOs. The two empirical sources and methods of analysis were strategically chosen in 
order to achieve a holistic understanding of how activation strategies and ideas on 
responsibility appear in practice in Sweden’s settlement policy for refugees. The use of 
different empirical sources is a way to triangulate the data and the analysis (cf. Patton 
1999), thus enabling information from two different types of actors. On the basis of 
the interviews with refugees and EOs and notes from their fieldwork, this study ana-
lyzes how the use of activation is practiced and experienced in refugees’ integration 
process. 

Interviews

Thirty refugees were interviewed in four cities in three different regions in Sweden. The 
data collection took place between June 2015 and February 2016. EOs and social work-
ers working in the various regions were asked to provide lists of possible interview per-
sons. From the lists provided, we chose to contact both men and women who were either 
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near the end of the 2-year settlement period or who had already finished it. This was 
because we wanted to remove all possible risks that individuals would still be in a depen-
dent position with regards to the authorities. In choosing interviewees, we considered 
a variation of age and previous working life experiences and educational backgrounds, 
meaning half of the group of interviewees had a long educational background (upper 
secondary, academic), and the other half only had the maximum level of compulsory 
school. Three of the interviewees were illiterate. All of the interviewees had their refugee 
status approved and had fled war or persecution. Their national backgrounds differed 
(Iraq, Eritrea, Somali, and Syria), but we did not emphasize their ethnic background 
analytically because there is no point in attempting to draw generalized conclusions 
based on ethnicity from such a small sample.

The time that had passed between the beginning and end of the settlement process 
made it possible for the interviewees to express themselves in Swedish and to look back 
and reflect on the period. Thus, the reflections in the interviews were made in reference 
to the present situation as well as in retrospect. We chose 30 interviewees, including  
12 men and 18 women. 

The interviews took place in different settings chosen by the interviewees, lasted 
for about 2 hours, and were recorded and printed verbatim. Inviting the interviewees to 
choose the place for the interview was intentional in order to help them feel comfortable 
with the environment and to avoid a possible mix up of the interview situation with 
other meetings involving the authorities (cf. Wikström 2009). Examples of the settings 
were libraries, cafés, study rooms, and, on occasion, the refugees’ homes. In the original 
study, the themes for the interviews were about the experiences of the ‘establishment 
program’, for example, refugees’ contact with EOs, whether it was possible for individu-
als to influence the planning process, and how educational and working-life goals were 
realized. The interviews also looked into refugees’ perceptions of various dimensions 
in settlement and integration besides that of establishment in the labor market, such as 
social and health dimensions, that are important for the individual’s integration process. 
Thus, the interviews covered more thematic areas than we used for this article, but two 
themes were directly concerning this article’s purpose – how they experienced the settle-
ment programs’ work-oriented activities and how they perceived their interaction with 
EOs in the planning and realization of the activities.

Informed consent was obtained before and during the interview, and the individuals 
were informed of the anonymization of their name and the city in which they lived. The 
same ethical process was practiced for the officials and the local authorities involved. An 
ethics contract was signed in which we as researchers ensured that we were obliged to 
follow the same law on secrecy as was undertaken by the PES.

Individual action plans

The ‘action plan’ is the main documentation of each refugee’s participation in the 2-year 
settlement program. The plan is an obligatory instrument established at the very begin-
ning of the refugee’s settlement program, and the aim is to document and substanti-
ate both the short-term and long-term goals for the refugee’s integration process as 
well as both planned and realized activities (Government bill 2009/10:60). The action 
plan for each individual normally consists of decisions anchored in legislation, the 
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individual’s personal information, and assessments of the individual’s ‘employability’  
[Sw: arbetsmarknadsbedömning], and it is updated periodically. Part of the action plan 
consists of email correspondences and notes of meetings taking place with the applicant, 
the employer, or officials from other authorities. 

In the plans we examined, there were dated notes that described the refugees’ par-
ticipation in various programs, training placements, Swedish language courses, and 
other activities. Some of the plans contained quite long excerpts from e-mail dialogues 
between employers and EOs as well as notes from physical meetings and dialogues 
between refugees and EOs. In analyzing the plans, guiding questions were how work 
strategies were practiced and administered. We had access to personal action plans for 
25 individuals from two employment offices in two Swedish cities that had finalized 
their implementation of the establishment program, and these plans contained a total of 
425 pages of text. These plans did not coincide with the individuals chosen for the inter-
views, but were chosen with the same list of criteria. Names and personal identification 
numbers in the plans were removed by the officials before we had access to them, and 
the remaining personal information included age, gender, nationality, and educational 
and vocational background. 

Analysis

The analysis of both the documents and the interviews was inspired by directed content 
analysis (Hsiu-Fang & Shannon 2005). Because this article is focusing on how activation 
is used as a means in the settlement process and how it is experienced by the refugees, 
in the first round of the analysis, we asked how activation is practiced, which strategies 
are used, what their purposes are, how EOs argue for and explain their purpose, and 
how work strategies are experienced by the refugees. We coded the data and constructed 
themes based on these questions and findings, and we categorized the themes and pre-
dominant images (Marshall & Rossman 1999). Early on, activation was introduced as 
a sensitizing concept that we found useful in seeing and organizing the data (cf. Blumer 
1954; Bowen 2006). The interviews were read several times by both authors in order to 
gain a consistent understanding of the text and content. In the second round of analysis, 
theoretical perspectives were introduced in the analysis process, and responsibilization 
and conditionalization emerged as guiding concepts to provide a deeper understanding 
of how activation is practiced and experienced.

Results

The presentation below sums up and illustrates themes around the work strategy mea-
sures adopted in the refugee settlement program from the perspectives of refugees’ 
experiences and officials’ practices. The themes extracted from the interviews and from  
the texts in the personal files together constitute the main findings of the analysis, and 
the extracts from the interviews and action plans were chosen because they are suit-
able illustrations to the main findings. Excerpts from plans are anonymized and given 
pseudonyms, and details about officials and refugees that might reveal their identities 
have been removed.
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Activation in the refugee settlement program

When asking what the establishment program is about, a firm ‘work focus’ emanates 
from the interviewees’ experiences as well as from the texts in the action plans. It 
seems almost a common understanding that ‘work’ is the main route to integration and 
that it is important to be active and to demonstrate activity. As mentioned earlier, the 
refugee integration policy texts emphasize that the settlement program needs to create 
incentives for integration into Swedish society with the explicit goal for ‘the refugee as 
quickly as possible to become individually responsible for income through paid labor’ 
(SOU 2008:58, p. 62). At center stage is the design of activities that stress the refugee 
as a ‘worker and contributor’, and emphasis is placed on the duties of the refugee 
to participate and to accept the training placements and jobs that are offered (SFS 
2010:197; SOU 2008:58). The strong ‘work focus’ emphasized in policy texts seems to 
almost directly correspond to how the spirit of the establishment program is described 
by interviewees and in action plans. This is manifested in the more or less obligatory 
participation in 8 hours of activities per day for the refugees and in the direct linkage 
between the payment of benefits and the demand for partaking in suggested programs. 
All of the interviewees reflected on the issues of ‘being active’ and of living up to the 
explicit expectations on activity, thus to demonstrate activity. A young woman, Ariana, 
described how she early on understood the necessity to be an ‘active’ refugee during the 
settlement period.

Ariana: I had the information [at PES] that the settlement program lasts for two years and 
that they expect me to be active eight hours per day. That I need to participate in work-
place training, Swedish lessons and such – I am obliged to do so. 

The Swedish model of refugee settlement, distinguished as a ‘rights-based’ program, now 
seems to be a balance between rights and duties. Our data show multiple examples of 
how EOs put claims on ‘activity’ as compulsory, but often conveyed with a hazy concep-
tion of the individual’s ‘free choice’ of what line to take on the activities that are offered. 
Selam, in his mid 40s, said:

Selam: My employment officer declared that it is my responsibility to participate all day 
long in order to have full benefit. He said: “You are free to do what you want, you don’t 
need to go to the Swedish lessons if you’re not interested – but then I cannot pay you any 
money”. So what can I do? I have to learn in order to receive ‘income’. 

The excerpt above illustrates a more or less compulsory activation strategy in practice, 
but one that is concealed in a promise of self-determination and articulated as the ‘indi-
vidual right’ to decide for oneself (cf. Johansson & Møller 2009; Hobbins 2016). Thus, 
the work strategy that is practiced is individualized into the individual’s responsibility 
for the governance of active performances. What appear on paper in legal documents 
and policy texts as refugees’ rights to the settlement program and rights to benefits are  
in practice conditionalized through the linkage made between activity and benefit eligi-
bility (cf. Clarke 2005; Dean 2007; Peeters 2013). 

Claims for compulsory participation in the provided activities require control, and 
the regulation for providing establishment benefits to refugees (SFS 2010:407) is based 
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on their full-time participation in activities. Strikingly, much of the content in the action 
plans was constituted by the frequent documentations of the granting or denial of estab-
lishment benefits and notes on the EOs’ checking on the refugees’ attendance at various 
activities. Moreover, it is clear that a considerable part of the EO’s job is spent on deter-
mining whether an absence is legitimate or not, and therefore, the EO needs to check up 
on the individual refugee’s reasons for not showing up at various activities. Below, an 
excerpt describes an EO’s documentation of a male refugee’s absence from SFI (Swedish 
for Immigrants) and the consequences.

EO’s e-mail to the SFI teacher: I am aware that Saleh has not been to school for three 
hours per week since October. Will you forward him a message that he needs to contact 
me so that we can have a look into this. It is his responsibility. Until he contacts me, his 
establishment payment will be reduced by three hours per week.

Following up on absences and determining if they are valid or invalid seems to function 
as a regulating instrument in which the employment officer records the days of absence 
and makes decisions about reducing the establishment benefit. Work strategies often 
involve a wide set up of conditionalizing elements, one of which is the obligation to 
participate in activities in order to receive benefits (cf. Clarke 2005; Dean 2007; Peeters 
2013). The controlling of presence also involves a demand on individuals’ demonstra-
tion of responsibility by keeping the EO informed about one’s presence or absence at 
different activities. If not demonstrated, the EO will interpret the nonvalid absence as 
irresponsible behavior. 

Notes from EO, 11 June 2014: [Saleh] has been absent from the restaurant for three 
weeks. He says that he has not had the energy to go there. I explained to him that this is 
not “okay” and that his payment will be reduced. I (again) reminded him and pointed out 
that it is very important that he shows commitment and shows up on time, otherwise he 
will ruin all of his possibilities to find a job in the future.

Notes from EO, 8 August 2014: [Saleh] tells me he forgot the meeting yesterday. I explain 
to him how important it is to show up, to give notice if he must cancel the appointment, 
to answer the phone, etc., if he is to have a chance to get a job. If Saleh acts this way in a 
workplace, there is a great risk that he will be fired.

The excerpt above illustrates that the EO uses presence at the workplace as a marker for 
commitment and that this is, according to the EO, an important personal attribute that 
one must demonstrate in order to increase one’s chances of getting a job (cf. Trnka & 
Trundle 2014: 137; Vesterberg 2015). Accountability and responsiveness seem to be of 
high virtue as a demonstration of responsibility.

As far as we could read from the notes, there were no discussions about why the 
individual might forget meetings or not show up at the workplace. There seems to be no 
space for feeling bad or the possibility that individuals might be mistreated at work. The 
main dimension in the communication is the demonstration of a ‘committed worker’, 
which means showing up on time for appointments and for work. 
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Responsibilities for employability 

In the beginning of this article, we referred to the gradual change of direction in labor-
market policies to more defensive work strategies and the view on unemployment  
as caused by ‘lack of employability’ rather than ‘lack of employment’ (Bengtsson & 
Berglund 2012; Garsten & Johansson 2004; Johansson & Möller 2009). Related to this 
is the increase of elements in programs that emphasize the individualization of responsi-
bility in which individuals are encouraged to ‘work on themselves’ in order to improve 
their chances in the labor market (cf. Dean 2007; Hobbins 2016; Peeters 2013), often 
with a disciplining and normative character on the activities provided (Barbier 2014). 
In our data, we found multiple examples in which the content of activities was directed 
to improve refugee’s job-application skills and language skills and the development of 
different kinds of social resources thought of as leading to the improvement of the indi-
vidual’s employability (cf. Vesterberg 2013, 2015). 

A quite striking example of how refugees need to ‘work on their skills’ and the view 
that refugees are expected to bear responsibility for improving their employability is the 
advice given to several men not only to develop their skills in various ways but also to 
improve their social network with Swedish locals: 

Selam: We are learning how to apply for jobs. We learn how to “log in to the system” at 
the employment office, how to write applications there, and how to write personal letters. 
Also how to develop social networks with Swedish people. We learn that you need not be 
shy, that it is important to go to places where you can meet up with people in different 
settings. 

Also, employers were involved in making claims for different improvements of skills or 
behaviors of the individuals. In several cases, the exchanges of information concerned 
the employer’s dissatisfaction with a refugee’s performance, often in terms of their dif-
ficulties in performing according to the employer’s expectations or reports about verifi-
able ‘mistakes’ and concerns about how they ‘fit in at the workplace’. However, what 
we found was that the claims on ‘social skills’ were often related to a specific workplace 
and a particular employer’s attitude about ‘proper behavior’. The claims on individuals  
to adjust or improve their behavior could not only be used as arguments for (or a con-
tinuation of) a work placement but also for termination of the same.

Below, we find an excerpt from an email sent from an employer to the EO in which 
the employer argues why a young woman, Roya, no longer is suitable for the workplace.

E-mail from employer to EO: We have had some thoughts about Roya and whether 
she is suitable to stay with us. At this moment, we don’t think we can keep her. /…/ She 
does not respond correctly to the instructions. I have told her she needs to ‘ask for per-
mission’, but she takes her own initiatives, but not with good outcomes. /…/ She’s not 
careful when she works, she carries trays with glasses and she puts porcelain wherever 
she finds an open space instead of asking where the correct spots are. /…/ Unfortunately, 
I think she is the wrong girl for us. Our staff does not want to be responsible for her 
when it seems like she does not understand our ways or when she shows an inability to 
respond to instructions.



58	 Making Refugees Work?   Eva Wikström and Petra Ahnlund

The above excerpt illustrates the fluidity in what claims and demands on skills and behav-
iors are considered reasonable (cf. Clarke 2005). The employer has the power to put for-
ward demands on ‘suitable behavior’ for the workplace and to use them as an argument 
for an individual’s admittance to the workplace. The causes for terminating Roya’s work 
placement refer not only to the employer’s view of Roya’s failure to take responsibility 
but also her failure to demonstrate responsibility in a particular way. We see similarities 
to what was shown in earlier studies (Vesterberg 2013, 2015) that provided examples of 
practices used to manage or direct the unemployed into desirable behavior, often with 
underlying ‘silent’ assumptions and expectations about ‘appropriate’ cultural or social 
behavior. It is also a practice that looks to individuals’ lack of employability by linking 
unemployment to their shortcomings (e.g., Hobbins 2016; Rose 1999). Moreover, the 
claim from the employer about appropriate behavior is also without any prior question-
ing forwarded by the EO to Roya, with an underlying requirement for her to adapt to 
everyday practices and rules in the workplace. 

EO’s notes from meeting with Roya: I explained to Roya about the information I’ve 
received from the restaurant manager, that they experience that she doesn’t respect the 
rules at the workplace, and that they in various and repeated ways have tried to help Roya 
out, to help her to manage the job tasks. /…/ I emphasized that she has to respect what the 
staff and manager say about the rules at the workplace. 

Work-focused activities for all?

The focus on activation in the refugee-settlement program is articulated in policy texts 
with an emphasis on how beneficial it is to ‘be active’ in comparison to the opposite 
scenario, to ‘be a passive recipient of welfare’. The belief in the powerful force of 
‘activation’, transferred from the area of labor market policy, seems to rest on the idea 
that refugees will undoubtedly choose living on benefits if they have no activities pro-
vided. Activation in our data is used as a means to tackle the ‘social risk’ of refugees 
becoming welfare dependent or excluded from the labor market, and it is shown to be 
practiced through mandatory full-time activity with the assumption that every newly 
arrived refugee will benefit from ‘staying busy’. However, the work-focused activities 
that are provided differ for individuals, and this was seen in how the interviewees 
experienced partaking in various activities designed to help prepare for employment. 
In our data, we noticed a divide in how activities were offered and the experiences 
of those activities. This divide was between refugees who were having quite frequent 
contact with officials and who enjoyed workplace trainings and educations of vary-
ing kinds, and those who did not even meet the officials for the setting up of a plan, 
even though this is obligatory to take place within a year after the refugee’s permit has 
been granted. Several men in their mid-40s in a small town, with backgrounds in war 
zones and with short educational backgrounds and little or no verification of previous 
employment, had all experienced insufficiency in the support and activities provided 
during the settlement period. They experienced a stressful situation, feeling pressure to 
start making a living in order to plan for reunification with their family members, but 
also experiencing stagnation in the process because they had made very little progress 
in entering the labor market. Abraham explained that he plodded along with Swedish 
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lessons, but after 1 year and 7 months still not had the initial planning meeting with 
the PES.

Abraham: The employment officer is supposed to on regular notice call us for a meeting. 
They should – summon us to ask “what do you need, what are your plans”, but I have 
lived here for one year and seven months, but have still not been called for a meeting. Why 
is that? I’ve asked many times. 

This group of men who had no personal contact with the employment office described 
how they had 4 hours of lessons in the afternoon, but nothing assigned in the mornings, 
but were still obliged to fill the demand on full-time activity through what they perceived 
as ‘waiting’ at the library for 4 hours a day. Amanine described how he and four of his 
fellow countrymen experience the waiting at the library as futile and had asked for 
other activities but were told that no other activities could be offered because of scarce 
resources.

Amanine: We have to wait here at the library. We just sit here, nothing to do. So, we asked: 
“Can we not do something else?”, but – no – we need to stay here. They [PES] say that we 
can do our homework or read books. 

The above excerpt illustrates a tendency similar to the result of a previous study  
(Larsson 2015) showing that some refugees are assigned to ‘empty activities’, activities 
for the sake of fulfilling the demand on ‘active participation’. No matter in what Swedish 
region we gathered our data, we saw a similar pattern of a tendency to provide activities 
to individuals judged to be less employable, and these activities were often perceived by 
the refugees themselves as less meaningful or even as a waste of time. We met several 
refugees, especially male refugees, who had been recruited to the army at a young age 
and therefore had short educational backgrounds and no vocational training or con-
firmed work experiences. We found tendencies to ‘park’ these individuals in more or less 
low-quality training placement, and sometimes in activities experienced as ‘empty’ (cf. 
Larsson 2015). Selam, a male refugee whose native tongue is Tigrinja, described a work 
placement with the goal of language training:

Selam: To participate in workplace training is usually a good way to learn about a field of 
work, to develop your skills in the Swedish language and expand your social network – 
but my placement wasn’t that successful.

Interviewer: Why not?

Selam: Well [laughter] it was totally useless! I was at a restaurant and the official said, 
‘This is a good place for you to practice your Swedish’. But I found that the ones who 
owned the restaurant and worked there only spoke Kurdish!

In labor market policy’s emphasis on activation, there is the inherent assumption ‘that 
everyone has some ability to work and to contribute’, and this is conveyed with the 
belief in the benefits of staying active (cf. Johansson & Møller 2009; Hobbins 2016). 
This idea seems to be a guiding principle adopted in the examples from our study, but 
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with ambiguous outcomes. Some of our interviewees suggested that the emphasis on 
full-time activity can, in contrast to the belief in the intrinsic benefit of activity, result in 
the opposite direction when the individual’s capacity or performance is not sufficient. 
One of our interviewees described how the full-time demand on activity placed on her 
mother caused feelings of uselessness when she could not benefit from the activities  
she was assigned to. According to Ariana, her mother was illiterate and suffered from 
severe stress.

Ariana: Already from the beginning when we had arrived in Sweden she struggled a lot; 
she was so sad because she lost her husband, my father, and she had to leave all her friends, 
our house, everything. When she went to Swedish lessons, she was even more run down 
because she struggled so much to learn to read and write. 

Interviewer: But did she really cope with full-time activity?

Ariana: No she did not – that’s the point – she felt so bad not to live up to the expectations, 
not to perform and show results. There was such a pressure laid on her. She felt so bad, but 
she just HAD TO go to Swedish lessons and workplace training. She kept on saying, ‘If I 
don’t go to the activities, we will not have any money’. 

Interviewer: But was it not possible for her to be on sick leave if she suffered from anxiety?

Ariana: I guess, but she kept on going, she decided to keep it together. I mean, this is pos-
sible for a while, but at the end she was drained of energy, mentally just collapsed, but still 
continued, because she thought she was obliged to. 

The use of individualized work strategies in labor policy and settlement programs walks 
a thin line between freedom and restraint (cf. Peeters 2013), and the use of activa-
tion strategies balances between enabling and pressuring individuals. From studies on 
forced migration and post-migratory experiences (cf. Lecerof et al. 2015), we learn that 
a one-sided or unbalanced emphasis on activation laid on a heterogeneous group of 
refugees with multiple needs, and on those who are stricken with health problems and 
post-traumatic symptoms, might be counterproductive because not everyone is ready  
to fully participate socially let alone to perform in work-related activities or education 
(cf. Slewa-Younan et al. 2015). The pressure on authorities to move the unemployed 
(refugees) from welfare to work as soon as possible leads to a tension between ‘work 
first’ and the provision of responsive and supportive services (Shutes 2011). In con-
trast to the idea of motivating individuals to take responsibility for their employability 
through their demonstration of ability to perform and to be ‘active’, this might lead to 
marginalizing those with greater needs for assistance (Shutes 2011).

Summarizing discussion

The aim of this study was to examine how activation in work activities within the 
Swedish refugee settlement program is practiced and how EOs and refugees articulate 
and experience the role that activation plays in refugees’ integration process. Our 
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findings show that activation is a central feature in the settlement program’s work-
oriented activities, which relates to the policies’ overarching goal with the refugee 
settlement process of integration into the labor market (SFS 2010:197). The intention  
with the changes in refugee integration policy was to shift the focus from ‘support’ 
and social responsibility for integration to activation and individual responsibility 
(Fernandes 2015; Larsson 2015; Qvist 2012). Activation and responsibilization are 
central parts in the integration process of our interviewees and in the realms of the 
PES’s administration procedures. However, how activation is practiced is mostly 
related to keeping refugees activated for the sake of increasing employability and for 
keeping them ‘job ready’ (Fernandez 2015; Larsson 2015; SFS 2010:197). Moreover, 
our results on how activation is practiced indicate that in a general sense, activation is 
used with an emphasis on the idea that it is beneficial for individuals to stay active. In 
our interpretation, this is in line with a ‘workfare ideology’ (Peck & Theodore 2000; 
Torfing 1999) that seeks to avoid the risks of refugees becoming passive recipients of 
benefits and the associated risk of refugees becoming ‘clientized’ and excluded from 
employment and the ability to provide for themselves. The type of applied activation 
appearing in our data can be associated with a more disciplining character of labor-
market programs (Barbier 2014) influenced by an empowerment ideology in which 
activation is used as a means to prevent the unemployed (in this case refugees) from 
being tied up by clientization processes (Barbier 2004; Johansson & Møller 2004; 
Peeters 2013; Rose 1996). 

Another finding on how activation is practiced is the use of conditionalizing ele-
ments, such as demands on full-time presence in planned activities in order to receive 
benefit payments. The controlling and reporting on presence and absence might put 
pressure on the individual to remain active, but according to our results, this can also 
have a negative effect by worsening experiences of stress and incapability (cf. Ding-
eldey 2007). This result speaks to previous research showing the ambiguous outcomes of 
conditionalized activation and the discords of conditionality and autonomy that create 
incentives and empower individuals on the one hand, but on the other hand pressure 
and force individuals to demonstrate activity (Dean 2007; Handler 2003). 

Scholars have pointed out that within labor market policy that emphasizes activa-
tion is the inherent assumption that everyone has some ability to work and to contribute 
(cf. Hobbins 2016; Johansson & Møller 2009). Our results indicate that the assumption 
laid on full-time activity might not apply to all individuals and that such a demand on 
full-time activity might run in opposition to its purpose in some cases. Refugees repre-
sent a group that are likely to suffer from post-migratory stress, post-traumatic symp-
toms, and a load of social stressors, which makes them a group with differing prepared-
ness to participate in activation measures. Moreover, the least employable are provided 
activities simply for the sake of activation (cf. Bengtsson 2014). These ‘empty activities’, 
like waiting at the library, might be viewed as the EO’s use of ‘adaptive strategies’. This 
is in accordance with Larsson’s (2015) study in which EOs were found to need to come 
up with strategies in order to meet the current policy’s demands for full-time activ-
ity. The tendency to ‘park’ the least employable individuals in empty activities must be 
questioned. There is a of risk marginalizing those parked in empty activities, and whose 
need for assistance is greater, if they are not met with the support they need in order 
to increase their employability (Shutes 2011). From what is shown from our empirical 
results, the ideas on individualized work strategies’ positive influences on individuals 
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in terms of ‘empowerment’, or the boosting effects on individual’s motivation and  
willpower, need a more nuanced outlook.

In the forerunner of the current refugee settlement policy, it was stated that the 
responsibility for overall integration should be divided among social actors and that local 
governments had the main responsibility for such work (Government bill 1997/98:16, 
p. 75). In the present policy, however, it is expected that the refugees themselves take 
a more active and responsible role in their integration process, while the state takes an 
interventionist role. We have seen from our results that officials have taken on a moni-
toring and controlling role in which the main goal is to get refugees to behave accord-
ing to defined norms. The EOs and employers’ demands on behaviors like punctuality, 
responsiveness, and adaptation to ‘workplace culture’ thus might be questionable and 
might represent ‘fuzzy’ demands that are changeable and adjustable in order to meet 
labor market needs rather than lead to refugees’ improved employability. Moreover, 
there is a quite evident risk that the use of demands on behavior corrections are ways 
to put blame on the individual for failure to integrate or for their unemployment (e.g., 
Hobbins 2016; Mik-Meyer & Villardsen 2012; Rose 1996). 

The meta-theoretical starting point for this article was that ideas about ‘work  
focus’ and the application of ideas and practices around ‘activation’ have travelled from 
labor market policy (and welfare policy) to the field of refugee integration policy (cf. 
Czarniawska-Joerges & Sevón 2005). The strong influences of ‘work as the route to 
integration’ and the belief in individualized work strategies undoubtedly permeate the 
data of our study. Considering that the PES took charge of the refugee settlement pro-
gram in 2010, the adoption of work strategies does not come as a surprise. Our con-
cluding thoughts are that we find it troublesome that policy practices around activation 
and employability as the central focus on refugees’ integration processes seem almost 
directly copied from those applied to the unemployed in general. Refugees have unique 
and complex needs related to post-migratory settlement, rather than simply being unem-
ployed, which implies that individual variations in work readiness need to be better 
taken into consideration in planning activities and in deciding on which demands on 
participation are reasonable to make in individual cases.
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