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Acting Together – the role of local normativity and state law in the 

interactions between employment caseworkers and long-term unemployed 

citizens 
 

This paper addresses the role of local normativity and state law in the interactions between 

caseworkers and long-term unemployed (LTU) citizens in employment case handling. The paper is 

based on a socio-legal PhD project in process, and data is collected from 15 observations of meetings 

between caseworkers and LTU citizens and 29 interviews in total with both parties. Research findings 

suggest that the acting together of caseworkers and LTU citizens is guided primarily by local 

normativity rather than state law and that the interactions are pivotal for the citizens’ perception of 

law and their legal knowledge. 

 

Introduction 

Employment case handling is regulated by state law and subjected to frequent legal changes. 

Caseworkers therefore navigate in an institutional environment highly regulated by state law but they 

do not receive general legal training. Data shows that caseworkers’ legal knowledge stems primarily 

from their local interactions with colleagues by sharing information on practices, law and legal 

changes. Local norms and what caseworkers refer to as for example “the best thing to do for the 

citizens” guide caseworkers’ interactions with LTU citizens. LTU citizens’ rights are regulated in 

state law but the invocation of the rights requires a knowledge of their legal rights among the citizens 

which most of them do not have. Instead, caseworkers function as the LTU citizens’ access to legal 

knowledge as they inform and guide the citizens on their rights and obligations, thereby contributing 

to the citizens’ perception of law and regulations. This practice indicates that LTU citizens’ legal 

knowledge is mainly produced locally through the interactions with the caseworkers in the case 

handling process. 

Employment case handling is permeated by state law but the lack of general legal training of 

caseworkers and the lack of legal knowledge among most LTU citizens cause both parties to rely on 

local normativity. This indicates that the perception of law among both caseworkers and LTU citizens 

depends on the nature of their social relations through which their legal knowledge develops. State 

law regulates caseworkers’ approach to case handling; however, research indicates that in practice 

the approach is informed by local norms which support the acting together of caseworkers and 

citizens. 

The PhD project in process examines how employment caseworkers and LTU citizens co-produce 

the social order in the employment case handling. The following section provide a brief introduction 

to employment case handling.  
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Contextualising the field 

What is employment case handling? What does it mean to be long term unemployed? What are the 

responsibilities and tasks of the employment caseworkers? This section provides the reader with a 

brief introduction to employment case handling. 

Employment case handling 

Employment case handling is subjected to frequent legal changes. That makes it of interest to 

investigate and analyse how different actors navigate in this institutional setting, what they perceive 

as law and how that perception affects their actions.  

The purpose of employment case handling is as quickly as possible to support people in being self-

supporting through regular employment (2016, § 1.3). The road to that destination is covered in state 

law, professional opinions, local norms and actors’ experiences and perceptions. Employment case 

handling is regulated by state law which determines that caseworker and citizen are to conduct 

meetings every third month, and that citizens must be offered employment related activities within 

three months from their initial contact with the caseworker, such as internships or vocational training. 

Each unemployed citizen has her or his individual employment case handling process which includes 

so-called job interviews where caseworker and citizen discuss the current situation and plan the 

course of the case handling (2016, § 16, stk. 1-3). Case handling is a combination of state law and the 

professional opinion of the caseworker which is made in each case handling meeting, based on the 

citizen’s situation and the purpose of the case handling; that the individual is to re-enter the labour 

market and be self-supportive. The professional opinion considers the citizen’s current needs and 

plans as well as the purpose. The individual meetings are of interest because they constitute the social 

context where citizen and caseworker meet to act together in the case handling process based on their 

knowledge exchange, experiences and perceptions.  

Long-term unemployed citizens 

Long-term unemployment is defined in both the EU and in Denmark as a period of unemployment of 

more than 12 months (Europa-Kommissionen 2018). Unemployment is considered a state of shortage 

due to the economic constraints that follows and long-term unemployed citizens are more likely to be 

subjected to social problems and health problems. Moreover, citizens who are long-term unemployed 

are more challenged than regular unemployed citizens in returning to the labour market due a weak 

relation, if any, to the labour market. Health problems and lack of labour market related contacts and 

network keep some long-term unemployed citizens in a downwards spiral (Ejrnæs and Guldager 

2008, 11).  

The focus of the PhD project in process is on citizens who are long-term unemployed as they have 

made some experiences from their meetings with caseworkers and the employment system because 

they have been unemployed for a longer period. 

Employment caseworkers responsibility and tasks 

The citizen’s municipality of residence is responsible for the case handling process (2016, § 1a). This 

fact places employment caseworkers in a central position as representatives of the welfare system that 

allocates support to the citizens. The employment caseworkers are responsible for adhering to state 
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law in the case handling process, e.g. they have the responsibility of calling meetings with the 

unemployed citizens, clarify their situation and schedule the case handling process. They perform 

professional opinions based on the citizens’ situations and desires, and they refer the citizens to 

employment oriented activities such as internships or mentoring arrangement.  

To sum up, the overall purpose with employment case handling is to make sure that unemployed 

citizens (re)enter the labour market as quickly as possible to be self-supportive. Long-term 

unemployment is defined as a period of unemployment of more than 12 months. Employment 

caseworkers represent the welfare state system as they perform the case handling in interactions with 

the LTU citizens.  

The next section introduces the theoretical framework of the PhD project in process and in the paper 

which contributes with concepts for organising and analysing the collected data. The data is presented 

in the section The Research Project, page 6.  

The theoretical framework 

The theoretical framework applied in the PhD project in process and in the paper, is inspired by 

Patricia Ewick’s and Susan S. Silbey’s definition of legal consciousness as a cultural practice, Eugen 

Ehrlich distinction between norms for decision and the living law, and Sheila Jasanoff’s theory on 

co-production of knowledge.  

Legal consciousness as a cultural praxis 

The law is everywhere and constantly present in the everyday life; it regulates social relations, 

reproduces relations of power and provide a normative order for society (Nielsen 2000, 1058). 

Studying legal consciousness allows an insight into actors’ perception of their social order and their 

construction of legality. Legal consciousness is identified in actions, narratives and discourses which 

reflect the individual’s perception of the social world (Silbey 2005, 334).  

I rely on Ewick and Silbey’s definition of legal consciousness as a cultural praxis. This understanding 

of legal consciousness bridges individual actions with structural conditions. Actions, narratives and 

discourses are considered products of the individual’s personal trajectory and conditioned by the 

social contexts the individual engages in. Legal consciousness is a process through which the 

individual assigns meaning to the social world, and the meaning regulates and reproduces the social 

world (Ewick and Silbey 1998, 39). Legal consciousness as a cultural praxis is applied to allow for a 

study of both structure and individual actions because employment case handling is a social context 

conditioned by both societal structures and the individuals’ actions and discourses in the process.  

Narratives and discourses reflect an understanding of legality and legitimacy which are central aspects 

in the regulation of the social world. Legitimacy and legality reproduce the social order as they 

motivate actions (Halliday, Kitzinger, and Kitzinger 2015, 61). The other way around, this means that 

what is considered illegitimate and illegal demotivates actions and informs individuals to look for 

alternatives that corelate better with their understanding of legality. State law may be disregarded and 

replaced by e.g. moral understandings of what is best practice or most efficient if it is considered 

illegitimate. Marc Hertogh examines the replacement of official rules by local norms in the study of 
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a team in a Dutch city, working to allocate low-rent houses. The team experiences that the official 

rules stall the process of allocating the houses. Instead, the team applies an informal approach, 

informed by their interactions with citizens and their experiences with the legal rules. This 

exemplifies how local norms replace state law because actors consider the norms more relevant to 

regulate their social world (Hertogh 2004, 469).  

To sum up, legal consciousness is reflected in discourses, actions and narratives which contribute to 

the reproduction of the social order. Defining legal consciousness as a cultural praxis allows for an 

examination of individual actions and societal structures. Actors’ perception of legality and 

legitimacy inform their choice of actions and if reflected in their narratives. The employment case 

handling is considered a social context where caseworkers and LTU citizens interact and their actions 

and narratives are examined to study their co-production of the social order.  

I draw on Eugen Ehrlich’s distinction between norms for decisions and the living law to examine 

what informs the participants’ understanding of law in their specific context of employment case 

handling. The next section describes the distinction and relates its relevance to the PhD project in 

process.  

Norms for decision and the living law 

Eugen Ehrlich argued that the concept of law encompass more than that of state law and invites for 

studies of what actors perceive as law (Hertogh 2004, 475); what informs their actions. Ehrlich made 

a distinction between norms for decisions and the living law; the former referring to state law which 

guides actions in cases of conflict. Norms for decision are e.g. invoked by jurists and judges in ruling 

cases (Antonov 2016, 47). The latter, the living law, regulates the social world through norms and 

understandings of legality that contribute to the reproduction of the social order (Ehrlich 1975, 38). 

The living law may be moral considerations and normative understandings that reproduce the social 

order through individuals’ actions. The social order is an informal legal order which organises the 

social relations (Ehrlich and Isaacs 1922, 132). 

Norms for decisions are only able to regulate the social world if they are known, acknowledged and 

adhered to by the individuals in the specific context (Hertogh 2004, 468). The living law may overrule 

and replace norms for decisions. This is the case when the norms for decisions are considered invalid 

or illegitimate due to e.g. moral considerations (Halliday and Morgan 2013, 16). Simon Halliday and 

Bronwen Morgan addresses the aspect of moral consideration in their study of people’s approach to 

state law; the norms for decision. In their study they interview people about their perception of the 

state law, and it appears that when the state law is considered oppressive and in opposition to existing 

norms, it is more likely that individuals refrain from adhering to the state law based on arguments of 

moral character considerations (Halliday and Morgan 2013, 16). 

To sum up, it is possible to distinguish between state law; the norms for decisions which regulates 

legal conflicts and an informal social order; the living law, regulating and reproducing the social 

order. Knowledge about and perception of the state law informs action, yet, morality and norms are 

significant factors, informing actions in the context of the everyday life. Ehrlich’s distinction is 
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applied in the PhD project in process with the purpose of understanding what citizens and caseworkers 

perceive as law and how state law, morality and norms are reflected in narratives and inform actions. 

The employment case handling is both a process and a social context, co-produced by the knowledge 

exchange of the LTU citizens and the employment caseworker. Sheila Jasanoff’s theory on co-

production on knowledge is outlined in the following section.  

Co-production of the social order 

Sheila Jasanoff’s theory on co-production is applied as it invites to an examination of how individuals 

co-produce knowledge that affect the social order. Identity, institutions and discourses add to the 

reproduction of the social order and affect which actions the individual considers possible in a specific 

social context.  

Identity reflects the understanding of the social world. Identity is defined, redefined and negotiated 

in the social interactions and reflected through discourses (Jasanoff 2004, 39). An example from the 

data collected for the PhD project in process is that one of the caseworkers participating in the project 

describes the identity of the LTU citizens collectively as “a hard group of people”. This indicates that 

each individual LTU citizen is categorised as part of a common identity, “hard” referring to their 

complex life situation with different problem areas that are a challenge to solve in the employment 

case handling. The identity reflects the caseworker’s understanding of the target group. 

Institutions contribute to the social order due to an already always existing legitimacy vested in them. 

Their legitimacy is socially approved and acknowledged which makes individuals trust and adhere a 

priori to institutional outcomes (Jasanoff 2004, 40). The employment case handling process takes 

place in an institutional setting, formed by state law and municipal priorities. State law is an 

institutional product, formulated and adopted by elected politicians in accordance with the formal 

legislative process. This assigns state law with an a priori legitimacy due to its institutional birth 

place. Municipal priorities are institutional settings, formulated by local politicians, conditioning 

caseworkers’ actions.  

Discourses organises the social world as language disseminates experiences and perceptions that add 

to the understanding of the social world. Understandings depend on the individuals’ ability to translate 

information into action and their resources to navigate in the social context (Jasanoff 2004, 41). The 

ability to act also depend on one’s knowledge which makes information and knowledge dissemination 

pivotal, adding to the individual’s knowledge resources (Ezrahi 2004, 262) 

To sum up, knowledge is co-produced through social interactions, reflecting actors’ understanding of 

the social order. Identity, institutions and discourses reflect actors’ understanding of their social 

context. LTU citizens and caseworkers co-produce the employment case handling. The co-production 

is informed by their knowledge which reflect their understanding of the social order.  

The following section introduces the research project and the data presented in this paper.  
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The Research Project 
This section introduces the design of the research project and the data presented in the paper. The 

paper is based on a socio-legal PhD project in process, and qualitative data is collected from three 

different municipalities within the same region, with a total of 15 observations of individual job 

interview meetings between caseworkers and LTU citizens and 29 interviews. I observe the meetings 

between caseworkers and LTU citizens and I interview both parties with the purpose of studying their 

legal consciousness which unfold through their narratives and actions. Narratives unfold when I 

interview the caseworkers and the LTU citizens; they tell me about their experiences with the case 

handling the process and their perception of their situation. I observe and record the meetings between 

the two parties during which they express opinions and desires which provide an insight into their 

understanding of their social relations and opportunities 

As mentioned, the data for the PhD project in process is based on observations and interviews 

conducted in three different municipalities within the same regional area with a total of 15 

observations and 29 interviews. However, data presented in this paper stem from one of the three 

municipalities and is presented in the following section.  

Access to the field 

The municipalities are responsible for the employment case handling. I reached out to municipalities 

within the same regional area. The regions are responsible for offering e.g. psychological support and 

support to end substance abuse. This is of relevance as some of the LTU citizens experience problems 

with their mental health and with substance abuse. I selected the municipalities based on 

unemployment records, indicating a problem with LTU.  

Getting access to the field took seven months and was a difficult process, involving several rejections, 

primarily due to lack of resources in the municipalities due to long-term sick leave among 

employment caseworkers.  

In the process of getting access, I identified the director responsible for the section of employment 

case handling, introduced the research project and met with the director and the caseworkers to inform 

about the project and their role as participants. As I did not know the identity of the LTU citizens; I 

only had the numbers from the unemployment records, the caseworkers helped establish contact. I 

informed the caseworkers on criteria for selecting the citizens: they had to be LTU citizens, receiving 

social security benefit and have Danish citizenship. Thus, I did not have a further say in the selection 

on LTU citizens for the research project and I therefore asked the caseworkers during the interviews 

about their motivation for selecting the specific LTU citizen(s). This gave me an insight into the 

caseworkers’ reflections on the selection.   

Data presentation 

The data in this paper stem from observations and interviews with LTU citizens and employment 

caseworkers from Løve municipality which is a municipality of approximately 200.000 inhabitants. 

There are five LTU citizens and three caseworkers participating from Løve municipality. One of the 

caseworkers participating is responsible for the employment case handling of three of the LTU 
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citizens which is why there are three caseworkers and five LTU citizens, see the table below. I 

observed five meetings, one taking place at the LTU citizen’s internship and four taking place at the 

municipal’s address. I conducted nine interviews, related to each meeting I observed; five with the 

employment caseworkers but only four interviews with LTU citizens because I could not get a hold 

of Thomas, LTU citizen. We had arranged an interview but he cancelled on the same day and 

subsequently I was unsuccessful in reaching him. A few weeks later, Ditte, his employment 

caseworker, told me that he was in a “chaotic place in life”, indicating that he did not have the 

resources to participate in an interview. 

The caseworkers are all educated social workers and the LTU citizens are all categorised in 

accordance with employment state law as “activity ready”, indicating that they have complex needs, 

besides becoming self-supportive, such as substance abuse and mental health problems, which must 

be addressed in the employment case handling (2016, § 2.3) before they can be categorised as 

“employment ready” which indicates that unemployment is the only problem that is addressed in the 

employment case handling.  

In the table below the LTU citizens and the employment caseworkers are presented in pairs, according 

to how they are matched in the employment case handling. The names are aliases to support 

anonymity as some of the data are sensitive, e.g. social security number, criminal records and 

information about mental and physical health.   

Alias of LTU citizen Alias of the LTU citizen’s employment caseworker 

Claes Tine 

Thomas Ditte 

Peter Kirsten 

Lars Kirsten 

Erik Kirsten  

 

In the following text, the LTU citizens are referred to by alias and their municipality, e.g. “Claes, 

Løve municipality”. The caseworkers are referred to by alias, the alias of the LTU citizen whose case 

handling they are responsible for and the municipality, e.g. “Tine, Claes’ caseworker, Løve 

municipality”. Quotes in the paper are subject to own translation. 

Research Findings 
Research findings suggest that the acting together of caseworkers and LTU citizens is pivotal for the 

citizens’ perception of law and their legal knowledge and that the acting together is informed by local 

normativity and state law. This section analyse data collected in Løve municipality, organised by the 

theoretical framework of legal consciousness as a cultural praxis, Ehrlich’s distinction between norms 

for decisions and the living law, and Jasanoff’s theory on co-production of knowledge.  
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Legal consciousness as a cultural praxis 

Law regulates everyday life, and the data shows that it dominates the social context of the LTU 

citizens – even in its absence:  

It is totally normal that when you are on social security benefit you fear ’what are they going to do 

next?’, if they [the employment caseworkers] will do something. And you hear some horror stories, 

right? There is always that insecurity ’are they going to refer me to internship next week?’ or 

something else but there has never been something like that [in Peter’s case handling]. It is all in my 

head. And I think that is how it is for many people on social security benefit, but there has never been 

any pressure in my situations 1  

Peter’s narrative on life on social security benefit reflects an a priori understanding of the regulation 

of his social world. He takes on others’ narratives about being on social security benefit and 

implement it in his own understanding of employment case handling. Though his personal 

experiences tell him otherwise, he is highly affected by the dominating narrative that there is reason 

to be alert and worried as the future is uncertain and in the hands of the employment caseworkers.    

Power is a relevant aspect of the employment case handling for the LTU citizens’ everyday life. Lars 

describes it as being subordinated to the goodwill of the institutions, reflecting a position of passivity 

due to the legal and institutional setup:  

I am neither municipality nor politician nor anything else. I am just a citizen. And I think it is lousy, 

it is too poor. I think it is distasteful, I really think so. That way you are being threatened as an 

individual (…) It is the consequence and no matter how much you get used to the threats then they 

are still there, always. I think it is distasteful, I really do 2 

He experiences that as a citizen he is subjective to politicians and the municipality, He considers 

himself to be in a position where he does not have any means to resist the dominating power of the 

welfare system. The welfare system becomes a threat to his life situation because it is uncertain what 

will happen next. His experiences show him that being an individual, facing the welfare system places 

you in a vulnerable position. Lars criticises the welfare system, describing it as “lousy, too poor”, 

which indicates that he has an overall expectation that the welfare system should function differently, 

however, his personal experiences tells him otherwise, making him sceptical towards the institutional 

setup he is part of as a LTU citizen.  

For others, the welfare system and its rules help them regulate their behaviour as it informs them on 

right and wrong. The rules create a room for manoeuvre and outline a direction for the individual:  

I don’t see it as a punishment [being sanctioned]. Of course, there must be some rules. You cannot 

just go about and fool around as you please. There must be some lines. I mean that very seriously 3 

                                                 
1 Interview med Peter, Løve kommune. 
2 Interview med Lars, Løve kommune. 
3 Interview med Claes, Løve kommune. 
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Claes accepts that receiving social security benefit causes him to be subjected to the rules regulating 

the area. The law is a guideline for him to navigate in the social context. He has experienced sanctions 

due to no-show to the individual job interview meetings with the employment caseworkers, and his 

knowledge about the rules on the area is a product of his personal experiences. Claes now adheres to 

the rules and perceives them as an instrument to help him in the right direction. He expects that if he 

follows the rules, it will be to his own advantage and the employment case handling will go (more) 

smooth.  

The narrative about the law as a help; an instrument to improve the situation, is also reflected in the 

interviews with some of the caseworkers. Tine, Claes’ caseworkers for example describes the rules 

on sanctions as follows: 

I sanction if I cannot reach the citizens. Then I stop the social security benefit and then they contact 

me so it is a really good way of getting them back. It is a help to get back. I don’t see it as a 

punishment. Because one thing is that you take their social security benefit, then they just go out and 

become even more criminal. Some people, it doesn’t do any good to punish them so I don’t see it as 

a punishment. I see it as a help. We just want to make sure you are alright 4 

“We just want to make sure you are alright” indicates that she cares about the LTU citizens’ situation 

and she considers the rules on sanctions as instruments to provide the citizens with the help they need. 

By sanctioning them for no-show, they re-enter the social context of the employment case handling, 

enabling Tine to perform her job; helping the LTU citizens.  

Expectations promotes actions; we perform to achieve. Unfulfilled expectations may have the 

opposite effect, leaving individuals passive and disconnected from the social world. Lars tells a 

narrative of unfulfilled expectations, leaving him passive in relation to a dominating institutional 

setup:  

Well, expectations, I don’t bother with that anymore. I stopped with that a long time ago because 

there is no future in it anyway. Many times, it is not about the citizen; it is more about the municipality 

which must follow some rules made by the state and then I am just a piece in that puzzle. And I don’t 

get anything out of that. But I behave and I turn up to the meetings and then I can’t do any more. But 

I don’t expect anything 5  

He follows the rules, he shows up to the meetings but he has no expectations that his engagement 

with the employment case handling will lead somewhere. Previous experiences inform him that he 

has no saying in the process. In his opinion it is only for the benefit of the municipality and the state, 

and it disconnects him as an individual citizen from the process. He expresses a legal fatalism as he 

views the law as something that cannot be changed, and that he as a citizen cannot expect anything 

from neither the law nor the welfare system:  

                                                 
4 Interview med Tine, Claes’ sagsbehandler, Løve kommune.  
5 Interview med Lars, Løve kommune. 
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The feeling of being just a piece in a puzzle which you don’t have any saying in which is about 

something that is for the advantage of the municipality and a help for the government. And we are 

just in the middle of it all as citizens. Or I am just in the middle of it as a citizen and I can’t do 

anything about it. I actually think that you can say it is a breach of trust from the municipality, for 

example when they referred me to internship which was not good at all and I had to be admitted and 

all that. But it is the feeling that you just turn up and then nothing happens. It gives a feeling of 

nothingness 6 

The legal fatalism is a product of the unfulfilled expectations. He articulates the unfulfilled 

expectations as a breach of trust and position himself as merely a piece in a puzzle who is neglected 

by the municipal and the state.  

To sum up, the data reflect different understandings and experiences of how the law and the 

institutional setup affect the case handling process. Participants’ personal experiences together with 

others’ experiences that they incorporate as their own, inform their perception of law and the social 

order and guide their actions in the social context of employment case handling.  

 

Norms for decisions and the living law 

Eugen Ehrlich made a distinction between norms for decisions; regulating relations of conflicts, and 

the living law, regulating the everyday social order. Ehrlich argued that actors’ perception of what 

law is informs their actions. Law is thus a broad concept, covering both state law, norms and morality. 

The data shows that the participants’ actions are informed by different factors, e.g. what they consider 

to be meaningful.  

The LTU citizens express that they wish to do something useful with their everyday life, that they 

would like something to wake up to and be an active part of. They wish to have something to do and 

to contribute. This provide structure, makes it easier for them to comprehend every day’s chores and 

keep them off substance abuse.7 What is ‘useful’ and ‘meaningful’ are applied as arguments by both 

the caseworkers and the citizens for planning the cause of the case handling process and motivate the 

actions.  

Norms for decisions are referred to in case where sanctions are applied or in situations where the case 

handling process and the interaction between LTU citizen and employment caseworker are difficult:  

I never refer them to something if they don’t want to. I had one who had been homeless for 25 years, 

he didn’t wanted to do anything, a bit lazy. And then I say to him ’well, this is all very nice, but there 

is nothing wrong with you’, ‘no, well, there isn’t’, he says. ‘No but have you heard about this 225 

hours rule’, ’yes, he had’, well, I cannot except you from that rule, you can see that, right?’ ‘why 

not’, he asks, ’well, because there is nothing wrong with you, you say that yourself’, ‘yes, that is true’, 

he says. ‘Well, I’m not saying you have to go straight out and find 225 hours but I think we should 

                                                 
6 Interview med Lars, Løve kommune. 
7 Based on observations with meetings between Claes and Tine and Thomas and Ditte.  
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rather see to get you referred to some kind of internship. You don’t want to spend the rest of your life 

on the streets, do you, and what about your family?’ Then we do things like that and then we actually 

got him referred to a job consultant. 25 years on social security benefit and all the time as homeless, 

totally lazy but he has agreed to get over here and start changing his life a little 8 

Tine starts out saying that she never refers the citizens to something they do not want to do. She 

indirectly touches upon the above-mentioned situation; that the citizens’ perception of useful or 

meaningful is the guiding post for the case handling process. However, she instrumentalises state law 

in cases where regulation of the social relations is needed. When a citizen is passive or reluctant in 

the case handling process, she refers to state law to argue for her point of view as an employment 

caseworker. Her narrative pictures law as the means to get people on track; it is used to give them the 

necessary push forward to the point where they realise the purpose; changing the life for the better.  

Norms for decision is applied when the caseworkers experience a need for an argument which is a 

priori valid. As state law is a product of an institutional process; the legislative process carried out by 

elected politician, it is inherently legitimate and thus valid – or at least difficult to reject for the LTU 

citizens. Moreover, state law can be used as an argument external from the caseworker, meaning that 

the caseworker can refer to the wordings of the law while discursively representig the citizens’ 

interests. Law is then an external instrument to ensure continuation in the social interaction between 

employment caseworkers and LTU citizens: 

If it happens repeatedly that there is a citizen who starts explaining why we cannot start doing some 

employment oriented activities then I might say ’you are on social security benefit and we have some 

demands you have to meet when you are on social security benefits, and that is for example that you 

participate actively in your own case handling process. And within this time frame be referred to an 

activity of some kind’. It is not that often I have citizens like that who are always reluctant. In those 

situations, I actually make use of the law and demands from the municipality in relation to meetings. 

In some meetings I also say to them ’you have the right to access your records. It just filing for it if 

you doubt what I am saying’. It is a way to disarm them when they sit there and think that I journalise 

all kinds of stuff about them which is not true, the I say to them ’well, you have the right to get it all 

handed, so just say the word if you want that’. But it is not something I say to all meetings, I really 

don’t 9 

Law can be a weapon to disarm the opponent. It can be used to position the LTU citizens in relation 

to the individual’s obligations and the welfare system’s demand. Yet, it rarely happens that the 

caseworkers make use of law in such a manner. It happens in cases where reluctance and scepticism 

dominate. Then, law has the function of approving the caseworkers’ actions, making them valid in 

the eyes of the LTU citizen. Narrating the story of law as an external factor that can call for actions 

and make demands is a discursive move to depict the relations between employment caseworkers and 

LTU citizens as cooperating parties in the case handling process.  

                                                 
8 Interview med Tine, Claes’ sagsbehandler, Løve kommune.  
9 Interview med Ditte, Thomas’ sagsbehandler, Løve kommune.  
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Law permeates the case handling process but is transformed into a tacit knowledge. This is evident 

in the interview with Ditte, Thomas’ caseworker, as she describes her relation to state law in the 

everyday work with case handling:  

Of course, it [the state law] matters but it is just not what matters in the meeting with the citizen. But 

the background, my follow-up, my journalising, all these things which are described in the law that 

you need to remember to do. I look up in the law in special situations to see if I can find something 

that fits when nothing else does. That is really not often because it takes such a long time. But in my 

head law does not take up much space but with that said then it is law that I am doing all the time so 

it is a bit weird to explain. It is just something I must do, right? 10  

Ditte positions the law as a background factor that regulates the process of the case handling; the 

follow-up and the journalising, but the law is not the dominant factor in the specific meeting with the 

LTU citizens. She refers to the law as an instrument she makes use of in situations where nothing else 

really does the job. The narrative reflects law as both an unconscious factor in the everyday work of 

the caseworkers; it structures and conditions their case handling process and is taken for granted as a 

tacit knowledge of the caseworker profession. On the other hand, law is consciously invoked to obtain 

an end that cannot be met with other means.  

To sum up, law is a concept covering state law, norms and morality. It informs actors’ perceptions of 

meaning and reproduces the social order. In the employment case handling process, it is primarily the 

idea of the ‘useful’ and ‘meaningful’ that regulates the course of the process and determine which 

actions ought to be taken. Yet, in cases of conflicts in the social relations between caseworker and 

citizen, the state law is invoked as an external factor; an a priori valid argument for the actions taken 

and an instrument to continue the case handling process. The state law is both a tacit knowledge of 

the caseworkers, informing their everyday practice, yet, the caseworkers at times make a highly 

conscious choice to invoke law to meet a specific end.   

 

The co-production of knowledge  

Knowledge is produced in the social interactions of individuals and shaped by their understandings 

and perceptions. The employment case handling is a co-produced social context where LTU citizens 

and employment caseworkers exchange knowledge which affect the course of the case handling. For 

the caseworkers, it is important that they and the citizens agree on the course and share a similar 

understanding:  

I also really like when that meeting I have the citizen is one where I am certain that we understand 

each other completely. So, I make sure that is the case buy asking ’I am a bit in doubt what we are to 

do know. What do you think, is it right what I assume?’, I make sure to ask the citizens questions and 

thereby ensure that we are on the same path so to say 11 

                                                 
10 Interview med Ditte, Thomas’ sagsbehandler, Løve kommune. 
11 Interview med Ditte, Thomas’ sagsbehandler, Løve kommune.  
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Sharing understandings and agreements dominates the perception of what constitutes a fruitful 

meeting between LTU citizens and caseworkers. The quote reflects the caseworker as the responsible 

part, asking the citizen questions about viewpoints and perspectives. This invites the citizens to take 

an active part in the case handling and it indirectly position them as resourceful co-producers of the 

social context. It erases the power structures embedded in the welfare system of the caseworkers as 

the authority with the power to sanction. The caseworkers distance themselves from this 

understanding as it corresponds poorly with their perception of their role as the LTU citizens’ helpers 

and representatives in the welfare system: 

I have some who says to me ’you have so much power, you are a caseworker, an authority’, where I 

am like ’no, you know what, I am really not, I cannot just stop your social security benefit by tomorrow 

if that is what I want, there has to be a reason and then we talk about it’. So, I usually dismiss that a 

bit. Because they see us as the system, and of course we are, but then again, it doesn’t do any good 

to sanction. I don’t’ think it does. Of course, for some people and in situations where people don’t 

bother, yes, then it might be helpful, but again, it is not because our citizens don’t want to, it is 

because they have so much shit in their life that work is not what comes first 12   

The identity of the caseworker as a representative of the welfare system with the power to sanction is 

negotiated and replaced with an identity of the helping caseworker who understands the citizens’ 

situation and considers each specific situation instead of blindly invoking the law. The caseworkers 

are the link between the citizens and the welfare system, and it is evident that many of the LTU 

citizens rely on the caseworkers or other representatives of the welfare system for help to understand 

their rights and opportunities and navigate in the welfare system: 

[The mentor] has helped me get my dentist aid covered, it was actually the first thing she did. It was 

because you can get 60 percent covered when you are on social security benefit but they have to know 

everything. Everything about your economy. And at that time I was still paying for the house, that 

was before I lend money from my [parent] to get out of the house so that is why they actually had to 

know everything about that amount of money. They actually had to know what the money was spent 

on so they had to know about my ex’ economy, right? Should they know everything about her? She 

wasn’t totally keen on that. Even though we are getting along just fine and all that. But in the end we 

managed because [mentor] went with me to the place where you apply and told them ‘you can get to 

know this and this you cannot’. It wouldn’t have been possible for me without [mentor], then I would 

just have forgotten about it because, well, it would have been too difficult for me, right? I remember, 

I just sat there, we go tome papers to fill out in the middle of the meeting and then we went down and 

found a place to sit and was just about to fill it out when I said to [mentor] ‘I can’t do this. It’s too 

much. Now I have to go and call my ex again and say ’I have to know this and that’ and I can’t recall 

the details but [mentor] just said ‘take it easy’ and [mentor] really got me to manage it all so we did 

it, right? 13 

                                                 
12 Interview med Tine, Claes’ sagsbehandler, Løve kommune.  
13 Interview med Peter, Løve kommune.  
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Without the mentor, no dentist aid coverage. Peter does not have the resources to navigate in the 

welfare system and he is about to give up as the mentor steps in and takes over. The mentor has the 

resources and the knowledge that Peter lacks, and together they can co-produce the actions needed to 

ensure Peter access to the help he is entitled to. Knowledge about law, understanding the welfare 

system is essential in ensuring access to rights and opportunities. The caseworkers are professional 

actors in the welfare state system and they often function as systemic interpreters for the citizens. 

However, not all is interpreted and passed on from caseworker to citizens. Caseworkers make a 

distinction between “need to know” and “nice to know” based on their knowledge about the LTU 

citizens’ situation: 

I think it is only few of the citizens who know, maybe some overall demands because maybe it says so 

in the letter that if you do not show up, well, then it will have consequences for your social security 

benefits. But I can see that those letters sent from the municipality that they are not easy to read, they 

are not. It is a bit confusing to understand and I do not think that the citizens are totally aware of the 

rules. I also do not usually sit there and list up the rules because I think it is about need to know and 

nice to know, well, you can also throw too many sections and rules at them which they do not know 

what to do about anyway, then you can take the rules that are relevant for them, right? 14 

So, to avoid confusing the citizens and overwhelming them with information, the caseworkers only 

share what they assess as relevant. The assessment is based on the citizens’ every day situation which 

is again based on the information shared by the citizen with the caseworker. When the citizen shares 

information with the caseworker, the caseworker can identify the relevant legal information, 

contributing to the co-production of knowledge. Another caseworker makes a distinction in her 

information on rules and regulation by assessing what makes sense and what does not. Her assessment 

of what makes sense depends on whether the citizens apply the information in their subsequent 

actions:  

I don’t inform them about their demands and rules and rights, they are very well aware which rules 

apply in the system. If they ask then I answer. And I do not start out by saying ’you need to turn up 

for the meetings because then and that’, I don’t do that, it wouldn’t be good for anything. And if they 

are going on rehabilitation then I of course inform them about the demands there but otherwise I 

don’t. If it makes sense, then yes, but otherwise I really don’t. They forget about it anyway 15 

Tine considers it a waste of time informing about rules and rights as the citizens do not inform their 

actions based on the knowledge, anyway. They simply just forget about it. Yet, other caseworkers 

consider it part of their job to make sure the citizens understand the complex legislation. The 

caseworkers position themselves as systemic translators, translating the complex rules into layman’s 

terms: 

                                                 
14 Interview med Kirsten, Lars’ sagsbehandler, Løve kommune. 
15 Interview med Tine, Claes’ sagsbehandler, Løve kommune. 
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What can be difficult for the citizens is to sit and listen to all the rules, right? Well, it is difficult for 

them to manage. So, it is my job to tell about the rules in a non-professional manner so they 

understand 16  

Understanding the legal setting allows for informed actions. The caseworkers are central actors in the 

process because they have the educational and professional background, the resources and the 

knowledge about the citizens as target group. The citizens contribute to the co-production of 

knowledge by sharing information with the caseworkers about their situation and future desires. This 

information is transformed into the case handling process and conditions the course of the process.  

To sum up, employment case handling is a co-produced social context where LTU citizens and 

employment caseworkers exchange knowledge. Sharing common understandings and agreeing on the 

course of the case handling process invites for a co-production of the social world that LTU citizens 

and caseworkers share. Caseworkers are the LTU citizens’ helpers and representatives in the welfare 

state system, and without them the citizens would face great difficulties in navigating in the systemic 

setup. This means that LTU citizens rely on their caseworkers for knowledge and understanding, yet, 

caseworkers do not share all information. Instead, they make a distinction between what the citizens 

need to know in the specific situation and what makes sense to share with them. It the process the 

caseworkers translate the rules and regulations into layman’s terms, thereby co-producing informed 

actions.  

 

Conclusion 
This paper is based on a PhD project in process which studies how LTU citizens and employment 

caseworkers co-produce the social order in the employment case handling. The theoretical framework 

is constituted by Patricia Ewick and Susan S. Silbey’s definition of legal consciousness as a cultural 

praxis, bridging individuals’ actions with structural conditions, Eugen Ehrlich distinction between 

norms for decisions and the living law, and Sheila Jasanoff’s theory on the co-production of 

knowledge. 15 observations and 29 interviews are conducted in three municipalities, yet, the data in 

this paper is based on data collection from one municipality; Løve municipality.  

The data reflect the participants’ different understandings of the law and the institutional setup of the 

welfare state system. Participants’ personal experiences and others’ experiences which they 

incorporate as their own, inform their perception of law and the social order and guide their actions 

in the social context of employment case handling. Some participants reflect a legal consciousness 

dominated by unfulfilled expectations and breaches of trust, leading to a sceptic approach to the case 

handling process. Others reflect a legal consciousness of the case handling process as a help to 

improve their situation. The difference in the legal consciousness is a result if the experiences and 

understandings of the individuals. 

                                                 
16 Interview med Kirsten, Peters sagsbehandler, Løve kommune. 
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Actors’ perceptions of meaning and their reproduction of the social order is informed by state law, 

norms and morality. What is considered to make sense informs the course of the process and 

conditions which actions that are considered possible. In unproblematic social relations, the actions 

of employment caseworkers and LTU citizens are informed by what is considered meaningful. But 

in cases with conflicts, state law is often invoked by the caseworkers as an a priori valid argument for 

the actions taken. State law is both indirectly and directly applied by the caseworkers; it is a tacit 

knowledge regulating their everyday case handling, and it is a conscious choice in events where there 

are no other options to obtain a certain output.   

Caseworkers function as the LTU citizens’ access to legal knowledge as they inform and guide the 

citizens on their rights and obligations. They thus contribute to the citizens’ perception of law and 

regulations. This practice indicates that LTU citizens’ legal knowledge is primarily produced locally 

through the interactions with the caseworkers in the case handling process. Employment case 

handling is a co-produced social context where LTU citizens and employment caseworkers exchange 

knowledge. Caseworkers become helpers and representatives in the welfare state system, meaning 

that LTU citizens rely on their caseworkers for knowledge and access. However, caseworkers do not 

share all information. Instead, they make a distinction between what the citizens need to know in the 

specific situation and what makes sense to share with them. It the process the caseworkers translate 

the rules and regulations into layman’s terms, thereby co-producing informed actions.  
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