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Abstract 
The aim of this article is to understand how a group of subsidised employees 

constructed a collective identity and symbolic community, and the role the municipal 

labour market programme played in that process. Further, it explores whether and 

how a shared collective identity and symbolic community may provide an explanation 

for how the ‘successful intervention/lock-in effect paradox’ occurs when using 

subsidised employment as an activation intervention. The article is based on a 

qualitative interview study with eight social workers and 11 subsidised employees 

from a Swedish municipal labour market programme that offered subsidised 

employment as its main intervention. The interviews were analysed using the 

concepts of social identity and symbolic community. The article shows that 

subsidised employment plays a crucial role in subsidised employees constructing 

their identity as ‘persons with a job’, as distinct from the activation interventions 

usually associated with social assistance. The labour market programme serves as a 

transformative space where receiving a salary becomes a symbol of distinction, 

marking a significant departure from past experiences of receiving social assistance. 

The article also highlights the role of social workers in subsidised employees’ identity 

processes. The social workers perceived the subsidised employees as participants 

with special needs, and subsidised employment as an intervention which could 

influence the planning and support provided during the subsidised employment. The 

collective identity developed by the participants fostered a sense of community, but 

also led to reluctance to leave the programme, driven by the fear of reverting to social 

assistance, and once again being excluded from the labour market. The article 

concludes that the subsidised employees risked getting stuck in a borderland 

between work exclusion and work inclusion and, therefore, that subsidised 

employment can potentially place participants in a state of ‘marginalised inclusion’ in 

the labour market, instead of supporting participants into regular employment. 

 

Keywords: activation practice, subsidised employment, collective identities, 

community, participant experiences 
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Introduction 
Activation interventions, intended to assist individuals who are excluded from the 

labour market to become included in the labour market, are widespread globally 

(Clasen & Mascaro, 2022). In general, activation interventions target individuals who 

are long-term unemployed and have complex social problems, and who are thus 

already in a marginalised position in the labour market (Johansson & Hvinden, 2007; 

Govender, 2023). Overall, research has been critical of activation interventions for 

being interwoven with eligibility for means-tested public benefits, reminiscent of the 

old poor relief system, and causing feelings of stigmatisation (Stambe, 2022; 

Fredriksson, 2022). This criticism is compounded by the fact that activation 

interventions have not generally had the impact on labour market inclusion that 

policymakers had hoped for, with examples of activation interventions that have had 

a positive effect on labour market inclusion being few and far between (Card et al., 

2018; SBU, 2022). 

 

One such ‘positive example’ is subsidised employment. Subsidised employment has 

been described both in research (Sianesi, 2008; Mörk et al., 2021), and in 

government agency evaluations (see e.g. SBU, 2022), as having a positive effect on 

labour market inclusion for individuals who are unemployed and not established in 

the labour market. The intervention entails central or/and local government 

organising and subsidising temporary employment for which a fixed and taxable 

salary is paid and, in some cases, individual support for finding regular employment 

is provided (cf. Card et al., 2018; Mörk et al., 2021; SBU, 2022). Subsidised 

employment therefore often leads to a break, even if temporary, from means-tested 

benefits. While subsidised employment has been highlighted for its potentially 

beneficial effects, research has also shown an increased risk of ‘lock-in effects’ as a 

result of subsidised employees stopping looking for regular employment during their 

subsidised employment (Card & Hysop, 2009; Thomsen & Williams, 2010). 

 

These parallel and apparently paradoxical effects, which have been highlighted in 

previous research, also raise questions regarding the effectiveness of subsidised 

employment as an activation intervention for labour market inclusion. This article 

contributes to previous research by taking a closer look at this ‘successful 
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intervention-lock-in effect paradox’, by using a qualitative approach. The aim of the 

article is to understand how the subsidised employees studied constructed a 

collective identity and symbolic community, and what role the municipal labour 

market programme played in this process. Moreover, it explores whether and how a 

shared collective identity and symbolic community may be at the root of the 

‘successful intervention-lock-in effect paradox’ which occurs when using subsidised 

employment as an activation intervention. 

 

The article draws on an interview study of a Swedish municipal labour programme 

that provided subsidised employment to long-term unemployed individuals living on 

municipally governed and means-tested social assistance. The programme involved 

team-based work tasks led by social workers. The study consisted of interviews with 

11 subsidised employees and two focus groups with eight social workers in the same 

labour market programme. 

 

Empirical context 
Sweden operates as a unitary state with centralised legislative power, but with local 

self-governance in 290 municipalities overseen by the national government 

(Jacobsson et al., 2017). Sweden places great importance on active labour market 

policies and work as a virtue, requiring labour participation in order to have full 

access to the tax-funded social insurance system (Johansson & Hvinden, 2007; 

Dahlstedt, 2013). Access to social insurance, including unemployment benefits, is 

thus dependent on employment, making it crucial (Johansson & Hvinden, 2007). For 

those who are ineligible for social insurance, locally administered social assistance 

involves means testing and participating in activation interventions (Govender, 2023). 

As such, the Swedish welfare system has a dual structure, evident in activation 

measures (Jacobsson et al., 2017), in which both the centrally governed Public 

Employment Service (PES) and the municipal authorities are key players. The PES 

primarily targets established unemployed individuals, whereas municipal activation 

measures are directed at those who are not yet established in the labour market. 

Collaborations between municipalities and the PES also occur, for instance, when it 

comes to subsidised employment, as demonstrated in this article. 
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The PES has been implementing various schemes for subsidised employment since 

the 1980s, engaging various group, including refugees and the long-term 

unemployed (Forslund, 2018). These initiatives, involving both private and public 

employers, have supported about 130,000 individuals annually since 2010 (Engdahl 

& Forslund, 2019). Municipalities also use subsidised employment as an activation 

intervention, particularly for social assistance recipients, although exact participation 

figures are unavailable. These efforts often involve PES subsidies facilitating 

employment within the municipality, of which the labour market programme in this 

study is one example (Forslund et al., 2019; Mörk et al., 2021). 

 

Since the 1990s, the use of municipal labour market programmes in Sweden for 

activation purposes has expanded significantly, and now encompasses almost all 

290 municipalities, primarily targeting unemployed social assistance recipients, and 

encompassing approximately 100,000 participants annually (Forslund et al., 2019). 

Labour market programmes, as defined by Lødemel and Moreira (2014), offer 

specific activation options with formal conditions and sanctions to support individuals 

facing long-term unemployment and precarious life situations. However, the 

decentralised local governance structure has resulted in substantial variations in 

programme structures and implementation, thereby making it difficult for research to 

draw general conclusions with regard to municipal labour market programmes 

(Forslund et al., 2019). At the same time, the development of activation measures in 

Sweden shares characteristics with the development of activation in Europe in 

general, particularly in terms of increased decentralisation, interagency cooperation 

and increasing work incentives through a combination of support and control 

(Lødemel & Moreira, 2014). 

 

The municipal labour market programme in our study offered subsidised employment 

as its main service, and provided additional support such as vocational training, 

coaching, social support and adult education. The programme typically enrolled 

approximately 90 subsidised employees who worked in teams, either within the 

municipal labour market programme building or in various municipal departments. 

The programme's official policy objective was to facilitate the transition from 

subsidised employment to regular employment, and promote self-sufficiency upon 

programme completion. The terms of subsidised employment were regulated by 
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national and local policies, and collective agreements between trade unions and 

municipalities. Subsidised employees received employment for one to four years, 

with monthly salaries ranging from 1360 euros to 1700 euros before taxes. However, 

subsidised employees had limited access to workers' rights, such as the ability to 

influence salary increases, and certain forms of subsidised employment did not grant 

access to unemployment benefits. 

 

Previous research 
Research on activation has been extensive (see e.g. Clasen & Mascaro, 2022, for an 

overview), yet international and national studies specifically focusing on subsidised 

employment have mainly concerned impact evaluations, provide ambiguous results 

regarding intervention outcomes, and do not provide a comprehensive understanding 

as to why subsidised employment both leads to positive outcomes, and carries the 

risk of lock-in effects.  

 

Overall, the types of subsidised employment interventions that seem to create the 

most positive effects in terms of labour market inclusion of the subsidised employees 

are interventions where the employment is located in the private sector (Sianesi, 

2008; SBU, 2022), or where work tasks are performed as part of the ordinary 

operations of a municipal employer (Behrenz & Hammarstedt, 2014; Mörk et al., 

2021). These are situations in which subsidised employees have the opportunity to 

show their capabilities to an employer. However, one study on Swedish employers’ 

attitudes toward hiring unemployed individuals through subsidised employment also 

shows that some employers are hesitant, or in some instances even refuse to hire 

individuals using subsidised employment for fear it would risk productivity (Behrenz & 

Månsson, 2023).  

 

With regard to lock-in effects, an early study by Sianesi (2008) shows that subsidised 

employment in both the private sector and municipalities creates short-term lock-in 

effects in Sweden. Card and Hysop (2009), Thomsen and Walter (2010) and Card et 

al. (2018) further discuss how subsidised employment, overall, creates lock-in effects 

for subsidised employees. However, the authors do not fully explain why lock-in 

effects occur, but simply that job search activity tends to go down when this type of 
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intervention is used. Still, Card and Hysop (2009) highlight that organisational 

aspects of the programmes, particularly service delivery, are an important factor, thus 

strengthening the need for qualitative research that can provide a deeper insight into 

those aspects. 

 

In general, research into service users' experiences of activation practices 

demonstrates varying outcomes. Positive experiences often stem from community 

and relationships with peers and social workers (Hansen & Nielsen, 2023; Govender, 

2023), which enhance skills and self-confidence (Hansen, 2018; Sunnerfjell, 2023). 

Conversely, negative experiences are common, with activation interventions found 

degrading and lacking meaningful labour market support (Hansen, 2018; 

Fredriksson, 2022; Hansen & Nielsen, 2023). Additionally, activation programmes 

convey societal norms and values, particularly among young people and migrants 

(Fredriksson, 2022; Vesterberg, 2016; Parsland, 2023): nevertheless, research is 

limited when it comes to service users' identity formation, and how this relates to 

activation interventions and public discourse on unemployment. 

 

In terms of qualitative research into service delivery within subsidised employment, 

Govender (2023) has examined the meaning of recognition in the context of 

municipal activation practices. The study disclosed service users' feelings of a lack of 

recognition due to the low status and wages associated with subsidised employment. 

Similarly, Girardi et al. (2019) identified stigma as a hinderance to social inclusion in 

Belgian society. On the other hand, Hultqvist and Hollertz (2021) noted a decrease in 

stigma associated with subsidised employment and education in a Swedish municipal 

programme. While the aforementioned research analyses show how increased 

stigma and/or a lack of recognition can decrease the chances of being included in 

society, which could be understood to mean that the subsidised employees are more 

likely to become locked into welfare recipience, it does not address how potential 

lock-ins could occur in the programme, nor how subsidised employees construct 

collective identities in the programmes. 
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Theoretical perspectives 
We use the theories of social identity (Jenkins, 2008), and the symbolic construction 

of community (Cohen, 1985), to understand how subsidised employees constructed 

collective identities, and what role the municipal labour market programme had in that 

process. We based our analysis of identity construction among subsidised 

employees on three key aspects: 1) employment status (unemployed, subsidised 

employment, or employed); 2) their fellow subsidised employees in the programme; 

and 3) the social workers employed in the programme. 

 

We understand identity as a multi-dimensional classification of individuals and 

collectives, ‘…to know “who’s who”’ (Jenkins, 2008, p. 5), and as ‘… the process of 

“being” or “becoming”’ (Jenkins, 2008, p. 17). From this perspective, identity unfolds 

within interactions, intertwining individual and collective identities, encompassing 

shared interests, and embodying both commonalities and distinctions (Jenkins, 2008, 

p. 17). Identity is not only about how a group defines itself, but also how the group is 

identified or defined by others. In this article, we differentiate between nominal 

identities and virtual identities (Jenkins, 2008, p. 99) to help explore how subsidised 

employees collectively named themselves, and how they practice and experience 

their identity. Nominal identity refers to the name of the group, whereas virtual identity 

pertains to personal experiences of the identity, as a shared group name can entail 

vastly different experiences within the group (Jenkins, 2008). Multiple nominal 

identities are possible, often involving power dynamics, in which external groups (for 

example social workers) may label a group (cf. Jenkins, 2008). Thus, we also 

examine how social workers as an external group categorise and label subsidised 

employees, and how this aligns with subsidised employees' own collective nominal 

identity to capture the role of the municipal labour market programme in the 

subsidised employees’ identity processes. Identities have boundaries, shaped by 

societal context and debates (Jenkins, 2008), for example, contemporary Swedish 

labour and social policies. 

 

According to the theoretical perspectives chosen for this article, there is a link 

between collective identities and the construction of symbolic communities, as they 

are often part of the same process (Jenkins, 2008). Communities are inherently 
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symbolic, fostering a sense of belonging. Symbols define the boundaries of 

communities, marking the start and end of belonging (Cohen, 1985). This article 

investigates the symbols and boundaries which subsidised employees use in the 

interviews, and the meanings they attribute to them in relation to their collective 

identification. Symbols and boundaries can carry varying meanings for individuals, 

thereby allowing them to contribute to the interpretation. The meanings which 

subsidised employees derive from symbols and boundaries are influenced by their 

past experiences, making ‘community a boundary-expressing symbol, held in 

common by its members, but its meaning varies with members' unique orientations’ 

(Cohen, 1985, p. 15). Hence, in our analysis, we focus on the interplay between 

similarity and difference in the interviews and connect this interplay to the social 

construction of collective identities and symbolic communities. 

 

Method 
The article draws on an interview-based study conducted in the autumn of 2020, with 

eight social workers and 11 subsidised employees who were all participating in a 

municipal labour market programme. The study has been ethically approved by the 

Regional Ethics Review Board in Uppsala (Reg. no. 2016/173). We gained access to 

the labour market programme through contact with the programme’s manager. 

Access to subsidised employees was gained with help from the social workers in the 

programme. The social workers were instructed to provide a written information letter 

to all subsidised employees, and collect the names of subsidised employees who 

would like to voluntarily participate in the study. It cannot be ruled out that the social 

workers chose to exclude some subsidised employees from the study, but at the 

same time there were variations in the subsidised employees' ages, nationalities, 

genders, backgrounds, experience and views of the labour market programme, which 

suggests that no selection bias occurred (cf. Rubin, 2021). Author 1 conducted the 

interviews, and informed consent was obtained. The social workers interviewed had 

various roles within the labour market programme, such as team leaders of work 

teams and/or counsellors. For anonymity purposes, they are collectively referred to 

as social workers in this article. The subsidised employees interviewed had diverse 

backgrounds in terms of work and education, birth country, age and motivation for 
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participating in the labour market programme. Participation duration varied greatly, 

ranging from a few months to four years. 

 

Two focus group interviews were conducted with four social workers in each session. 

In both of the focus group interviews, all four social workers knew each other from 

before, which enabled the respondents to feel comfortable discussing their 

experiences and views (Kruger et al., 2019). Eleven individual interviews with 

subsidised employees on the programme were conducted at the subsidised 

employees’ request, which, in contrast to the more discussion-oriented focus group 

interviews, provided an opportunity for more in-depth interviews in order to capture 

the perspectives of the subsidised employee (Kruger et al., 2019). The interviews 

were semi-structured with themes guiding the questions asked, thus allowing for 

follow-up questions and avoiding unsuitable questions (Denscombe, 2010). The 

subsidised employees were asked questions about their past, present and future, 

and what significance the labour market programme had for them. The social workers 

were asked about the subsidised employees in more general terms, and how the 

programme could support the target group to enter regular employment. Interviews 

were conducted in Swedish, with quotes translated into English. For anonymity 

purposes, all interviewees were given fictitious names. All interviews were 

transcribed verbatim. 

 

The empirical material was thematically analysed (Bazaely, 2009) using an abductive 

approach. Much like induction, an abductive approach starts with the empirical 

material, but can be combined with- or preceded by previous research and/or 

theoretical concepts (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). We had no predetermined 

theoretical concepts in mind when we started the analysis. Instead, the analysis 

evolved by interweaving empirical data, diverse theoretical concepts and existing 

research in a cyclic manner (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2018). The material was coded 

inductively in a first round of analysis, resulting in the themes ‘the target group [of 

subsidised employment]’, ‘relationships’, ‘motivation’ and ‘perspectives on the 

intervention’. Through this first round of analysis, we noticed a significant divergence 

between social workers and subsidised employees in how the subsidised employees 

described themselves and their experiences in the labour market programme, and 

how the social workers described the programme and the subsidised employees. 
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This discrepancy piqued our interest, and was highlighted by analytically separating 

the interviews with subsidised employees from the social workers to compare their 

experiences. 

 

By interpreting the experiences described by the interviewees in relation to the 

existing research regarding subsidised employment, and then interpreting existing 

research in light of the interviews, our findings captured the ‘successful intervention-

lock-in effect paradox’, which formed the aim of the article. This led to identifying 

contrasts in how the interviewees talked about the risks and opportunities that 

subsidised employees faced as a result of participating in the programme. 

Connecting our findings to Jenkins' (2008) theory on social identity, and Cohen's 

(1989) theory on symbolic communities, provided a deepened understanding of the 

discrepancy between the experiences of subsidised employees and social workers. 

When adding our theoretical concepts to the empirical material, a new round of 

analysis was conducted, thereby forming the themes presented below, showing how 

subsidised employees constructing identities which misaligned with social workers' 

categorisation and nominal identity of the subsidised employees, and also provided 

insight into how potential lock-in effects could occur in the programme, hindering 

labour marker inclusion. 

 

Analysis 
The boundary between social assistance and subsidised employment 
Although the subsidised employment in the municipal labour market programme was 

a type of activation intervention, it was clear that the subsidised employees did not 

identify themselves as recipients of an intervention. The subsidised employees 

constructed their identity in relation to previously being unemployed when they talked 

about their experience of receiving social assistance and prior activation experiences. 

Hence, we interpret this as the subsidised employees creating a ‘symbolic boundary’ 

(cf. Cohen, 1985) between social assistance and subsidised employment, in which 

social assistance was associated with work exclusion, whereas subsidised 

employment was associated with the participant’s path towards work inclusion. Ines 

described the difference between receiving social assistance, and being in 

subsidised employment, as follows: 
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Ines: I came every day [to activation practice] only because I seek social assistance 
every month. This is some kind of activity, that you do something. Then after that, I 
thought it was boring. Because you basically do the same thing. Imagine, every day. 
But you still feel forced to come. You have no choice. If you do not come, it happens, 
then you get a deduction [of social assistance] and so on. That was no motivation for 
me. [...] Then after that, I got [subsidised employment]. Then I felt more alive. Therein 
lies the difference. That you start doing something. Both for yourself, but also for 
others. I can say that is the difference. 
 
Interviewer: Does it feel more meaningful now? 
 
Ines: Yes, exactly. Doing something meaningful. When I go home. That I have done 
something good. Today I have helped people, today I have done this and that and 
that. Before it was hopeless, which became meaningless. (Ines, subsidised 
employee) 
 

Despite both being interventions organised by social services, social assistance with 

activation interventions and subsidised employment were experienced very differently 

by the subsidised employees. An important difference between the two interventions 

seems to be that previous activation interventions were mandatory, on account of 

them being connected to means-tested social assistance, whereas subsidised 

employment was described as an opportunity. Nora also described that she felt both 

passive and restricted when she had social assistance with activation interventions: 

‘You can do nothing, just eat and stay at home […] and I do not want to.’ (Nora, 

subsidised employee). Zara said: 
I am a person who does not like to just sit and get paid by someone else. I like to 
work and have responsibility for myself, my family, around me like that, and that is 
why I never intended to stay at Social Services. That is why I want to continue 
working. Still, if I do not find a job, then I have to study something and raise my 
grades. Instead of sitting at home and doing nothing. (Zara, subsidised employee) 
 

Zara described that she is not the type of person that sits at home doing nothing, 

which is often associated with social assistance in the public discourse (cf. 

Fredriksson, 2022). Much like Fredriksson (2022) argues, our findings indicate that 

the subsidised employees had adapted to the discourse of activation, where the 

subsidised employees, through the subsidised employment, could construct a ‘virtual 

identity’ (cf. Jenkins, 2008) of someone who takes responsibility, and is capable of 

finding paths to become self-sufficient. Hence, these two different social service 

interventions are not just something that individuals receive; they also become 

connected to ‘who you are’ as a person. Our findings show how the labour market 

programme played an essential part in how the participants constructed a virtual 

identity, which we designate as ‘persons with a job’. 



Journal of Comparative Social Work 2024/2 
 

50 
 

 

Subsidised employment: A job or an intervention? 

The subsidised employees’ virtual identity as ‘persons with a job’ 

In the interviews, we did not find there was a collective name the subsidised 

employees used to describe themselves; therefore they did not seem to have 

constructed a collective ‘nominal identity’ (cf. Jenkins, 2008). However, all subsidised 

employees referred to their participation in the programme as a job. This was thus an 

important part of their ‘virtual identity’ (cf. Jenkins, 2008). When asked to describe 

what they did in the programme, the subsidised employees emphasised their work 

roles in the programme by describing various work tasks they were employed to do, 

and referred to themselves with different job titles, such as ‘janitor’, ‘groundskeeper’ 

or ‘kitchen assistant’. Arne, who referred to himself as a ‘groundskeeper’, described a 

typical day in the programme as follows: 
The first thing you do is sit down and drink coffee, so you don't start until half past 
eight. Then you drive out and have a little look, so to speak. Down in the city centre 
we have the library, the town hall, the theatre. So, it's important to make sure that it 
possible to walk there, so there aren't too many leaves and things like that. (Arne, 
subsidised employee) 
 

A typical day described by Arne did not include any activation measures, just 

performing the work tasks within his role as a groundskeeper. According to Jenkins 

(2008), constructing an identity is performative. Therefore, the doing becomes 

essential to the identification. The quote from Arne exemplifies that the subsidised 

employees' virtual identity was constructed in relation to being a worker, where the 

programme enabled the subsidised employees to take on a virtual identity as ‘a 

person with a job’ (cf. Girardi et al., 2019). It also entailed that a part of the virtual 

identity of being a person with a job included feeling proud and meaningfulness, as 

can be seen, for instance, in Arne’s description of keeping the pavements clean. 

 

That the subsidised employees adopted a virtual identity as ‘persons with a job' can 

be understood against the backdrop of the ideal in Sweden of being a worker, and 

hence a self-sufficient citizen (cf. Dahlstedt, 2013). For example: 
Not because it's a lot of money or a little money, it's good if you can be self-sufficient. 
It's good if you get a job. Before, I also wanted to work but I didn't get a job. In my 
country I have not studied, I have not worked, I had nothing. And I'm happy now, for 
example. You can say that I am proud when I say that I work. I am happy, my children 
are happy, money is not everything. (Fatima, subsidised employee) 
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Fatima felt proud of working, having a job and of finally being self-sufficient. 

Consequently, being excluded from the labour market is often associated with stigma 

and shame (Girardi et al., 2019). Nora explained: 
When you work and earn money, I think it is better for you. You feel that you are 
human. When I work, you look at me with respect. If you work, they see you as 
successful, having things to do, you do, you earn money. Huge difference. (Nora, 
subsidised employee) 
 

The quote exemplifies how external aspects affected the subsidised employees' 

identity constructions in such a way that respect from ‘others’ toward Nora meant not 

violating any normative rules regarding independence and self-sufficiency (cf. Frost 

et al., 2021). Thus, having a salary became an important symbol in the subsidised 

employee’s identity constructions. In line with previous studies on subsidised 

employment, earning a salary was also a recognition that the work they performed 

was important, and that they were capable of it (Hultqvist & Hollertz, 2021; Govender, 

2023).  

 

Having a salary is not just an important part of a virtual identity process (cf. Jenkins, 

2008). According to the subsidised employees, their financial situation also improved 

when they started to receive their salary for the subsidised employment. ‘Then just 

that you get a little salary too. You get twice as much as you had on social 

assistance. So that also means a lot.’ (Olof, subsidised employee). However, just 

because the salary was higher than social assistance did not mean it corresponded 

to a salary received through regular employment, which was also the main complaint 

from the subsidised employees interviewed with regard to the programme: ‘My salary 

is piss […]’ (Johan, subsidised employee). Johan used the word ‘salary’ and not 

‘benefit’, because he identified as a worker, but experienced his salary to be very low.  

  

This section shows how subsidised employees constructed their collective virtual 

identity, both in relation to social assistance (work exclusion) and to full employment 

(work inclusion), where salary often became an important symbol of the boundary 

between the two positions, as the salary symbolised how the subsidised employees 

had left social assistance and were self-sufficient persons with a job, in line with the 

normative rules that exist in Swedish society. 
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The social workers’ categorisation of the subsidised employees 

An important aspect of identity construction is how ‘external’ groups understand, 

identify and categorise you (Jenkins, 2008). This is especially the case within 

organisations, which are infused with hierarchal relationships between groups, such 

as the social workers who held authority and power over the subsidised employees 

(cf. Jenkins, 2008). The social workers interviewed emphasised that the subsidised 

employment in the labour market programme was an intervention for individuals who 

were far from entering the labour market, and referred to the subsidised employees 

as ‘participants’, in contrast to the subsidised employee’s own identity construction as 

‘persons with a job’, as described above. In one of the focus group interviews, Erika 

and Anna said: 
It's not really called job training. People are employed. But it is really that content or 
what to say. To make this work with times, with going to work and everything, how it 
works. (Erika, social worker) 
 
It's social training too. Not everyone works well with others in groups, for example. 
And now you have to work in groups in most work teams, so you get to practice that 
as well, to be part of a context. (Anna, social worker) 
 

Erika and Anna recognised that the subsidised employees were employed, but at the 

same time they emphasised training for the sake of developing social and job skills, 

rather than employment. In fact, the social workers recurrently talked about the 

subsidised employees not being ready for regular employment. For example, Patrik 

explained: 
A landing strip for broken-down individuals. This is what this is. They never come here 
with a good social background, a good secure economy, a home. Some come here 
who had nothing. So, they have to start at a very low level. Some are a little over [the 
low level]. They see it [participation] as part of continuing a good social life. (Patrik, 
social worker) 
 

Patrik described the complex social problems subsidised employees often struggled 

with when entering the labour market programme. The recurrent emphasis on the 

complex social problems of the subsidised employees, and not talking about the 

intervention as work, suggests that the virtual identity of the subsidised employees 

had not been institutionally and externally validated by the social workers (cf. 

Jenkins, 2008). This, in turn, may depend on how the social workers distinguished 

themselves from the subsidised employees. The social workers described 

themselves as role models for the subsidised employees, and in this process marked 

a clear difference between themselves and the subsidised employees. 
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But at all times it is about us being role models. So, we work in such a way that we 
are a norm that they can relate to. We are the ones who are normal in society, for 
them. That is how it is. (Lennart, social worker) 
 

Lennart described himself and his co-workers as the ‘norm’, and in this process, 

subsidised employees are being categorised as deviating from the norm. Fredriksson 

(2022) shows that the role of labour market programmes, and thus the social 

workers, is to change and normalise service users who are constructed as not fitting 

into societal norms due to unemployment. Even though the social workers talked 

about role modelling as an important part of their intervention, this specific type of 

labour market programme practice can also have negative consequences for the 

subsidised employees, if the collective identity of persons with a job are not 

recognised by the social workers who are supposed to support them into regular 

employment (cf. Girardi, 2019; Govender, 2023). 

 

Locked in? 
By contrasting the subsidised employees’ experiences with the social workers’ 

experiences, our analysis reveals important insights into how and why a constructed 

community formed by the subsidised employees, alongside a lack of support to enter 

the regular labour market, can create potential lock-in effects in the labour market 

programme. 

 

The subsidised employees’ perspectives 

In line with a number of previous studies regarding activation interventions in general 

(e.g. Hansen & Nielsen, 2023; Sunnerfjell, 2023), the subsidised employees in our 

study described how they enjoyed being in the programme, but also how it made 

them feel ‘safe’. One of the reasons given was the fact they were working with people 

with similar backgrounds to their own: 
Yeah, it is probably that there are many people with similar backgrounds who have 
come out of it. Everyone, you know, they have quite a lot of understanding of what 
you can go through and what, how you can, how you function. So it's good that way. 
[…] (Sven – subsidised employee) 
 

The quote shows how the subsidised employees could relate to each other because 

of their similar backgrounds, and could engage in peer support. Johan explained: 

‘…this is not an ordinary workplace. People who are here are dysfunctional for one 

reason or another’ (Johan, subsidised employee). The experience of having similar 
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backgrounds gave them a shared understanding, which was used to create a 

community where the subsidised employees felt a belonging. The subsidised 

employees also described how they felt responsibility for each other, and especially 

for their own work team. For example, Kalle said: 'I know I must get up and go to 

work. If I do not show up, it hurts my team. You do not want to be like that with your 

team.’ (Kalle, subsidised employee). The quote shows how the sense of community 

and the virtual identity of being a ‘person with a job’ also appeared to be intertwined. 

 

An example of how the community was maintained by the subsidised employees was 

how they referred to the labour market programme as ‘the house’ and the positive 

associations connected with the house. For example, Fatima said: ‘The house wants 

to help all people who come here. And it [the house] wants to give, you know, they 

[the unemployed] need jobs, and it [the house] actually helps.’ The house provided 

meaning for the subsidised employees, and it can be interpreted as having become, 

and having been used by the subsidised employees as, a ‘boundary-expressing 

symbol’ for their community (cf. Cohen, 1985, p.15). The fact that the subsidised 

employees used the concept of ‘the house’ for their community may also help explain 

why they had not created a collective ‘nominal identity’ (cf. Jenkins, 2008). Perhaps 

there was no need for such a nominal identity when they all belonged to ‘the house’, 

thus suggesting that community and their virtual identity of being a ‘person with a 

job’, rather than a shared group name, was more important for the subsidised 

employees. 

 

The strong sense of community may also be a key source of the potential lock-in 

effects because it seemed to make the subsidised employees hesitant about leaving 

the programme. When the subsidised employees were asked about their future and 

the social workers' support in transitioning to regular employment or pursuing other 

goals, the most common response was that the social workers did not encourage or 

mention leaving the programme: 
Interviewer: Are you getting support to look for other jobs while you are here? 
 
Josephine: No. 
 
Interviewer: Not from anyone? Do you get tips on courses or anything else? 
 
Josephine: No. I feel good here. 
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Interviewer: Okay. So you are thinking that now that you work here you are not 
looking for other jobs? You want to be here? 
 
Josephine: Yes. (Josephine, subsidised employee) 
 

Josephine experienced that the social workers did not encourage her to apply for 

other jobs, nor did she seem committed to seeking employment on her own, thereby 

providing an example of how the lock-in effect can occur. Our interviews show that 

the subsidised employees often opted to stay in the programme for as long as 

possible, even if it meant not transitioning to full inclusion in the labour market. While 

research has highlighted the risks of becoming locked into an intervention (Thomas & 

Walter, 2010, Card et al., 2018), the subsidised employees we interviewed did not 

seem to perceive the lock-in as a risk, but rather as a sense of belonging (cf. Cohen, 

1985). 

 

While most of the subsidised employees interviewed described a strong sense of 

community, which made them not want to leave the programme, some also 

expressed doubts that regular employment was a viable option for them: ‘I'll see how 

long I can stay here. If I know myself, I won't be looking for a job in the first place. 

Because I can't imagine an industry job, and what else could I apply for?’ (Arne, 

subsidised employee). Leaving the programme could also risk returning to social 

assistance, as Zara described it: ‘Then if I don’t find [a new job] or get an extension to 

this job, I will have to go back to social assistance.’ As we interpret the quotes, they 

symbolise an uncertainty with regard to becoming included in the labour market if 

they leave the programme, where the constructed community of ‘the house’ provides 

feelings of safety, and fosters a sense of belonging. Hence, while lock-in effects can 

be manifested by a reduction in job search activity during the intervention, our 

analysis provides insight into why job search activity may decrease, and how it may 

be related to how collective identities are constructed into strong communities within 

the labour market programme and uncertainties around what the future will hold. 

 

The social workers’ perspectives 

The social workers also confirmed that their experience was that the subsidised 

employees felt a sense of belonging, safety and enjoyment during the programme. In 

that sense, the social workers recognised the community constructed by the 
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subsidised employees (cf. Cohen, 1985). However, the social workers raised 

concerns with regard to the subsidised employees' inclusion in the labour market by 

conceptualising it as a ‘lock-in effect’: 
David: This easily becomes a dilemma, I won't say that they enjoy [the programme] 
too much, but they enjoy being in these work teams so much that they don't want to 
leave either. 
 
Göran: They feel safe here. 
 
Erika: Yes. 
 
David: It easily has a lock-in effect of sorts. But I think that is often the case in social 
work. That it's so easy to lock in people. (David, Göran and Erika, social workers) 
 

The social workers recognised a potential lock-in effect inherent in the labour market 

programme, and connected it to the participants enjoying being in the programme. 

Anna replied to David’s comment above about the lock-in effect as follows: 
They think it's a pretty hopeless situation. They have applied for jobs. And they don't 
get jobs. At the same time, they may not have put in as much energy as they should. 
[…] the only experience they have of being successful is when someone has given 
them a job, like here [in the programme]. Then you almost expect that you will get a 
job elsewhere with the help of someone else. (Anna, social worker) 
 

Anna’s statement reflects criticism among social workers that the subsidised 

employees are ‘not doing enough’ to find regular employment, and to leave the 

programme. This corresponds to previous research concerning potential lock-in 

effects in subsidised employment programmes (Card & Hysop, 2009; Card et al., 

2018). While it is in line with the principles of activation to place responsibility for 

unemployment upon the unemployed, a core concept of activation is also to support 

the unemployed to enter the labour market in different ways (cf. Fredriksson, 2022; 

Govender, 2023). 

 

The role of the social workers in this process becomes important to highlight and 

address, as it risks having negative consequences for the individual subsidised 

employees. The majority of the social workers who were interviewed emphasised that 

their main task was to instruct the subsidised employees to perform the work 

assignments in each work team: ‘[...] the task of the social workers is about work and 

showing how to work and how to function in a work team. Yes, everything around 

that’ (Ivar, social worker). The focus was on the work the subsidised employees did 

within the labour market programme, and not on support to enter the labour market. 



Journal of Comparative Social Work 2024/2 
 

57 
 

However, the social workers also saw the lack of support to enter the labour market 

as a shortcoming of the labour market programme. Although support to find regular 

employment outside the labour market programme was available (as a matching 

intervention), this was often only to make use of just before the subsidised 

employment ended. 

 

The timing was described as too late in the process. Instead, David called for the 

labour market programme to plan: 
Maybe a little more long-term, or that you plan already in advance for how to proceed. 
Even if you don't know the person [the subsidised employee], you can at least have a 
plan there. (David, social worker) 
 

We understand this quote from David to be an expression of the concern that 

keeping people active through activation interventions such as subsidised 

employment does not automatically lead to inclusion in the labour market, which 

previous research also highlights (Hansen, 2018; Fredriksson, 2022). Instead, we 

believe that the potential lock-in effects should be understood as an interaction 

between, on the one hand, the constructed community of the participants, which 

brings a sense of belonging, and on the other hand, the organisation of the 

subsidised employment, where the focus is primarily on carrying out work tasks, and 

not on supporting the subsidised employees to obtain regular work until the end of 

the intervention. However, there appears to be a tension between the goals of the 

labour market programme and social workers’ identity construction of participants as 

‘not-ready’ for the regular labour market. It is inclusive if this construction of 

participants is intentional or not, but it clearly affects the implementation of social 

policy, and therefore the outcomes for participants. 

 

Concluding discussion 
Subsidised employment has both been described as a successful intervention for 

labour market inclusion, and as an intervention with a high risk of lock-in effects due 

to low job search activity. While lock-in effects are frequently mentioned in previous 

research, little attention has been paid to understanding why job search activity 

becomes low during subsidised employment interventions. Our findings of how the 

subsidised employees constructed a virtual identity as ‘a person with a job’, and 

simultaneously constructed a community named ‘the house’, provides intriguing 
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insights into how subsidised employment can both be a success story and, at the 

same time, create lock-in effects. We found that: 1) the gratitude of being ‘a person 

with a job’ and having a salary; 2) the fear of failure on the regular labour market and 

the risk of returning to social assistance; 3) the sense of belonging in ‘the house’; 4) 

the lack of support to enter the regular labour market; and 5) social workers’ identity 

construction of participants as ‘not-ready’ for the regular labour market, can help to 

explain why lock-in effects can occur in the labour market programme. 

 

Our results show how potential lock-in effects may not be of the same concern for the 

subsidised employees as they are for the social workers The results indicate how 

very important subsidised employment is for people who have been long-term 

unemployed and excluded from the labour market. The importance is connected to 

being able to leave the stigmatising social assistance system, and having the 

opportunity to construct an identity that is in line with the Swedish worker ideal (cf. 

Dahlstedt, 2013). Previous research shows how stigma, shame and a lack of 

recognition tend to obstruct the path towards inclusion in the labour market (Girardi et 

al., 2019; Govender, 2023), although subsidised employment may decrease feelings 

of stigmatisation associated with being unemployed and lacking self-sufficiency 

(Hultqvist & Hollertz, 2021). 

 

A vital aspect is the improved financial situation the subsidised employee finds 

themselves in at a time when a few hundred euros per month can make an enormous 

difference for low-income households. Subsidised employment can therefore be a 

‘success’ for the subsidised employees, even if they become locked in, and are still 

not included in the labour market after leaving the programme. Even though there 

clearly are some benefits for the subsidised employees, there is a risk that subsidised 

employment becomes a form of ‘marginalised inclusion’ in the labour market when 

the subsidised employee does not want to, nor are they properly supported to, leave 

the labour market programme for regular employment. This is amplified when the 

labour market has high thresholds, and thus is unable to include individuals who 

have been unemployed long term, which previous research suggests (Behrenz & 

Månsson, 2023). In that sense, subsidised employment largely becomes a form of 

borderland between work exclusion and work inclusion, offering the subsidised 

employees temporary relief from work exclusion. In order to avoid lock-in effects, 
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attention needs to be directed at the labour market, and not only directed at people 

who are already in a marginalised position. 

 

As municipal labour market programmes vary in size, structures, methods and target 

groups, both in Sweden and internationally, any generalisation of the results of this 

limited qualitative study must proceed with caution. However, the study highlights the 

need to focus more on subsidised employees’ experiences of interventions to 

understand when and whether activation really is a ‘success story’, and for whom that 

success is provided. Future national and international research could develop and 

test these results further, and comparative quantitative studies could benefit from 

empirical details of service delivery of Swedish subsidised employment in order to 

increase understanding of why effects can differ (cf. Clasen et al., 2016). By 

extension, the results can then be used for policy development with regard to 

activation interventions for unemployed individuals who are not yet established in the 

labour market. 
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