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    Chapter 10   
 Critical Aspects of the Transformation 
of Work and Welfare from a Capability 
Perspective 

             Roland     Atzmüller    

10.1             Introduction 

 Traditionally, critical analyses of welfare states, which aimed at identifying the 
nationally and historically variegated functions which arise as specifi c, albeit 
temporary, limited, and confl ict-prone solutions to the problems of capitalist market 
societies (Offe  1993b ; Lessenich  2012 ; Gough  1979 ), raised severe reservations 
against normative accounts on the content of social policies. As Claus Offe and 
Gero Lenhardt have put it in a widely published paper on social policy:

  Thereby, normative research projects are open to the objection, fi rst, that they are incapable 
of sustaining the validity and necessity of their normative presuppositions, and, second, that 
they habitually overestimate their capacity to induce at least some unease among those 
political actors to whom proof of the discrepancies between ‘ought’ and ‘is’ is presented 
(…). (Offe  1993b : 90f) 

   Thus, they assume that little is achieved “in such attempts at normative defi ni-
tion” (Offe  1993b : 90), because many accounts on the question which social poli-
cies SHOULD be implemented to tackle certain social problems and reach certain 
social goals rather highlight the normative criteria of those people who are in the 
social position to judge them, than identify the political relevance of such consider-
ations (Offe  1993a ,  b : 90). However, by assuming that it is possible to separate a 
critical analysis of social policies from normative reasoning, such considerations 
all too hastily dismiss a crucial dimension of the academic and political debates 
and confl icts about the welfare state in capitalist societies and its transformations 
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and dynamics. 1  Offe and Lenhardt linked their refutation of normative reasoning 
about social policies mainly to the macro-level of tackling “social problems” and 
the attainment of “certain social goals”. Viewed from this perspective, their criticism 
seems well placed, not only because the political relevance of normative consider-
ations might be unclear but also because in case such considerations gain political 
relevance, they run the risk of prescribing certain social orders, solutions, and activities 
onto the population from above. At least from the point of view of freedom and 
emancipation, this creates a range of insurmountable conceptual as well as political 
problems and contradictions for welfare states, which were widely exploited by 
neoliberal attacks on the “nanny state”, welfare bureaucracies and the limited 
conceptions of equality which they embodied, etc. 

 However, in the article referred to above, Offe ( 1993b ) forcefully remind us that 
this top-down perspective is inadequate. Furthermore, they also highlight the gap 
between certain social policy regulations – as codifi ed in laws, organised in certain 
social policy apparatus, etc. – and their implementation. The latter creates a space 
of contradictions and social struggles, which highlight the political rather than 
merely administrative character of the concrete processes of said implementation of 
social policies. Thus, moving from a highly abstract attempt to identify the 
main functions of social policy to more dynamic analyses of changes and innova-
tions within welfare reopens the fi eld for normative questions once again. This 
becomes obvious in regard to what, according to critical approaches, is a central func-
tion of welfare states – the production of wage labourers in and through its institu-
tions, such as educational systems (Offe  1993a ). 

 The reconfi guration of this function of welfare systems over the last decades was 
dominated by the emergence of the so-called workfarist strategies of welfare reform, 
as more and more countries, but also supranational institutions (European 
Employment Strategy), began to promote the activation of welfare systems (Peck 
 2001 ; Atzmüller  2014a ). Even though there are attempts to conceptualise workfare 
as an encompassing reconfi guration strategy of welfare systems, recent debates 
have pointed out that these changes do not affect all the institutions of (European) 
welfare states and, therefore, not all parts of the population in the same way. What’s 
more, the transformations of the welfare state over the last two or three decades and 
its effects on different welfare regimes have recently been described as  dualisation  
(Emmenegger et al.  2012a ; from a critical perspective: Atzmüller  2014b ). 
Dualisation refers to the fact that welfare state retrenchments and reconfi gurations 
of the last two or three decades tended to affect certain groups (migrants, women, 
low-skilled people, youth, long-term unemployed, etc.) much more than the  so- called 

1   In his later work, Offe has frequently referred to normative problems and dilemmata occurring in 
“late capitalist” welfare systems ( 1984 ,  1993a ). Thus, he repeatedly problematised the fact that the 
very structures of capitalist labour markets and accumulation processes, together with the commodity 
character of labour power and the exchange processes between capital and labour as well as the 
legal and rational-bureaucratic fundaments of (welfare-)state activities, undermine the normative 
basis of mutual responsibility and solidarity within capitalist societies. This effect of the capitalist 
mode of production and the state contributes to the crisis proneness of capitalist societies as it 
undermines social cohesion and the legitimation of social institutions such as the state. 
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“core groups” of social security systems and welfare regimes. Dualisation approaches 
even claim that in many countries, in particular in continental Europe, these 
so-called insiders are hardly affected by transformations of welfare systems.

  Dualization implies that policies increasingly differentiate rights, entitlements, and services 
provided to different categories of recipients. Thereby, the position of insiders may remain 
more or less constant, while only the position of outsiders deteriorates. Alternatively, 
policies may lead to the creation of new categories of outsiders that were previously treated 
according to the same rules as insiders. (Emmenegger et al.  2012b : 10) 

   This is an important point with regard to vulnerable youth who are at risk of 
social exclusion. It raises questions about the scope and content of emerging policies 
tackling the problems of the young and about the relations and interactions between 
the core/standard institutions of welfare regimes and the emerging peripheral activities 
affecting a range of more and more precarious groups. The dualisation of welfare 
systems led to the emergence of new welfare instruments, activities, and institutions, 
as well as to new social rights and obligations, respectively, particularly in the fi elds 
of Active Labour Market Policies (ALMP), basic social assistance and education. 
These variegated reconfi gurations of different welfare regimes affected those groups 
who have lost out in the outlined changes of the production regimes and labour 
markets as they are most affected by unemployment, economic inactivity and 
precarious forms of employment, poverty and social exclusion. Vulnerable youth as 
well as low-skilled people, migrants, women, etc. are among the groups targeted by 
the newly emerging peripheral welfare regimes. 

 As a policy response to high levels of unemployment and demands for fl exible 
labour markets raised by the business side, workfarist policies of dualisation 
consist, for example, in strategies of tying social benefi ts to the willingness of the 
unemployed to participate in coaching and (re-)training measures, to participate in 
make-work programmes, and to take up any job available – be it precarious or not 
(Peck  2001 ). Hence, the main line of interpretation sees them as strategies to 
increase control over the unemployed and to reinstall the capitalist work ethic (King 
 1995 ; Peck  2001 ; Handler  2004 ). From the perspective of the WORKABLE project, 
this understanding is not suffi cient, as it rests on a negative concept of freedom, 
i.e., freedom from market forces. This reduces the evaluative scope of such analyses 
to the question whether people can choose not to participate in the labour market at 
a reasonable cost. Notwithstanding the signifi cance of this exit option (Bonvin 
 2012 ), it does not pose an answer to the question what people can actually do or 
achieve in current societies to live the life they have reason to value, to take up 
reasonable employment or to be educated. 

 As workfarist policies proclaim concepts such as activation and employability, 
and present themselves as a sort of trampoline or springboard back into the labour 
market, it is necessary to analyse their concrete workings and operations (Ferrera 
and Hemerijck  2003 ). This is necessary in order to understand and criticise the 
opportunities and functionings people are enabled to in dualised welfare systems 
and to identify fi elds where emancipation and social change might be possible. 
The WORKABLE research about educational and vocational policies and in-depth 
case studies on educational programmes concerning labour market transitions in 11 
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European countries offer a range of insights about the scope and content as well as 
the relations and interactions between activities for peripheral groups and core 
routes of education – VET – employment (WORKABLE  2011 ,  2012 ). 

 In the fi rst part of this paper, I will analyse the signifi cance of the capability 
approach for a critical understanding of welfare systems and their dynamics. In the 
second part, I will present some of the most important insights from the WORKABLE 
research, in particular, from the case studies. The paper will conclude with some 
considerations on how to evaluate recent changes of welfare systems in the crisis.  

10.2     Critical Approaches to Welfare 
and the Capability Approach 

 The WORKABLE project tried to overcome some of the outlined problems and 
contradictions of critical analyses of welfare state developments and the functions 
of social policy through the application of a fi rm normative concept as provided by 
the now widely debated capability approach by Amartya Sen ( 2007 ,  2009 ) and 
Martha Nussbaum ( 2009 ) (for an introduction, see  Christian Christrup Kjeldsen 
and Jean-Michel Bonvin  in this book). 

 According to Robert Salais,

  the upheaval introduced by the capability approach relates to the choice of the yardstick 
against which collective action (policies, legislation, procedures) should be devised, imple-
mented and assessed. For Sen, the only ethically legitimate reference point for collective 
action is the person, and specifi cally his situation as regards the amount of real freedom he 
possesses to choose and conduct the life he wishes to lead. (Translation taken from: Lambert 
et al.  2012 ) 

   Le grand basculement qu’introduit l’approche par les capacities est relatif au choix de la 
référence par rapport à laquelle l’action publique (les politiques, la législation, les 
procédures) doit être conçue, mise en oeuvre et évaluée. Pour Sen, la seule reference 
éthiquement légitime de l’action publique est la personne, précisément son état quant à 
l’étendue des libertés réelles dont elle dispose pour choisir et conduire la vie qu’elle entend 
mener. (Salais  2005 : 10) 

   At fi rst sight, this conceptual starting point seems to be a methodologically 
individualist attempt to avoid the dilemma highlighted by Offe ( 1993b ) who refer to 
the problem that normative reasoning often says more about the position of the sci-
entist than about social processes. Analysed more closely, however, it becomes clear 
that Salais’ consideration aims to overcome the false opposition and separation of 
individual utilities and preferences (or practices) on the one hand and macro-
social processes as well as political interventions of different institutions to bring 
about certain social outcomes on the other by pointing towards their constitutive 
interdependence. 

 Furthermore, it shifts the perspective away from a narrow concept of social 
 policy outcomes – which would correspond to functionings in the terminology of 
the CA (Sen  2007 ,  2009 ; Bonvin  2009a ) – towards the problem of the real freedom 
of individuals to live the life he/she has reason to value. Thus, this approach tries to 
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give substance to the problem that the ability of someone to make free choices about 
his or her life is fundamentally tied to the social circumstances/conditions in which 
they take place. Nevertheless, this focus on the individual as the only ethically legitimate 
reference point demands a shift in the understanding of public policies.

  In Amartya Sen’s perspective, public action should not focus on functionings but on capabilities, 
which puts the concern for individual freedom of choice at the very centre of social 
intervention. As a result, the main objective of public action in the fi eld of welfare should 
not be to put people back to work at all costs (i.e. a functioning), but to enhance their real 
freedom of choice with regard to the labour market. (Bonvin and Dif-Pradalier  2010 : 95) 

   This means, while (at least implicitly) accepting that a fundamental task of social 
policies in a capitalist society lies in “the lasting transformation of non-wage- 
labourers into wage labourers” (Offe 1993), the debate about the CA highlights the 
signifi cance of the opportunities people have in choosing the life they have reason 
to value (other than just obeying the “silent compulsion of economic relations” 
(Marx)). This explains why the recent adaptations of social policies to the demands 
of the knowledge-based economy of fi nance-dominated capitalism (Altvater  2010 ) 
pose a vast range of normative problems and confl icts as the socially hegemonic 
concepts of freedom and justice have become a contested fi eld (again). Critical 
scholars of welfare states such as Claus Offe but also Gosta Esping-Andersen ( 1990 ) 
in his seminal study about the Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism had focused their 
analyses on the relationship between the (re-)production of wage labourers and 
their labour power and the institutionalisation of (temporary) exceptions from the 
obligation to work through social security. While shedding light on the structural 
reasons why welfare states focus – among other things – on the reproduction of 
wage labourers, freedom seems to emerge only in a negative way in relation to the 
so-called de-commodifying aspects of social policies. This means that freedom 
and emancipation mainly arise from the limitation of the status of labour power as 
a commodity through social policies. 

 As these critical approaches to welfare states were analysing the disciplinary 
societies of Fordist capitalism (Jessop  2002 ) – which Offe labelled as late capitalism – 
this focus should hardly come as a surprise. The hegemonic Fordist work routines 
paradigmatically embodied in the assembly line and controlled by rational- 
bureaucratic administration demanded the ability of individual subjection to technical 
work plans and strict time regimes. The production of wage labourers in welfare 
institutions rested on a specifi c construction of subjects and their abilities, for 
which the acceptance of the Fordist production regime resting on the suppression 
of subjective competencies under Taylorist management concepts was central 
(Sauer  2005 ). The expansion of welfare systems, to which the crisis tendencies of 
the capitalist mode of production were externalised in this period, as well as full 
employment, mass consumption and growing living standards served to stabilise 
this model of social development also for the bottom end of the social hierarchies 
(Hirsch  2005 ). Hence, the scope of normative confl icts about work and welfare 
under Fordism was mainly limited to negotiations and confl icts about wage growth 
and the distribution of monetary resources as well as the reduction of working time 
to stabilise Fordist ways of living. 
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 However, as, in particular, Offe’s work of the 1970s shows, the social dynamics 
of the Fordist mode of development and the opportunities arising from the new 
forms of living soon began to transcend their narrow confines as embodied in 
the dominant mode of regulation which rested on the bureaucratic control of 
everyday living. Hence, many people, in particular youth and women, tried to use 
the opportunities opened up by heightened living standards, expanding welfare 
systems, etc. to develop new capabilities and enlarge their options of choice to lead 
the lives they have reason to value. Among other things, this contributed to the 
emergence of the new social movements in 1968 and the years after and their search 
for alternative lifestyles and gender relations, enlarged democratic procedures and 
transformed modes of production, etc. 

10.2.1     The Evolution of Welfare Systems in Post-Fordism 

 However, the following period of crisis and subsequent social and political struggles, 
which mainly focused on the contested relations between economic processes and 
dynamics (welfare) states, gave way to the so-called post-Fordist production regimes 
which rest on service work and the so-called new production concepts (Sauer  2005 ). 
Together with the shift to activation policies in welfare regimes, the stakes of freedom 
to live the life one has reason to value have been transformed fundamentally. On the 
one hand, the social, political and economic changes which accompany the shifts to 
post-Fordist modes of development lead among other things to a narrowing down of 
functionings for big segments of the population – in particular vulnerable young 
people. This is due to high and growing levels of unemployment and economic 
inactivity as well as massive increases of precarious forms of work and employment 
and rising numbers of working poor (Standing  2012 ; Pelizzari  2009 ). Together with 
welfare cuts and far-reaching reconfi gurations of welfare systems, this lead to a 
narrowing down of opportunities of social integration and inclusion and therefore 
also a narrowing down of the number of individual opportunities to live the life one 
has reason to value. On the other hand, shifts to activation in welfare systems and 
the emergence of the so-called post-Taylorist forms of work pushed the abilities and 
competences of individuals to the centre ground of educational activities (Atzmüller 
 2014a ). Thus, the outlined processes are aggravated by welfare state retrenchment 
and reconfi guration, which are presented as without alternative by neoliberal 
hegemony. Emphasis is put on individual self-responsibility and self- reliance as 
well as the willingness and ability of individuals to adapt to new demands and to 
actively seek new opportunities to improve their economic situation. In particular, 
subjective and immaterial skills – such as communicative and cooperative compe-
tencies, affective skills and the processing of information and knowledge – are said 
to be crucial for post-Fordist employees (Sauer  2005 ; Hardt and Negri  2000 ). These 
dynamics cannot simply be attributed to increasing educational levels among huge 
parts of the population. Rather, they also reveal “new” demands to employees at the 
lower end of the labour markets who have to do less qualifi ed, “simple” work in the 
service sectors (call centres, care, retailing, etc.). 
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 The necessary adaptation of the workforce to the changing demands of the 
knowledge-based economy has also determined recent confl icts about the future 
shape of the welfare state. High levels of persistent unemployment, the deregulation 
of labour markets, growing fl exibility of employment relations and the emergence of 
precarious employment circumscribe the main traits of the unfolding reregulation 
of employment and the re-commodifi cation of work (Castel and Dörre  2009 ; 
Scherschel et al.  2012 ). These dynamics are closely linked to the restructuring of 
welfare systems and social protection. Not just since the current crises are the former 
based on welfare cuts, increasingly tightened eligibility criteria and attempts to 
privatise social security in the name of individual responsibility.   

10.3     Insights into Ambiguities and Modes of Operation 
of Youth Related Policies - Results of the WORKABLE 
Case Studies 

 The WORKABLE research on educational policies and the project’s case studies 
about transitions into VET and employment give interesting insights into the pecu-
liarities and details of the outlined developments of welfare systems. Young people’s 
growing problems in following the standard routes from the educational system into 
stable employment, which left a considerable and in some countries growing number 
of young people without adequate qualifi cations and employment opportunities, have 
spawned intense search strategies to create and implement adequate institutions 
and measures to tackle these problems. The research focused on measures and activi-
ties which claim to support vulnerable youth who face diffi culties in the “standard” edu-
cational path and to handle the transition into stable employment and the still mainly 
employment-based social security systems (Bifulco  2014 ; WORKABLE  2011 ,  2012 ). 
These developments lie at the core of the outlined processes of dualisation and the cre-
ation of a range of new welfare state activities for the so-called peripheral groups. 

 In particular, the WORKABLE case studies analysed the so-called new and/or 
innovative programmes for disadvantaged and vulnerable youth such as early school 
leavers, unemployed, low skilled, etc. which are provided by public, private and 
voluntary sector organisations and initiatives on a regional and decentralised level. 

 Apart from the fact that in most European countries similar groups of young 
people (such as migrants, school leavers with low educational attainment, early 
school leavers, women, etc.) face growing problems in integrating into the standard 
path of education and labour market transition, the WORKABLE project revealed 
the emergence of a range of similar strategies to adapt education, VET and the transi-
tion to employment which nevertheless work themselves out in nationally varie-
gated forms in different countries (Atzmüller  2012 ). While the debates about 
dualisation mainly try to highlight the growing division within dualised welfare 
regimes, the WORKABLE research – in particular the qualitative case studies – 
offers a range of important insights about the ambiguities and modes of operation of 
the peripheral welfare and social security systems. 
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 Thus, WORKABLE shed some light on the relations and interactions between 
core and peripheral activities within dualised welfare systems. Furthermore, the 
results show that the scope of the emerging programmes and activities poses an 
important problem for their relevance in regard to social cohesion and integration. 
In particular, the question whether certain programmes and measures (in particular, 
if of high quality) provide universal access for every member of the target groups 
or whether a choice is made among possible participants proved to be of crucial 
signifi cance for an analysis from the perspective of the CA. 

 This problem cannot be separated from the contents and orientation of measures 
and programmes to reintegrate vulnerable and socially excluded people such as 
youth. Here, a tension emerged between activities, which focused on employability, 
human capital formation and work fi rst on the one hand, and measures, which took 
a wider perspective including social pedagogical and social work activities. Hence, 
it became obvious that the welfare state function of (re-)producing of wage labourers 
is increasingly organised as a learning process. This literally means that most of the 
programmes and measures analysed were geared towards activities to train young 
people how to work and to develop those attitudes and virtues (such as punctuality, 
endurance, subordination to hierarchies). Social pedagogical and social work-
related support activities are therefore mainly geared to reconcile problems young 
people might be confronted with regarding the demands of a working environment. 
Even though complementing employability-oriented activities with social pedagogy 
and social work seems indispensable from the perspective of capability formation, 
the case studies showed that more often than not the latter was not the outcome. 
These activities might as well be geared towards the normalisation of certain forms 
of an orderly life as a precondition for somebody’s ability to subordinate to the 
demands of fl exibilised labour markets and human capital formation. Hence, it 
became clear that the contents and orientations of programmes for vulnerable 
youth form a contested fi eld as a range of social interests beyond the goal of social 
cohesion are vested within the construction of dualised activation measures for 
certain target groups. 

10.3.1     Relations and Interactions in Dualised Welfare Systems 

 Taking up the fi rst point, the case studies showed that the most important source of 
variation relates to the question whether activities developed for certain target 
groups such as youth aim at reintegration into the standard/core route of education–
VET–employment and social security or whether these activities rather aim at sta-
bilising precarious existences/life courses in the context of low wage employment 
and fl exible segments of post-Fordist labour markets. From the point of view of the 
target population of these activities, the former can be expected to allow for 
some form of capability formation and the expansion of individual freedoms to live 
the life one has reason to value, whereas the latter can be expected to focus on 
employability formation and an active re-commodifi cation of labour power, 
while (temporary) exit options are more and more reduced. However, as highlighted 
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above, a wider approach to integration into the standard route of education and 
employment is not necessarily linked to capability formation as can be shown through 
an in- depth analysis of the relations of power and dominance which run through, 
for example, the dual system of VET (see below). A third alternative, which tran-
scends the outlined reintegration strategies to a certain degree, was found, in the 
Italian case study about a community project in Naples (Bifulco et al.  2012 ) – albeit 
on a very decentralised level and only in a very limited way. It revealed options to 
escape the outlined polarity in the context of deep crisis and growing dysfunction-
alities of the welfare state as well as in the economy.

   (a)    Generally, it is interesting to note that the WORKABLE case studies analysed 
two forms of interactions within dualised welfare system that aim at reintegration 
into a standard route of education–VET–employment. These examples begin as 
attempts to supplement the standard routes at the point of education or VET. In 
these cases, educational or VET activities are not only seen as a means of (quick) 
reintegration into employment and the labour market, which dominates many 
activities of workfarist labour market policies, but rather they become a goal of 
their own. They are not only seen as an indispensable precondition for integration 
into a stable employment career. Rather, they are also understood as the best way 
of social integration. These strategies of reorganisation are either organised 
through an alternative and additional pillar of the standard route of VET, which 
is mainly fi nanced and organised through public institutions. Or they are based 
on the more or less experimental development of activities that try to keep people 
within the standard path of education and schooling. 

 A crucial dimension that has become visible in these activities in contrast to 
other examples, which primarily focus on reintegration into the labour market 
(work fi rst) is time – i.e., time which young people are given to develop the skills 
and competencies they need to stay within the standard routes from education to 
VET and employment or to re-enter them and to possibly reverse the stratifi ed 
outcomes of the traditional educational system and modes of transition into VET. 

 Thus, the Austrian case study about supra-company apprenticeships (Haidinger 
and Kasper  2012 ) can be seen as an example for the creation of an additional 
public pillar within the dual system of VET to reintegrate young people into the 
core system of VET. This programme offers young people who cannot fi nd a 
regular apprenticeship on the labour market the opportunity to reach the standard 
certifi cate for labour market entry and also further progression in employment. 
These activities are part of the so-called training guarantee in Austria, which 
is offered to every school leaver below 19, financed mainly through the 
collectively funded PES and organised through third sector activities. In contrast 
to measures as analysed, for example, in Germany around the so-called transition 
regime or in the Scottish/UK case study which mainly offers shorter training 
courses often for less than 1 year, supranational apprenticeships are not shorter 
than traditional apprenticeships with an employer (which may be in the private 
sector or in a public institution) which last between 3 and 4 years.  

 A second example can be found in the French case study (Berthet and Simon 
 2012 ) which focused on strategies developed in schools to prevent and tackle 
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early school leaving. 2  Here, the aim is to develop a variety of activities to keep 
people in the educational system and to make sure that they leave with a second-
ary school qualifi cation. The rather muted success of activities to prevent early 
school leaving as highlighted in the case French study clearly showed the 
demand for a systematic public approach to this problem that would be able to 
work with local experiences and networks as they are closest to young people. 

 However, the outlined examples cannot be taken as representative for certain 
educational regimes and types of welfare systems. Thus, it would be inadequate 
to ignore the scope of variation within different regimes the case studies made 
visible. To take an example, countries where the system of alternation/dual sys-
tem of VET is still dominant (i.e. Austria, Switzerland, Germany) revealed con-
siderably varied strategies to tackle the crisis of the apprenticeship system 
(Atzmüller  2012 ). A systematic attempt to offer every young school leaver a 
bridge back into the standard path of VET and employment is but one possibility 
to tackle the lack of apprenticeship positions. 

 In Germany, even though there is the goal to make sure that every young 
person is “cared for”, people are rather parked in the so-called transition 
regime, which is not adequately connected to the standard VET system. There 
are still strong vested interests from trade unions as well as the business side to 
prevent a state-organised public pillar within the traditional dual system. Thus, 
within one type of VET regimes, different strategies emerge which might either 
fi t a path of reintegration into standard routes or create an alternative system 
of transition for peripheral youth on the labour market.   

  (b)    As outlined above, an alternative to these forms of interactions and relations 
within dualised welfare systems could be found in the Italian case study 
(Bifulco et al.  2012 ). Two aspects proved central for the emergence of such 
activities. First, the Italian case study showed that in situations of deep crisis 
and increasing withdrawal (sometimes dysfunctionality) of the welfare state, 
space for bottom-up approaches to youth disadvantage and social exclusion 
might be emerging. Thus, such developments can be seen as a response of 
communities to a range of crisis processes within the state and the economy. 
These do not only serve to reorganise and direct educational investments but 
also to rescale political decision making between national, regional and local 
institutions and (sometimes also) to integrate new actors as well as to implement 
and create new institutions for the provision of policies. 

 The professed goal of these developments is to bring educational activities 
related to work, and in particular those that aim to tackle processes of social 
exclusion, closer to local communities and to the needs of the local economy. 
Rather than one-sidedly fostering employability and adaption to globalised 
labour markets, these activities try to secure social cohesion on the local level 
by offering social integration measures to young people. Apart from activities 
through which participants contribute to the reconstruction and maintenance of 

2   Similar activities can be found in other countries but were not covered in the case studies of the 
WORKABLE project. 
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public infrastructures (albeit on a very limited scale), there seems to be strong 
reliance on cooperation with local businesses. By at least temporarily employ-
ing participants of this project, they show their willingness to contribute to the 
reintegration of excluded youth. 

 Thus, the Italian case study revealed that in a situation of crisis, bottom-up 
processes might develop activities in which social cohesion does not only 
constitute a goal of activities but might become the very content of initiatives 
for young people on the local, decentralised level. This of course raises questions 
about the values and understandings linked to social cohesion and integration 
on the local level, which would demand an in-depth analysis of community 
structures. Notwithstanding the emerging potentials of a project like this, the 
scarcity of public funds and the lack of support from other levels of the state 
clearly reduce its outcomes.    

10.3.2       The Scope and Depth of Programmes 

 Other dimensions of variations that emerged from the WORKABLE research refer to 
the scope and depth of the programmes, measures and activities young target groups 
are confronted with. Here, the case studies show that a range of distinctions can be 
identifi ed which affect the mode of operations in the peripheral welfare institutions.

   (a)    The fi rst distinction I want to highlight is the question whether activation 
programmes for certain target groups really do cover everyone who is at risk of 
social exclusion or whether the emerging programmes and the related gover-
nance mechanisms (performance and output-related funding) rely on creaming 
effects by focussing activities on those people who are closest to the labour mar-
ket. Thus, the fi rst question concerns the availability of places and activities of 
high quality for every vulnerable young person – in particular in programmes of 
high quality – and whether they are offered possibilities of choice. The analyses 
show that in a context of (austerity related) scarcity of public funds, a choice is 
rather made by the institutions and their representatives (case managers) who 
have to fulfi l targets and reach certain goals. From the perspective of the CA, this 
raises the questions about the justice and objectivity of the decisions of the per-
sonnel of educational institutions and the PES who might well be infl uenced by 
certain assumptions about their target groups or by interests of other actors such 
as businesses. 

 If these effects prevail, more vulnerable groups might be excluded from 
high-quality programmes and constantly pushed between institutions and short- 
term activities, thus deepening the dualisation of welfare. Tackling the problems 
and needs of the latter might be too costly for many providers of integration 
programmes, which are under control of ever tightening budget criteria. 

 Even though the case studies did not focus on these divisions within the 
countries of the WORKALBE consortium, some of the case studies clearly 
referred to this point. Thus, the Polish case study (Sztander-Sztanderska and 

10 Critical Aspects of the Transformation of Work and Welfare from a Capability…



192

Zielenska  2012 ) about a privately run VET programme with an international 
electronic company in Warsaw clearly shows that the dominance of narrowly 
defi ned company-specifi c training interests support creaming effects in the 
choice of participants. While this initiative by an international company has 
become necessary not least because of a general disbanding of the VET system 
in Poland over the last two decades, it clearly shows that such strategies cannot 
pose an answer to the problem of social cohesion and social integration for 
societies and communities as a whole. Those young people who cannot enter 
such privately organised VET programmes loose out and become the object of 
activation measures and poverty-related policies.   

  (b)    Another remarkable development revealed by WORKABLE is the search for 
strategies to bring the educational system, the labour market and the economy 
closer together in a systematic way.    In this context, the role of the so-called 
system of alternation/dual system of VET for the debates about necessary reforms 
of VET systems all over Europe and systematic approaches to the transition from 
education to the labour market comes to the fore again (Atzmüller  2011b ,  2012 ). 
The dual system bases VET on a combination of on-the-job training and theoreti-
cally oriented education in public (vocational) schools. It is jointly organised by 
the state and social partners creating the so-called occupational labour markets, 
which rest on transparent, transferable and widely accepted skills and qualifi cation. 
Even if an implementation of a German system of alternation for educational 
investments all over Europe is unlikely, the idea of bringing schooling and working 
closer together has gained a strong foothold in European countries in the current 
crisis. This is especially true for the group of youth who lose out in the academic-
oriented paths of the different educational regimes. 

 From the perspective of the CA, there are however a number of downsides 
to these developments. First, this VET system is confronted with many prob-
lems concerning the quality and availability of a suffi cient number of appren-
ticeship places provided by the private sector. Second, it supports a shift in 
educational concepts and goals towards employability and human capital, 
whereas wider concepts of education – as embodied in the concept of “Bildung” 
(Düker and Ley  2012 ) – or capability formation are rather pushed to the back. 
Third, a one- sided emphasis on the merits of the dual system neglects its role 
for the socialisation of employees to the capitalist work ethic and exchange 
value orientation as well as their subordination to occupation-related cultures 
and values which, for example, might be linked to specifi c constructions of 
male and female work, hierarchy, etc.      

10.3.3     Social Interests Defi ning Youth Policies 

 Apart from a normative understanding of social cohesion and social integration for 
which the debates of the CA could offer important insights, the WORKABLE case 
studies clearly showed that, apart from the buzzwords and jargon manifest in offi cial 
programme documents, a range of interests come to the fore within this policy fi eld. 

R. Atzmüller



193

The example of the Polish case study (Sztander-Sztanderska and Zielenska  2012 ), 
even though it represents a certain “outlier”, points towards this problem quite 
clearly as do the analysis about the varied responses to the crisis of the dual system. 
The channelling of vulnerable and disadvantaged youth into a set of newly created 
activation measure programmes in the context of a dualised welfare system is not 
simply driven by the goal of social cohesion and social inclusion. Rather, the creation 
and implementation of policies vis-à-vis groups that are at risk of social exclusion 
such as vulnerable and disadvantaged youth constitute a highly contested political 
fi eld. Different social, political and economic interests try to infl uence and steer the 
emerging strategies and activities concerning vulnerable and disadvantaged youth. 

 Thus, even the Austrian research, which analysed a programme which clearly aims 
at social integration of its target groups, also highlighted the relevance of the state 
interest in social control and regulation of, for example, (urban) excluded and unem-
ployed youth as a new dangerous class which might pose a problem to public order, 
as could be seen in other European countries where riots took place (France, UK) 
(Haidinger and Atzmüller  2011 ). Concerns about public order and safety also popped 
up at the back of other case studies such as the Scottish/UK one. In the UK context 
riots and other form of social unrest, which are linked to the social situation of the 
poor and in particular the young and their relation to public authorities, have for a long 
time been at the back of developments in youth policies as has been highlighted in 
relation to the emergence of labour market policies and workfare (Peck  1996 ) over the 
last three decades. Furthermore, there are also economic interests, which lie behind 
the goals of the emerging set of activities and programmes tackling youth unemploy-
ment and social exclusion. It is very often rather precarious and low-paid employment 
that the programmes and measures within the emerging peripheral welfare regime 
prepare young people for, or even force them to accept. Thus, it cannot be denied that 
there is also an interest to stabilise and regulate a fl exible, precarious and low-waged 
segment of the labour market by the state as well as the business side.   

    Concluding Remarks: Perspectives in the Crisis 
 The outlined changes raise a range of questions from the perspective of the 
CA as they clearly pertain to the problem whether individuals can have (or 
even enlarge their) real freedom to make informed choices about their lives, 
work and position in society more general or whether they have to adapt to 
the new demands of a globalised economy and an activating welfare system 
(Bonvin  2009b ).

   (a)    First, the WORKABLE research analysed and problematised the con-
crete relations and interactions between the peripheral and core welfare 
institutions, through which vulnerable and disadvantaged youth become 
socially excluded and therefore the object of activation regimes. Measures 
and programmes can either try to secure social inclusion of vulnerable 

(continued)
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and disadvantaged groups through activities that support them in inte-
grating into the standard path of education and employment, allowing 
them to project a stable biography or can instead focus on the expansion 
of strategies of social control and discipline of the poor and unemployed 
who are increasingly seen as a threat to mainstream society. In particular, 
the fears of the middle classes regarding the “new” dangerous classes of 
poor and unemployed youth, migrants, unskilled, etc. feed social segrega-
tion which increasingly dualised welfare state institutions might reproduce. 

 Against this background, a normative evaluation of the (changing) func-
tions of welfare systems and educational regimes as proposed by the 
debates about the CA supports critical analysis to look behind the smoke-
screen of certain buzzwords and jargon of activation policies. Confronted 
with the weakness of social movements in many countries which would not 
only offer an alternative interpretation of the realities of welfare systems but 
would rather change them, the CA offers an alternative entry point for an 
in-depth debate of recent changes as it focuses on the person and his/her 
situation as regard the amount of real freedom he/she possesses to choose 
and conduct the life he/she wishes to lead (see above). 

 However, notwithstanding the signifi cance of democracy for the CA, 
the lack of social movements in many countries leaves the position of 
democratic processes in a rather awkward situation. Thus, it comes as no 
surprise that in the WORKABLE case studies, there is hardly any debate 
about the creation of individual and collective capabilities to change the 
social circumstances in increasingly fl exibilised and precarious labour 
markets. To my mind, the individualised understanding of an internali-
sation of “realist life plans” explains why the analyses of WORKABLE 
reported rather limited scope for participation of young people in the poli-
cies and programmes that affect them. 

 Their integration as fully participating citizens is therefore hardly a 
topic of the outlined measures and programmes apart from the goal to 
integrate them into the labour market. This corresponds well with the 
worrying result of some case studies which reveal a lack of a sense of 
entitlement among young target groups. This poses a range of interesting 
questions for further research. Do people who are the target of activation 
regimes due to their individual defi cits give up the idea of having social 
rights to social integration and a good life? What would this mean for 
future development of welfare systems as well as democracy? How do 
democratic processes and structures have to change to make capability 
formation a fi eld of participation?   

  (b)    Second, the case studies offer insights into the dominant modes of opera-
tion and functional principles embodied in the emerging peripheral wel-
fare regimes of dualized welfare states. Thus, the problems of young 

(continued)
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people are defi ned as defi ciencies and needs, ranging from insuffi cient 
educational abilities, the lack of an adequate work ethic and adequate 
secondary virtues (discipline, responsibility, punctuality etc.), to non-con-
formist lifestyles, family background, migrant status, etc. Less focus is put 
on the abilities and aspirations young people might have. This is neglected 
as many policies want young people to become more “realistic” and 
attuned with labour market demands, the former being of relevance only 
if they support individual employability. 

 Linked to this is the attempt by most of the analysed measures and 
strategies to implement programmes, which are said to be tailor-made to 
the problems of the specifi c groups of young people. However, as these 
problems are defi ned as failure of young people in the standard path of 
education and the transition to the labour market, it is companies, educa-
tional and labour market institutions, youth experts, etc. who defi ne these 
problems and what constitutes a socially desirable way out of social 
exclusion and a socially integrative lifestyle. 

 Furthermore, there are no adequate attempts in many countries to accom-
pany youth-related measures with macroeconomic employment policies, 
which try to create suffi cient employment opportunities and to improve 
employment conditions through attempts to fi ght precarisation and instabil-
ity. This is particularly pressing in the current period of crisis. Rather, the aim 
is to spread the risk of unemployment but also precarious and fl exible employ-
ment among a higher share of the workforce so as to overcome the segmenta-
tion of the labour market in this way.    

  Taken together, transcending a narrow conceptualisation of workfare and acti-
vation, the CA can help us to identify the historically and nationally concrete 
normative issues that lie behind the question what it means to be able to 
work and to be educated in the knowledge-based economy and to identify 
and interpret the social aspirations and demands which emerge in the every-
day practices and struggles of (young) individuals and groups who try to cope 
with changing circumstances. Thus, the articulation of the CA with critical 
analysis of the changes of work and welfare states can help us to identify their 
political and contested character. This is important because the strong empha-
sis which is currently put on human capital formation and education can be 
interpreted as the result of a fundamental shift in power relations – if power 
is understood according to Karl W. Deutsch as the ability to afford NOT to 
learn. Thus, the imperative to permanently learn and adapt is the result of a 
fundamental loss of power for employees and their organisations. 

 In the on-going shift towards a knowledge-based economy, this has a range 
of signifi cant effects, as it means that the onus of adaptation to a constantly 
changing economic environment is put on the employees and their ability to 
learn and change as quickly as possibility. If adaptation through learning is 

(continued)
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the most important precondition to secure one’s competitiveness, the very 
activities of employees themselves contribute to the general trend towards 
‘precarisation’ as the skills and competences workers acquire are made obso-
lete through their very actions. This in turn not only contributes to destabilis-
ing their employment careers and life course but also contributes to the crisis 
of solidarity which accompanies the outlined changes of the welfare state 
(Atzmüller  2011a ).     

      References 

   Altvater, E. (2010). Der große Krach oder die Jahrhundertkrise von Wirtschaft und Finanzen, von 
Politik und Natur. Münster: Westfälisches Dampfboot.  

   Atzmüller, R. (2011a). Die Krise lernen – Neuzusammensetzung des Arbeitsvermögens im post-
fordistischen Kapitalismus. In M. Sandoval, S. Sevignani, A. Rehbogen, T. Allmer, M. Hager, 
& V. Kreilinger (Eds.),  Bildung MACHT Gesellschaft  (pp. 118–137). Münster: Westfälisches 
Dampfboot.  

    Atzmüller, R. (2011b). Die Reproduktion der Ware Arbeitskraft in der Krise: Überlegungen zur 
Erosion der dualen Berufsausbildung. In A. Demirovic, J. Dück, F. Becker, & P. Bader (Eds.), 
 Vielfachkrise im fi nanzdominierten Kapitalismus, in Kooperation mit dem wissenschaftlichen 
Beirat von ATTAC  (pp. 165–180). Hamburg: VSA.  

     Atzmüller, R. (2012). Dynamics of educational regimes and capability-oriented research.  Social 
Work and Society, 10 (1).   http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/view/298      

    Atzmüller, R. (2014a).  Aktivierung der Arbeit im Workfare-Staat. Arbeitsmarkt und Ausbildung 
nach dem Fordismus . Münster: Westfälisches Dampfboot.  

    Atzmüller, R. (2014b). Die Entwicklung des Wohlfahrtsstaates in der Krise. Soziale 
Sicherungssysteme und öffentliche Dienstleistungen in der Austerität. In O. Prausmüller & 
A. Wagner (Eds.),  Reclaim public services. Bilanz und Alternativen zur neoliberalen 
Privatisierungspolitik . Hamburg: VSA.  

   Berthet, T., Simon, V. (2012). Regional policies and individual capabilities: Drawing lessons from two 
experimental programs fi ghting early school leaving in France.  Social Work and Society, 10 (1).  

   Bifulco, L. (2014). Introduction to the case studies.  Social Work and Society, 10 (1).   http://www.
socwork.net/sws/article/view/299      

    Bifulco, L., Monteleone, R., & Mozzana, C. (2012). Capabilities without rights? The Trespassing 
project in Naples.  Social Work and Society, 10 (1).   http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/
view/302      

   Bonvin, J. M. (2009a). Der Capability Ansatz und sein Beitrag für die Analyse gegenwärtiger 
Sozialpolitik.  Soziale Passagen, 1 (1), 8–22.  

    Bonvin, J. M. (2009b). Ensuring capability for work. Outline of a capability-oriented labour mar-
ket policy. In K. Schneider & H. U. Otto (Eds.),  From employability towards capability  
(pp. 55–70). Luxembourg: Inter-Actions.  

   Bonvin, J. M. (2012). Individual working lives and collective action. An introduction to capability 
for work and capability for voice.  Transfer, 18 (1), 9–18.  

   Bonvin, J. M., & Dif-Pradalier, M. (2010). Implementing the capability approach in the fi eld of 
education and welfare. Conceptual insights and practical consequences. In: WORKABLE 
(Ed.),  Deliverable 2.2 – Final comparative report: A blue-print of capabilities for work and 
education  (pp. 93–111). Brussels.  

R. Atzmüller

http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/view/298
http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/view/299
http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/view/299
http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/view/302
http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/view/302


197

    Castel, R., & Dörre, K. (Eds.). (2009).  Prekarität, Abstieg, Ausgrenzung. Die soziale Frage am 
Beginn des 21 Jahrhunderts . Frankfurt am Main/New York: Campus.  

   Düker, J., & Ley, T. (2012). The German case study. Workable WP4. In: WORKABLE (Ed.),  Cases 
of labour market transitions: From resources to capabilities. Final Report, Work Package 4: 
Capabilities in context – Educational programmes in a micro perspective  (pp. 10–45). Brussels. 
  http://www.workable-eu.org/images/stories/publications/4_1_fi nal_report_april_2012.pdf       

    Emmenegger, P., Häusermann, S., Palier, B., & Seeleib-Kaiser, M. (2012a). How we grow unequal. 
In P. Emmenegger, S. Häusermann, B. Palier, & M. Seeleib-Kaiser (Eds.),  The age of 
dualization. The changing face of inequality in deindustrializing societies  (pp. 3–26). Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.  

    Emmenegger, P., Häusermann, S., Palier, B., & Seeleib-Kaiser, M. (Eds.). (2012b).  The age of 
dualization. The changing face of inequality in deindustrializing societies . Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.  

    Esping-Andersen, G. (1990).  The three worlds of welfare capitalism . Cambridge/Oxford: Polity Press.  
    Ferrera, M., & Hemerijck, A. (2003). Recalibrating Europe’s welfare regimes*. In J. Zeitlin & 

D. Trubek (Eds.),  Governing work and welfare in the new economy: European and American 
experiments . Oxford: OUP.  

    Gough, I. (1979).  The political economy of the welfare state . London/Basingstoke: Macmillan.  
   Haidinger, B., & Atzmüller, R. (2011). The “vocational placement guarantee”: Institutional setting 

and implementation of a measure at the crossroads of labour-market and educational policy. In: 
“WorkAble”: Making capabilities work, 112–145. In: WORKABLE (Ed.),  Educational, 
vocational and policy landscapes in Europe, Final Report, Deliverable Work Package 3: 
Educational, vocational and policy landscapes in Europe  (pp. 112–145).  

   Haidinger, B., & Kasper, H. (2012). Learning to work: Young people’s social and labour-market 
integration through supra-company apprenticeship training in Austria.  Social Work & Society, 
10 (1).   http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/view/305      

    Handler, J. F. (2004).  Social citizenship and workfare in the United States and Western Europe: 
The paradox of inclusion . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

    Hardt, M., & Negri, A. (2000).  Empire . Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  
    Hirsch, J. (2005).  Materialistische Staatstheorie. Transformationsprozesse des kapitalistischen 

Staatensystems . Hamburg: VSA.  
    Jessop, B. (2002).  The future of the capitalist state . Cambridge/Oxford/Malden: Polity Press.  
    King, D. S. (1995).  Actively seeking work? The politics of unemployment and welfare policy in the 

United States and Great Britain . Chicago: Chicago University Press.  
   Lambert, M., Vero, J., Halleröd, B., & Ekbrand, H. (2012).  Would active labour spending enhance 

the capability for work of entrants , Workable, Deliverable 5.2.  
    Lessenich, S. (2012). Mobilität und Kontrolle. Zur Dialektik der Aktivgesellschaft. In K. Dörre, 

S. Lessenich, & H. Rosa (Eds.),  Soziologie, Kapitalismus, Kritik. Eine Debatte  (pp. 126–177). 
Frankfurt am Main: Surhkamp.  

    Nussbaum, M. C. (2009). Capabilities as fundamental entitlements: Sen and social justice. In 
K. Schneider & H. U. Otto (Eds.),  From employability towards capability  (pp. 15–44). 
Luxembourg: Inter-Actions.  

    Offe, C. (1984).  “Arbeitsgesellschaft”. Strukturprobleme und Zukunftsperspektiven . Frankfurt/
New York: Campus.  

     Offe, C. (1993a).  Contradictions of the welfare state , Herausgegeben von John Keane. London: 
MIT Press.  

        Offe, C. (1993b). Social policy and the theory of the state (with Gero Lenhardt). In C. Offe (Ed.), 
 Contradictions of the welfare state . Edited by John Keane (pp. 88–118). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.  

    Peck, J. (1996).  Work-place. The social regulation of labor markets . New York/London: Guilford Press.  
      Peck, J. (2001).  Workfare states . New York/London: Guilford Press.  
    Pelizzari, A. (2009).  Dynamiken der Prekarisierung Atypische Erwerbsverhältnisse und 

milieuspezifi sche Unsicherheitsbewältigung . Konstanz: UVK Verlag.  

10 Critical Aspects of the Transformation of Work and Welfare from a Capability…

http://www.workable-eu.org/images/stories/publications/4_1_final_report_april_2012.pdf
http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/view/305


198

   Salais, R. (2005). Le projet européenne à l’aune des travaux d’Amartya Sen.  L’economie politique, 
27 , 8–23.  

      Sauer, D. (2005).  Arbeit im Übergang. Zeitdiagnosen . Hamburg: VSA.  
    Scherschel, K., Streckeisen, P., & Krenn, M. (Eds.). (2012).  Neue Prekarität. Die Folgen aktivierender 

Arbeitsmarktpolitik – europäische Länder im Vergleich . Frankfurt/New York: Campus.  
     Sen, A. (2007).  Commodities and capabilities . Oxford: Oxford University Press.  
     Sen, A. (2009).  The idea of justice . London: Allen Lane.  
    Standing, G. (2012).  The precariat. The new dangerous class . London: Bloomsbury Academic.  
    Sztander-Sztanderska, K., & Zielenska, M. (2012). The development of capabilities of young peo-

ple with low skills. The case study of a Vocational Education Programme in Poland.  Social 
Work and Society, 10 (1).   http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/view/308      

    WORKABLE. (2011).  Educational, vocational and policy landscapes in Europe , Brussels, Final 
Report, Deliverable Work Package 3: Educational, vocational and policy landscapes in Europe.  

    WORKABLE. (2012).  Cases of labour market transitions: From resources to capabilities , 
Brussels, Final Report, Work Package 4: Capabilities in context – Educational programmes in 
a micro perspective.    

R. Atzmüller

http://www.socwork.net/sws/article/view/308

	Chapter 10: Critical Aspects of the Transformation of Work and Welfare from a Capability Perspective
	10.1 Introduction
	10.2 Critical Approaches to Welfare and the Capability Approach
	10.2.1 The Evolution of Welfare Systems in Post-Fordism

	10.3 Insights into Ambiguities and Modes of Operation of Youth Related Policies - Results of the WORKABLE Case Studies
	10.3.1 Relations and Interactions in Dualised Welfare Systems
	10.3.2 The Scope and Depth of Programmes
	10.3.3 Social Interests Defining Youth Policies

	 Concluding Remarks: Perspectives in the Crisis
	References


