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De twijfelaar

Telkens als het ons
Voorkwam dat we het antwoord op een vraag hadden gevonden, 
Trok een van ons aan de muur het touwtje los van de oude 
Opgerolde Chinese prent, zodat ze omlaag kwam en 
Zichtbaar werd de man op de bank die 
Zo erg twijfelde. 

Ik, zegde hij ons, 
Ben de twijfelaar. Ik twijfel eraan of 
Het werk geslaagd is dat jullie dagen opgeslokt heeft. 
Of wat jullie gezegd hebben, ook slechter gezegd, 
Nog voor iemand iets waard zou zijn. 
Of jullie het goed gezegd hebben en niet misschien 
De waarheid vertrouwd hebben van wat jullie gezegd hebben. 
Of het niet meer-duidig is, van iedere denkbare fout
Dragen jullie de schuld. Het kan ook te eenduidig zijn
En de tegenspraak uit de dingen bannen: is het te eenduidig?
Dan is wat jullie zeggen onbruikbaar. Jullie ding is levenloos dan. 
Staan jullie echt in de stroom der gebeurtenissen? In eenklank met
Alles wat in wording is? Zijn jullie nog in wording? Wie zijn jullie?
Tegen wie spreken jullie? Wie heeft baat bij wat jullie zeggen?
En, tussen haakjes:
Blijf je er ook nuchter bij? Kun je het ’s ochtends lezen?
Hangt het ook samen met iets wat er al is?
Werden de zinnen die voor jullie gezegd werden, gebruikt, op zijn minst weerlegd?
Is alles bewijsbaar?
Door ervaring? Door welke?
Maar bovenal
Altijd opnieuw boven al de rest: hoe wordt gehandeld
Als geloofd wordt wat jullie zeggen? Bovenal: hoe wordt gehandeld?
 
We rolden weer omhoog de twijfelende 
Blauwe man op de prent, bekeken elkaar en 
Begonnen van voren af aan. 

Bertolt Brecht – vertaling: Geert van Istendael, 
uit: De mooiste van Brecht, 1998, Lannoo 
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Introduction

je bent zo  you are so
mooi  beautifully
anders  different
dan ik,  than I,

natuurlijk,  of course
niet meer of  not more or
minder  less
maar  but

zo mooi  so beautifully
anders,  different,

ik zou je  I would
nooit  never

anders dan  want you to be
anders willen  different than different

Hans Andreus (my translation)

In the meeting hall of the social service organisation where I conducted field-
work for this study, I came across this poem by the Dutch poet Hans Andreus. 
I had known the words before and had always read it as a declaration of love. 
But here it was, placed in a room where social workers meet to discuss their 
clients and to talk about the organisation of their daily practice. In this work-
place setting, it might be more evident to associate the ‘you’ in the poem with 
the client and to see it as a declaration of recognising differences in profes-
sional terms. 
 This study investigates how Dutch social workers deal with a diversity of 
clients. In particular, the focus will be on the way they relate to allochtonous1 
clients. Recent data on social work show that of all people who contact a social 

1

1 The expression ‘allochtonous Dutch’ is commonly used in The Netherlands. The Dutch Orga-
nisation for Statistical Research (CBS) defines allochtonous persons (in comparison with autocht-
honous) as ‘those people of whom at least one of the parents was born in a foreign country’ (CBS 
2004). The classification of origin also distinguishes between so-called first and second generation, 
and between western and non-western allochtonous persons (see CBS 2004 for more specification). 
Note that the four main migrant groups from the following countries are classified as non-western 
allochtonous persons: Turkey, Morocco, Surinam, and Dutch Antilles/Aruba. In this study I will 
refer to the widely used terms allochtonous and autochthonous Dutch, although I am well aware of 
their polarising effects. 
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worker in the Netherlands, the percentage of those whose country of origin is 
other than the Netherlands increased from sixteen percent in 2000 to 23 per-
cent in 2002 (NIVEL 2004: 134). These data largely correspond with those 
of the organisation in which I conducted fieldwork for this study and the total 
percentage of allochtonous Dutch in the Netherlands.2 
 The starting point of this study, however, lies not so much in the sud-
den rapid increase of the number of allochtonous clients approaching Dutch 
social work organisations. Rather, the study was motivated by the problemati-
sation of so-called allochtonous Dutch in general. These days, at least in most 
Western societies, migrants are most explicitly perceived to be different by the 
dominant group of non-migrants. (Note that the term ‘migrant’ is used inter-
nationally to refer to inhabitants with an immigrant background; I keep to 
the term allochtonous because not all allochtonous people are immigrants, as 
a result of having been born in the Netherlands.) In public debate, the general 
tendency is that migrants need to integrate into existing society and adapt to 
the hegemonic norms. Moreover, the reasons for their deviance and even for 
their ‘not yet fitting in’ are often explained along the lines of culture, as the 
ultimate marker of being different from us. 
 Acknowledging that studying the practices of social workers with al-
lochtonous clients is one of many versions of dealing with diversity, I claim 
that the current social unease around so-called allochtonous citizens in the 
Netherlands and elsewhere forms a social context that asks for the studying 
of the issue in different arenas of everyday life. Within this social atmosphere, 
cultural diversity – commonly defined on the basis of nationality, religion and 
ethnicity, to mention the most common markers of social-cultural identity 
– can be expected to have an impact on both the general repertoires and the 
everyday work of the social workers studied here. From that perspective, it is of 
interest to understand how social workers relate to clients at this specific mo-
ment in time, including allochtonous clients, and what this means to a general 
understanding of social work. 
 As part of this, the more fundamental question should be addressed: na-
mely, are allochtonous clients different from autochthonous clients according 
to the studied social workers, and if so, what makes these clients differ from 
other clients? But, again, this study will start looking for answers within the 
profession of social work itself.

Since the origins of social work as a profession more than a century ago, social 
workers have been involved with people who for some reason or other do not 
meet the hegemonic societal standards. Social workers have a tradition of repai-
ring this otherness by means of the managing the everyday lives of individual 
clients who have trouble participating in society. In spite of very early attempts 
to respect other life styles and to link up where the client stands, some sort of 
repair attempt remains; at least to the extent that the assumed deficit, which 
these days is defined as not being able to participate as fully-fledged members 

2 It must be noted that the organisation’s statistics on this matter are not fully reliable, due to 
impure registration.



15

15

Introduction

of society, can be framed as a deviance from these presumed standards. Ac-
cording to Juhila, Pösö, Hall & Parton, “social work always involves managing 
and categorizing people in order to control a range of deviations and to make 
people compatible with the outlooks of institutions based on normalizing cli-
ents” (Juhila, Pösö, Hall & Parton 2003: 13). 
 This should also be seen in the light of social work’s current social-poli-
tical dedication to the encouragement of the self-reliance of clients. Being part 
of social policy has always coloured the normative character of this profession, 
sometimes even contesting its existence (De Boer & Duyvendak 2004; Koenis 
1993). From the start, the interventions of social workers have been influenced 
by social and political ideas about the ‘good life’ for citizens and ideals of a har-
monious society. Stenson defines the role of social work as mediating “between 
the mass of established citizens and the excluded minorities, both monitoring 
and judging the lives of clients and attempting to equip clients with the know-
ledge and skills for self-regulating citizenship” (1993: 42). 
 In the past, social work primarily focussed on the adjustment of un-
adapted persons to hegemonic standards of society; nowadays its social task 
consists of the emancipation of the individual, at least at face value, allowing 
room for otherness. 

At first glance, the individualising repertoire of the profession seems to provide 
starting points for dealing with so-called allochtonous clients in the same man-
ner as any other client. However, studies show that professionals experience 
difficulties with allochtonous clients. The question is how social workers ‘con-
struct’ clients to be ‘more different’ than the clients they are used to. That is, 
is being an allochtonous client perceived as a relevant issue to social workers 
in social assistance? If so, what is the relation between these ideas about al-
lochtonous clients and their general professional discourse? To find out what 
it means for social workers to deal with allochtonous clients, I will investigate 
who social workers are and what they do when performing social work.

Research question
This research explores the everyday work practices of social workers with a 
diversity of clients and the ways they explain and legitimise their work in ac-
counts. It studies the meaning-making of social workers in their formal work-
place setting and focusses primarily on ways of relating to clients. In order 
to analyse social work practices, I argue that meaning-making needs to be 
embedded in a “complex contextual web” (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999: 141). 
That is, I focus on how social workers enact their social work discourse in eve-
ryday practice through the use of language, taking into account that these local 
meanings are situated and contextualised in larger discourses (after Sarangi & 
Roberts 1999). I assume that the everyday interactions on the work floor are 
influenced by general discourses from society at large, however much these 
local interactions should also be seen as local discourses in the sense of local 
‘processes of mutual sense-making’ on their own behalf (Foucault in Blom-
maert & Bulcaen 2000). The study therefore includes the analysis of larger 
contexts, insofar as they help to explain local practices. 
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Given this context, the research question is twofold:

(1) How do social workers relate to clients in general, and to allochtonous clients 
in particular, in their everyday practices and in their accounts?

(2) In what way do social workers relate to their professional discourse and to other 
discourses from society at large when making sense of their work practices? 

To answer these questions I first carried out a literature study based on secon-
dary sources to find out the changes and continuities in social work history. This 
analysis provides the backdrop for the case study of social work practices. The 
case study was conducted in the social work department of a social service orga-
nisation, which I will refer to throughout this study as Balance,3 in a mid-sized 
city in the Netherlands. At the time of my research, the social work department 
employed about thirty social workers. The fieldwork consisted of a three-month 
period of research on location in the fall of 2003. Some additional research was 
done in the same period in 2004. 
 The main data are 23 interviews, including in-depth interviews with 
fifteen social workers and three members of the management team. Secondly, 
the data includes observations of 26 sessions between social workers and thirteen 
allochtonous and thirteen autochthonous clients. Moreover it consists of obser-
vations of several types of meetings between professionals, and also client files 
and organisational documents. (see Chapter 2)
 Within the case study, I consider the organisational context, the professi-
on’s discourse on relating to clients, and the case of dealing with allochtonous cli-
ents. Having a focus on social work practices, I looked into the relation of social 
workers to their clients, as this seems to be the heart of the profession. I studied 
both the observations of professional-client encounters as well as narrative inter-
view accounts about relations to clients, which I understand as meta-reflections 
on practices. In the analysis I focus on the ways the studied social workers relate 
to their clients. The client’s perspective only comes to the fore through the lens 
of the social worker; to unravel the meaning-making of social workers concer-
ning their dealings with a culturally plural clientele I explored different instances 
of everyday work practices and accentuated this diversity instead of exploring the 
multifaceted field of the clientele. As I will elaborate on in my methodological 
explanation, the main issue here is to compare and contrast the social workers’ 
accounts with their anchors and practical repertoires. Secondly, I look into the 
way social workers explain and justify these practices and the professional dis-
course they live by. Finally, we connect with the development of social work.

Social work 
This study focusses on so-called General Social Work (Algemeen Maatschap-
pelijk Werk, AMW) operating from service organisations with a social work 

3 Balance is a pseudonym. 
4 Social work is performed in quite different settings under different conditions, meaning that one can 
also find social workers in, for example, probation services working in the criminal law context, in the 
medical circuit such as hospital social work, company welfare work, and school-related social work. 
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department that employs a team of social professionals.4 General Social Work 
consists of first line psychosocial help and intends to be an open and acces-
sible institution for individuals with material problems (concerning income, 
housing, education, work) and/or immaterial and psychosocial problems (rela-
tional problems with partner, parents, children; problems with health, divorce, 
coping, loneliness, identity; multi-problem families).5 
 Nowadays, over 70 percent of social work concerns psychosocial and re-
lational problems (VWS 2004: 74). Although the sector is open to all, people 
with a low socio-economic position have always been the main group of cli-
entele. It “aims at enhancing [the client’s - MvdH] problem-solving abilities 
and attaining the individual and social ability to manage for oneself ” (my 
translation, NVMW 1999: 48).6 The Dutch professional association of social 
workers (NVMW) defines four main roles of social work: 1) psychosocial as-
sistance, 2) practical and informative assistance, 3) research and reporting, 
and 4) signalling shortcomings of regulations and services, protecting inte-
rests, and prevention (NVMW 1999: 13). In the Netherlands, roughly half a 

5 Formal categorisation from VOG (1999).
6 Throughout this book, citations from originally Dutch texts are my own translations.
7 MadiMonitor (Monitor voor Maatschappelijke Dienstverlening) 2003. 

Box 1: General Social Work in the Netherlands . Sector size: 
In 2003 the Netherlands counted 145 organisations for General Social 
Work (AMW) (VWS 2005). . Work force: 
In 2001 the field had 2,106 FTE for performing social work and 283 
FTE for direction and management (VWS 2004: 75); in 2003 the 
number of FTE social workers increased to 2,500 (VWS 2005). In 
2001 2,884 persons were working as social workers in organisations for 
General Social Work (VWS 2004: 123), while in 2003 their number 
increased to 3,165 (source: MadiMonitor 2003, report 0407). 7 . Age of work force: 
Currently, 58% of the work force in the sector is between 30 and 49 
years old, 24 percent is younger than thirty, with eighteen percent being 
older than fifty (statistics from 2000, VWS 2004: 123). . Sex of social workers: 
Statistics show that 78.3% of social workers are women. Including 
executive staff, 47.4% is female. (source: MadiMonitor 2003, report 
0407). Ethnic-Cultural background of social workers: 
Statistics from 2003 show that 9.9% of social workers (313) can be 
identified as allochtonous, compared with 2,852, or 90%, autochtho-
nous social workers (source: MadiMonitor 2003, report 0408).
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million people (about 3% of the Dutch population) contacts General Social 
Work annually (VWS 2004). Women visit social work more often than men 
do; in 2001, two out of three clients was female (VWS 2004: 123). According 
to figures from 2002, 23 percent of the clients in General Social Work have an 
allochtonous background (NIVEL 2004: 134). 

General Social Workers meet their clients during consulting hours (face-to-
face or on the telephone), appointments and home visits. Depending on the 
circumstances and facilities available, the social worker has an office at his/her 
disposal and/or makes use of community centres. Process-oriented social work 
is the most common sort of help provided (57 percent) (VWS 2004: 123). Al-
most 60 percent of the assistance cases have a duration of between one month 
and six months (figures from 2000, NIVEL 2002: 86). Professionals and cli-
ents contact each other about seven times, most of the times they meet in the 
organisation; sometimes they have encounters by telephone (no figures about 
home visits are given) (NIVEL 2002: 87). 
 In this sector of social work a large number of the clients contact the 
organisation at their own initiative. A substantial part of the clients enter the 
organisation as a result of a general practitioner’s referral. Consulting a social 
worker is free of charge and is almost entirely financed by the general fund (see 
also ’s Jacob, Melief & Bruinink 1997). Clients contact social workers on a 
voluntary basis. 

Profession in an ambiguous arena 
This study does not aim to evaluate social workers in terms of their achieve-
ments in terms of any level of professionalisation (Wilensky 1964)8 or with 
the conceptualisation of ideal typical standards of professionalism (Freidson 
2001). I first and foremost focus on what is being accomplished in the ac-
counts and in the everyday practices of professionals and hold this against a 
historical frame that encompasses the societal context of the discipline. This 
is consistent with the distinction Hens (2002: 132) makes between a small 
definition of professionalisation which purely refers to “becoming a professi-
on”, and secondly, a wider definition that encompasses processes of improving 
professional practice and relating it to the context in which it is performed. 
Nevertheless, in this study I will refer to social workers as ‘professionals’, fa-
vouring this contested concept over the term ‘practitioners’, because of the fact 
that social workers themselves use it. I also use this term because the develop-
ment of social work as a profession has ever since its inception been discussed 
in terms of be(com)ing professional. 
 One of the reasons is that the demarcation of social work as a profession 
has always been a matter of debate in the Netherlands. Koenis (1993) charac-
terises this as ‘the precarious identity of social workers’. Essential to this eternal 

8 According to Wilensky, “any occupation wishing to exercise authority must find a technical basis 
for it, assert an exclusive jurisdiction, linking both skill and jurisdiction to standards of training, and 
convince the public that its services are uniquely trustworthy (Wilensky 1964: 138)”. On the basis 
of these conditions, Wilensky (1964) defines social workers as semi-professionals.
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debate is that social work has always been related to the welfare state, and that 
its social task has been turned into a political-normative project (De Boer & 
Duyvendak 2004; Koenis 1993). 
 I will come back to this eternal debate in my historical overview (Chap-
ter 3), but do want to tie this issue in with the professional identity discus-
sion by briefly sketching the relationship of the profession to the state in the 
Netherlands. As social work is dependent on public financing, social work 
institutions can be considered as street-level bureaucracies (Lipsky 1980). In 
Lipsky’s terms, social workers are “public service workers who interact directly 
with citizens in the course of their jobs, and who have substantial discretion in 
the execution of their work” (ibid: 3). Yet they often are also bounded by their 
mission to “socialize citizens to the expectations of government services (ibid: 
4)”. As he makes clear, street-level bureaucrats characteristically deal with con-
flicting and ambiguous goals (ibid: 40).
 In a professional organisation, as Gastelaars (2006) explains, the key task 
is altering the client’s situation/condition into a predetermined direction (see 
also Hasenfeld 1983). As social work deals with the ways individuals give me-
aning to their lives in situations of psychosocial problems, the intervention 
by the professional is per definition a morally charged transaction. In every 
practice these interventions can be controversial or at least subject to debate. 
To elaborate a bit more on this issue, Hasenfeld (1983: 9) explicates that every 
activity related to clients in human service organisations has significant moral 
consequences. Although he recognises that consensus may exist on an abstract 
level, for example, regarding the aims of social service provision as formulated 
in the Dutch Welfare Law of 1994, the implementation of these goals requi-
res that these organisations make normative choices in an ambiguous socie-
tal arena (ibid: 9). They “are particularly sensitive to the dominant cultural 
and value systems in the community” (ibid: 55). Hasenfeld even claims that, 
being a product of the welfare state, these organisations even tend to reify, 
maintain and uphold the so-called cultural and ideological system (ibid: 55-
57). Relating to the Dutch context, Struijs and Brinkman (1996) also point 
at the dominant ‘social morality’ in the Netherlands, and at its influence on 
the hegemonic discourse in the social sector, insofar as the latter stresses the 
importance of the independence, self-reliance and empowerment of its clients 
(Struijs & Brinkman 1996: 19-20). The position of social workers has always 
been understood in the context of a welfare state in transition. At this point 
in time, for instance, the Dutch government aims towards the increase of the 
self-reliance of its citizens and at the reduction of state intervention, in due 
course. 
 Since the 1980s, the introduction of market ideology and accountability, 
a redefinition of citizens into consumers and an emphasis on client participa-
tion are believed to have changed the role of professionals working in care and 
welfare (Duyvendak, Knijn & Kremer 2006: 7). Their organisations are now 
expected to sign performance contracts with the local government and at the 
level of the work floor, social workers have to follow more strictly the organi-
sational policies and protocols. Social workers, for example, have to register 
their activities and discuss the use of evidence-based work. As to the relation 
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with their clients, they have re-introduced social work outreach, meaning a 
redefinition of being easily accessible for their clients in terms of going into 
the neighbourhoods, talking with local people and local organisations, and 
taking more preventive action. This approach is often considered consistent 
with the neo-liberal policies that are claimed to reduce the discretionary space, 
or autonomy, of social professionals (Duyvendak & Uitermark 2006: 65), but 
is considered a re-professionalisation of social work (see also Hoijtink 2005). 
Although this particular re-definition of professional identity of social workers 
is not central in the research, it is a relevant context for making sense of social 
workers’ everyday work. 

Diversity 
According to Wikan (2002) in her critical book Generous Betrayal, the very 
concept of ‘culture’ is asymmetrically associated with ‘migrants’ (on the usage 
of the culture-concept in social work publications, see Park 2005). Wikan, for 
instance, argues that, at least until the 1990s, Norwegian childcare authorities 
were reluctant to intervene with immigrants for fear of not respecting ‘their 
culture’ and being labelled as racist (2002: 69). Instead, social workers – in the 
name of charity – worked along the line of “the best interest doctrine” (2002: 
26), implying that, in the case of child welfare, they often advised that the 
problems of abused migrant girls be solved within their own ‘community’ or 
within their own ‘culture’. She emphasises the divergent ascriptions of indivi-
dual and collective identities in the cases of ‘allochtonous’ and ‘autochthonous’ 
citizens: “Whereas Norwegians generally regard other Norwegians as indivi-
duals with a different character and ability and will to think for themselves, 
immigrants are largely perceived as products of culture” (Wikan 2002: 81). 
Wikan points to the use of a double standard, which means that ‘culture’ is 
applied to immigrants and not to ‘ourselves’ (in this case Norwegians). Having 
explored Wikan’s interpretation of the Norwegian situation, which is largely 
based on severe cases in the child welfare sector, the question arises as to how 
this relates to the Dutch situation. As far as my research focus is concerned, it 
asks for a study on the everyday encounters between social professionals and 
their allochtonous clients. 
 Part of the answer to this question has been provided by Van Dijk and 
Van Dongen (2000). They argue, primarily referring to the Dutch mental he-
alth care sector, that allochtonous clients are often perceived as being different 
because they have “culture”. More specifically, they claim that “migrants are 
often defined either as risk groups, problem groups or are considered as pro-
blematic (2000: 47)”. Van Dongen (2003) even argues that allochtonous cli-
ents are treated as an anomaly, labelled either as an irregularity or as cases that 
do not fit the available ‘classifications’. According to Van Dijk (2004), culture 
is primarily applied to ‘cultural others’ (read ‘allochtonous clients’). Culture, 
he says, is only made relevant when assistance stagnates, and it then functions 
as an excuse for failing help (ibid: 3). In the case of social work to allochtonous 
clients, De Vries (2000: 109) points to a similar tendency of reducing all pro-
blems to one single aspect, for instance to specific cultural differences or to a 
trauma (in the case of refugees). And also in other settings a relation between 
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“being allochtonous” – an ascribed identity – and culture is often assumed. 
 From a client perspective, Boomstra (2000) demonstrates that individual 
clients with an allochtonous background in the mental health care sector situ-
ationally make use of both a “closed frame” and an “open frame” themselves. 
In the closed frame, ethnic-cultural differences, as Boomstra identifies, are 
defined as a problem, become generalised and are viewed in terms of a cultural 
gap. In an open frame those differences are not denied, but they are put into 
perspective. (Boomstra 2000: 101) Boomstra also argues that it depends on 
the contact with the therapist, at least partly, how the client relates to either 
of the frames. She even claims that it is the therapist who determines “how 
much a client clings to ethno-cultural identity” (ibid: 102). Whenever this 
communication is limited, a perceived cultural gap ensues. These results moti-
vated me to study the actual communications between professionals and their 
allochtonous clients. But, as I said earlier, this should be regarded as one of the 
many versions of social workers’ dealings with diversity. 
 In Dutch social work the subject of dealing with a culturally plural clien-
tele has not been widely studied. Particularly the so-called general social work 
institutions have been left quite unexplored, in spite of some case studies on 
district nurses and their allochtonous clientele (see Jonkers 2003) and on the 
professional repertoire of district nurses working with allochtonous families (see 
Van der Zwaard 1993). Moreover, these studies do not include autochthonous 
clients. 
 I do want to discuss two studies on social work and an allochtonous 
clientele that have been performed in some other European countries (Anis 
2005; Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999). They also criticise an a priori culturalist 
approach and emphasise that the situational and the contextual should be in-
cluded when interpreting ‘culture’ as a distinction making tool. These studies 
aim at unravelling the meaning-making processes of professionals (and clients) 
in the context of their everyday dealings with a culturally plural clientele, as I 
do in my study.
 Before elaborating on these empirical studies in social work, I will first 
shortly consider the theoretical starting points concerning the concept of cul-
ture. As mentioned above, scholars have been criticising the essentialist and 
reifying explanatory models used in anthropological and cultural studies. The 
fundaments of this academic discussion appear to be found in the altered pa-
radigm in studies of culture; posed over-simplified, the dominant academic 
discourse on culture shifted from a deterministic use of culture, known as 
essentialism or culturalism, to the acknowledgement that culture should be 
treated as a dynamic construction in a constructivist paradigm.9 

9 Like all theoretical stances, constructivism is a matter of discussion as well; see, for example, the 
Bader-Baumann-Bader debate 2001. Bader problematises the gap between ‘actual research practice 
and a constructivist self-understanding’ (2001: 264). He among other things rejects the construc-
tivist’s neglect of ‘structures’ and ‘causes’ and proposes a critical realist conception of culture. Bau-
mann refuses a-priori structurationism and replies that constructivism should be taken as a metho-
dological point of departure. He argues: “What an author calls ‘culture’, (…) and what the analyst 
calls culture, may sound like the same word, but may have entirely different meanings altogether” 
(2001: 279). 
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 The culturalist approach uses an essentialist definition of culture in 
which culture is reified as if it were a thing (Berger & Luckmann 1973: 106). 
According to this view, ‘culture is a catalogue of ideas and practices that shape 
both the collective and the individual lives and thoughts of all members’ (Bau-
mann 1999: 25). Constructivism10, on the other hand, perceives culture as a 
complex, dynamic and ever-in-motion social construction (Baumann 1999). 
According to Baumann, it is assumed in this conceptualisation that “culture 
only exists in the act of being performed, and can never stand still or repeat 
itself without changing its meaning (1999: 26)”. Despite this shift in para-
digm, the traps of ‘culturalism’ continue to be a challenge, both for academics 
and in everyday life.
 Baumann recently suggested that essentialism, or better, reification, 
should not be abandoned radically, for it lives in the minds and actions of the 
people we study. Accordingly, Baumann proposes a dialectical understanding 
of essentialist and constructivist elements of the concept of identity. Within 
a so-called dual discursive understanding of culture, culture can be seen as 
“the conservative ‘re’-construction of a reified essence at one moment, and the 
path-finding new construction of a processual agency at the next moment” 
(1999: 95). Applying this dialectics in more general terms, meanings are con-
tinuously constructed and reconstructed and therefore can also be produced as 
static and fixed within a situated process of sense making.
 This discursivity can also be found in the two studies I announced ear-
lier. Bulcaen and Blommaert (1997, 1999) write on urban Belgian shelters for 
allochtonous women. Their study demonstrates that social work practitioners 
have incorporated rather fixed “black-and-white-schemata…that identify ‘cul-
tures’ and oppose them to each other” into their professional repertoire, pre-
structuring the actual path of assistance, despite the characterisation of social 
work as reflexive profession and conscious of the simple and evident patterns 
of explanations (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999: 7). 
 Focussing on the reconstruction of the action scenarios of social workers, 
Bulcaen and Blommaert find that the professionals often use culture both as a 
descriptive category (culture is used to describe the client’s context) as well as 
an explanatory category (culture is used as an all-determining factor and expla-
nation of the client’s problem). This is how professionals appear to transform 
the stories of the allochtonous women into professional cases. 
 The second, a Finnish study (Anis 2005) of social work encounters with 
immigrant families in the area of child welfare, also points to problematisati-
ons because of ‘culture’. This study, which includes counselling sessions and 
accounts of both social workers and clients on these face-to-face interactions, 
identifies three ways of using culture as a resource. 

10 Tempelman (1999: 76-77), although preferring a moderate version of the constructivist ap-
proach, also formulates traps of constructivism. In her opinion, constructivists could easily fall into 
a simplistic conception of the fictitious character of cultural identities. Tempelman emphasises that 
cultural identity is a far more forcing context in people’s lives than constructivists acknowledge. 
Next to it, she states that constructivism exaggerates the situational and dynamic element in cultural 
identities; these identities are never absolutely fixed, but this does not imply – Tempelman proclaims 
– that cultural identities can merely be “embraced, laid aside, fabricated and changed”.
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 First, social workers and clients use culture to explain normality. “Cul-
ture”, Anis argues, “is used as a rhetorical means of determining the normal 
and the desirable”, in this case, child-rearing (Anis 2005: 12). The role of 
the social worker here is defined as a “maintainer of the normal way”, which 
obviously refers to ‘the Finnish/Western way’. This is, as she shows, offered as 
a take-for-granted model to immigrant clients (ibid: 13). Surprisingly, Anis 
observes a distinction in her empirical material: “in interviews, social workers 
appeared to question the importance of their own values and customs, but in 
actual situations they easily emphasised them” (ibid: 13). 
 Second, culture is used as an indication and an explanation of ‘the dif-
ficulty’ one encounters in interactions. Here both the social worker and the 
client easily use culture as a “reasonable framework” and “culturalise problems” 
as a consequence. Anis accentuates the risks of culturalisation and neglecting 
the individual needs of clients, of “categorising ethnic groups as entities having 
certain problems” (ibid: 16).
 Third and less frequently than the other two ways, culture is used as 
‘a methodological tool’ in creating a dialogue. Here the social worker uses 
culture as a resource and a tool for negotiating meanings, reflecting on the 
individual client’s situation and the role of the professional (ibid: 16-17). The 
context of child welfare situations contrasts to that of General Social Work in 
the sense that in the Finnish study, social workers were specifically focussed on 
the well-being and rights of children (Anis 2005: 4). It could be argued that 
in settings in which protecting and safeguarding individual rights are at stake, 
the judgement of acceptable or unacceptable behaviour may be at stake as 
well. This may be less the case with General Social Work, which deals with the 
management of everyday life in general, and which may, in the end, not lead 
to such critical evaluations. 
 A recent Dutch study on clients (both allochtonous and autochthonous 
Dutch) and social workers in the criminal department of the Dutch Child 
Protection Board (Oude Breuil 2005) shows that some social workers make 
more use of culturalist, and others of constructivist, models when talking about 
their young clients. The relevant conclusion Oude Breuil makes is that the 
institutional culture of the Board’s penal unit, or as she says the ‘subcultural 
system of meaning’, itself frames the way the representatives of this institution 
deal with allochtonous youngsters. She also points to some structural cha-
racteristics that could be understood as strongly determining the interactions 
with their clientele. A crucial difference for this kind of social work is the legal 
framework the professionals work with (see also Van Nijnatten, Hoogsteder 
& Suurmond 2001). This confirms Kunda’s (1986) earlier observation in a 
study on probation officers in Israel, which also indicated that social workers 
in a probation office marked legislation as a fundamental factor in defining 
their professional performances. In the case of the criminal department of the 
Child Protection Board, Oude Breuil (2005) found that specific values and 
organisational principles of the Board affect the way professionals deal with a 
culturally plural clientele. 
 According to her, it is not only ethnicity or culture that determines the 
quality of the contact with the Board employee, but the extent to which the 
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youngsters and their parents (both so-called allochtonous and autochthonous) 
fit into the norms that are taken to be a precondition for these professionals’ 
specific social tasks (2005: 192-193), and that are also consistent with the le-
gal framework. Accordingly, Oude Breuil demonstrates that culture is not the 
only, and in some cases not even the main, explanatory factor for the ‘quality 
of the contact’ as perceived by both the professionals and their clients. Oude 
Breuil’s conclusions are a counterpoint to the other two studies I mentioned, 
because she points to the effects of the institutional frame. 

In this study, I take the frames of reference of the professionals themselves as 
a point of departure and analyse the current reference points of social work 
and trace back the historical context in which Dutch social work developed. 
Regarding the case study: departing from a critical point of view and calling 
into question the culture argument, I intend to unravel the arguments and 
actions of social workers when working with autochthonous and allochtonous 
clients, asking, how they relate to their clients, when the culture argument is 
raised and how it is used to explain the performance of social work with parti-
cular clients (level of difficulty, difference, and deviance). I try to observe how 
culture is negotiated in everyday interactions. I also consider cases in which 
culture is not used as a concept or as an explanation for either the problems of 
the client or the difficulty for the social worker in performing his/her job. 

Outline of the book 
Before turning to the empirical backbone of this book - the chapters on the 
actual practices of social work - Chapter 2 provides the theoretical-methodo-
logical perspective with which this study was carried out. I explain my under-
standings of the key concepts and elaborate on discourse analysis and interpre-
tative research as my main methodology. In addition, I discuss the fieldwork 
and the collected data. 
 Chapter 3 provides an analysis on the basis of my studies of the histori-
cal backdrop against which the chapters on practices of social work should be 
read. It examines the changes and continuities in social work as a profession, 
the profession’s ideology, its relation to the state and its perceptions about its 
clients. These discourses might appear to be quite removed from the actual 
practices I highlight further on in this study, yet they are to be interpreted as 
the macro contexts for these practices, both as resources and as a legacy (see 
Chapter 2). I see the role of this chapter as explaining the possible frames of 
reference used by social workers from the case study (emic), and/or placed on 
the scene by the researcher (etic). 
 Chapters 4, 5 and 6 form an ethnographic triptych of social work prac-
tice. Chapter 4 tells the story of the human services organisation I investigated. 
It presents organisational reality as far as it is relevant to the social workers 
(see also Oude Breuil 2005). Hence, it focusses on the primary process of 
service delivery (Gastelaars 2006). It shows how the social workers relate to 
the management and organisational policy and illustrates how the organisa-
tion relates to the current debates in the social sector, translating them into 
local policy (rationalisation, accountability and improving professionalism in 
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ways such as introducing evidence-based work). Moreover, it demonstrates 
how the managers in this organisation manage the professionals, connecting 
the organisation’s local story to the classical struggle concerning autonomy and 
discretionary space (Gastelaars 1997, 2006) and the give-and-take approach 
of the management that is a consequence of this. The way the social workers 
deal with the dynamics of policy-making is also discussed, as they relate to the 
developments in the social sector and the demands of the (financing) local go-
vernment. I specifically focus on the enactment of dealing with diversity and 
see how the organisation’s history has also helped shaped this local practice. 
Finally, I write about the client’s physical journey through the organisation, 
and organisational frame of turning people into clients. 
 With this analysis of the organisational context as enacted by the social 
workers themselves, I move on to the next chapter which explains about prac-
tising social work, highlighting the profession. Chapter 5 forms the central 
panel of the ethnographic triptych. Elaborating on the studies of Anis (2005) 
and Bulcaen and Blommaert (1997, 1999), the chapter intends to demon-
strate how social workers relate to their clients in their everyday practice as well 
as relate to their frames of reference with which they explain and justify their 
views. It is based on actual interactions and interview accounts of professionals 
about what they do when performing their jobs and what they intend to ac-
complish. 
 I explain how social workers present themselves as professionals and how 
they talk about their work. The chapter deals with their motivations, their 
views of clients, how they establish relations with the clients, how they balance 
between distance and nearness, in short, how they use their specific professio-
nal tool kit. From the study I derive a series of starting points that relate their 
everyday activities to the anchors that are relevant to the legacy of the social 
work discourse. They also frame actual practices and relations with clients. 
The second panel, Chapter 6, looks into labelling processes and some of the 
consequences of labelling for the interaction between professionals and their 
clients in the case of allochtonous clients. I zoom in on cases in which culture 
is put to the fore and analyse how this concept is used as a resource for explai-
ning otherness and deviance from the regular repertoire of the social workers. 
I will demonstrate how, in the interactions between social workers and clients, 
both reifying and constructivist acts of meaning-making are being accomplis-
hed. I identify different scenarios of negotiating ‘culture’ in the context of 
an encounter between allochtonous and autochthonous Dutch. Focussing on 
the professional, I compare and contrast the starting points related to social 
work, as they are discussed in Chapter 5, and demonstrate how social workers 
account for the way they perceive allochtonous clients as ‘different’ in this 
specific context. 
 Chapter 7 provides a reflection; I will gather the findings and relate the 
four empirical building blocks – the historical backdrop, the organisational 
frame, the social work discourse and its actual practice, and the case of dealing 
with allochtonous clients – and show the empirical richness of taking into ac-
count the “complex contextual web” in which current social work practices are 
embedded, even when they relate to an ever increasing diversity of clients.
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I accept the interpretivist claim that we must try to understand how members of 
social communities produce their ‘orderly’ or ‘accountable’ worlds. (...) I would 
argue, however, that in so producing their world, members’ practices are shaped 
in ways of which they are usually unaware by social structures, relations of power, 
and the nature of the social practice they are engaged in whose stakes always go 
beyond producing meanings. (Fairclough 1995: 72) 

2.1  Theoretical-methodological perspective 
This study looks into the professional activity of social workers as a discourse 
practice (Hall, Sarangi & Slembrouck 1997; 1999), and methodologically and 
conceptually combines an ethnographically-oriented approach with a discourse 
analytical approach that relates social work to its wider discourses (Blommaert 
2001; Bulcaen & Blommaert 1997; Sarangi & Roberts 1999; Spencer 1994). 
As far as the field study I conducted in a social work department is concerned, 
I situate professional activity in a workplace that Sarangi and Roberts define 
as “a social institution where resources are produced and regulated, problems 
are solved, identities are played out and professional knowledge is constituted” 
(1999: 1). Accordingly, participants constantly define and redefine the situa-
tion as part of an ongoing interaction, thereby accentuating the social produc-
tion of meaning, but Sarangi and Roberts (1999: 2) also emphasise that there 
are “webs of significance” (Geertz 1973: 5) that reach beyond the physically 
present participants. Social work practices do relate to ‘general’ or ‘societal’ 
discourses (Foucault in Blommaert & Bulcaen 2000; Fairclough 1995, 2005) 
provided by society at large, including those provided by the profession itself 
and by local organisations. In the introduction I refer to this as meaning-ma-
king embedded in a “complex contextual web” (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999: 
141). 
 However, I assume that the everyday interactions on the work floor 
should be regarded as ‘local discourses’ in their own terms. They provide social 
work stories that “are constrained by the kind of discourse practices that are 
accessible to them and are currently used (Hall, Sarangi & Slembrouck 1997: 
281)”. In their everyday negotiations, social workers develop “shared habitual 
practices” that may both “create and legitimate” such general discourses, but 
may deviate from them as well (Sarangi & Roberts 1999:16). In a similar man-
ner, Pithouse and Atkinson suggest that “within the work setting, the actors’ 
mundane theory is a contradictory amalgam of formal social work concepts, 
practice wisdom and the workers’ understanding drawn from their participa-

2
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tion in the wider culture beyond the work setting (Pithouse & Atkinson 1988: 
187-188)”. In line with that, Gastelaars and Vermeulen argue that “acting on 
location means acting on the presumption of an almost unlimited number of 
possible frames of reference produced within and without [the local setting 
- MvdH], but also of selectively enacting such frames of reference, according 
to its needs” (Gastelaars & Vermeulen 2000: 20). This is why this study pays 
attention to a number of such discourses that may be identified as more ‘ma-
cro’ or as general and historically positioned frames of reference, because, or so 
I assume, they are also used as resources to interpret and put into perspective 
and contextualise what happens on location in the “here and now” (after Gas-
telaars & Vermeulen 2000). 
 In a similar manner, Sarangi and Roberts’ approach to understanding 
the practices in a workplace setting includes a ‘thick description’ (cf. Ryle in 
Geertz 1973) of text, talk and interaction (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 1). They 
use the term loosely, “extending its scope down to the level of fine-grained lin-
guistic analysis and up and out to broader ethnographic description and wider 
political and ideological accounts” (ibid). As to the latter, an ethnographic 
study of workplace practices is concerned with finding out how professionals 
orientate to their everyday practices (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 27). I especi-
ally draw on some starting points provided by Fairclough’s (1995) version of 
Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA). In this respect I follow Blommaert who 
also stresses that the “social situatedness of data is crucial” (Blommaert 2001: 
15)”. 
 I take a moderate constructivist stance that postulates that meanings are 
socially constructed and reconstructed depending on their situation and con-
text, while taking into account that meanings cannot be constructed without 
limitations. They are bounded and constrained by structural and “fixed” de-
nominators (after Berger & Luckmann 1973; Fairclough 2005). In this ap-
proach, these denominators are often considered as givens in the situated pro-
cess of meaning-making, or better, as Gastelaars and Vermeulen argue, “their 
reification is a fact insofar as it is continuously produced locally” (Gastelaars & 
Vermeulen 2000: 10). Following Gunnarsson, Linell and Nordberg, in social 
constructivism, “cultural knowledge and representations of reality are interac-
tionally constructed, socially transmitted, historically sedimented and often 
institutionally congealed, and finally communicatively reproduced in situ” 
(Gunnarsson, Linell & Nordberg 1997: 2). 
 In this chapter, I first continue to elaborate on the theoretical-metho-
dological perspective of this study by looking into the social construction of 
reality, using Fairclough’s outlook on Critical Discourse Analysis. He argues 
that, in linguistics, discourse is usually referred to as the organisational pro-
perties of spoken or written language, whereas in social theory discourse refers 
to structuring areas of knowledge and social practice (Fairclough 1995: 3). 
Fairclough combines the two perspectives into his three-dimensional concept 
of discourse and discourse analysis in which each discursive ‘event’ is viewed as 
a piece of text, an instance of discursive practice and social practice (ibid: 4). 
Next, I will explain the use of context in my research, and return to Sarangi 
and Roberts’ (1999) outlook on studying professional discourse through the 
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concepts of interactional order and institutional order. After explaining some 
theoretical notions about studying work practices, I move to methodological 
issues that specifically concern the fieldwork study I performed, and particu-
larly the fact that I made use of both observations and interviews. Some of the 
researchers who take local discourse analysis as a paradigm reject combining 
this kind of discourse analysis with other forms of qualitative research (Van 
den Berg 2004: 36). They claim, for instance, that “interviews do not provide 
information on the external reality, only about the way respondents construct 
social reality within a specific interaction situation” (ibid). In opposition to 
this, I shall argue that interviews can also be of use in studies of professional 
language use by viewing them not merely as reflections but also as actions 
(Fairclough 1995: 227; Hammersley & Atkinson 1997; Atkinson & Coffey 
2001). Subsequently, I present the collected data and some characteristics of 
the interviews with social workers and the observed sessions with clients. 

Discourse as socially conditioned and socially shaped 
Fairclough views language use as both socially constitutive and socially condi-
tioned (Blommaert & Bulcaen 2000: 24). This outlook represents the basis for 
his position on the relation between “microsociological tenets and macrosoci-
ological reasoning, between agency and structure, between free will and deter-
minism” (Svensson 2003: 57). Fairclough draws on Foucault’s thesis that the 
social subject that produces a statement is a function of the statement itself, 
that is: “statements position subjects” (Fairclough 1995: 43). He illustrates this 
by explaining that teaching as a discursive activity positions both those who 
take part as a ‘teacher’ and as a ‘learner’ (ibid: 43). Applied to my study, the 
discursive activity is practicing social work, which positions an individual as a 
social worker and another as a client. Fairclough considers Foucault’s “view of 
the subject as constituted, reproduced and transformed in and through social 
practice, and the view of the subject as fragmented (ibid: 44)” a major contri-
bution to social theory. 
 Fairclough, however, calls for a modification of what he calls Foucault’s 
“insistence upon the subject as an effect of discursive formations” which he 
claims holds a “heavily structuralist flavour which excludes active social agency 
in any meaningful sense” (ibid: 45). He elaborates on this point by introdu-
cing a dialectical perspective on discourse and subjectivity, “which sees social 
subjects as shaped by discursive practices, yet also capable of reshaping and 
restructuring those practices” (ibid: 45). In this view discourse is constitutive 
“both in the sense that it helps to sustain and reproduce the social status quo, 
and in the sense that it contributes to transforming it” (Fairclough & Wodak 
1997: 258). Another argument for his dialectical stance derives from his cri-
tique on the position of constructionism (or extreme social constructivism): 
“Where social constructionism becomes problematic is where it disregards 
the relative solidity and permanence of social entities, and their resistance to 
change” (Fairclough 2001). Acknowledging this, the particular relationship 
between local discourse and social structure needs to be elucidated a bit more. 
Fairclough’s dialectical relationship intends to avoid “pitfalls of overempha-
sizing on the one hand the social determination of discourse (which turns dis-
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course into a mere reflection of a deeper social reality) and on the other hand 
the construction of the social in discourse (in which discourse is represented as 
the source of the social)” (1995: 65). 
 According to Fairclough ideological and power issues are involved: “The 
discursive constitution of society does not emanate from a free play of ideas in 
people’s heads, but from a social practice which is firmly rooted in and oriented 
to real material social structures” (1995: 66). Fairclough’s order of discourse, 
which refers to the discourse aspect of social order (Fairclough 2001), deals 
with processes of hegemony and changes in hegemony, and with “the multi-
ple ways in which individuals move through such institutionalised discursive 
regimes, constructing selves, social categories, and realities” (Blommaert & 
Bulcaen 2000: 449). To explain this, Fairclough (2001) uses the concept of 
dominance in social ordering and refers to the mainstream way of conducting 
a doctor-patient consultation, as an example. He links this ‘dominant way’ 
to the political concept of hegemony in order to understand how some ways 
become part of the ‘legitimising common sense’, emphasising that this hege-
mony is always contested in actual interactions and is consequently subject to 
change (Fairclough 2001). 
 Fairclough (1995: 72-73) presents a three-dimensional concept of dis-
course in which he intends to combine three analytical traditions: discourse as 
text, discourse as discursive practice and discourse as social practice. Analysing 
discourse as text involves the “textual and linguistic analysis of linguistics”. 
Discourse as discursive practice entails “the macrosociological tradition of 
analysing social practice in relation to social structures” (ibid: 72), and speci-
fically links text to context. Within this dimension, intertextuality, meaning 
that “texts are constructed through other texts being articulated in particu-
lar ways” (ibid: 9), is a key concept. The third dimension, discourse as social 
practice, refers to the “interpretivist and microsociological tradition of seeing 
social practice as something which people actively produce and make sense 
of on the basis of shared commonsense procedures”. Fairclough views these 
three conceptions as “mutual requisites” and he sees discursive practice as the 
mediator of text and social practice (ibid: 86). According to Fairclough, social 
practice determines macroprocesses of discursive practice and microprocesses 
shape text (ibid: 86). 

Using context as frame of interpretation 
How to include context in the interpretation of data, or, more fundamentally, 
whether a researcher should include context ties into an essential point of dis-
cussion in discourse analysis (see also Vermeulen 2001: 13-15).11 Bauman and 
Briggs, discussing the incorporation of context in the interpretation of local 
data and talking about problems of inclusiveness, referring to the definitions 
of context in use and about false objectivity when they problematise these 
definitions on behalf of their positivistic character, say that “the researcher 
becomes the judge of what merits inclusion” (Bauman & Briggs 1990: 68). 

11 Duranti and Goodwin distinguish between four kinds of contexts: setting, behavioural environment, 
language as context and extrasituational context (Duranti & Goodwin in Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 25).  
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 As we have seen, in this study I shall make use of two ways of defining 
relevant contexts, elaborating both on the local discursive acts performed in 
everyday practice and on more abstract discursive meanings (derived from wi-
der frames like societal, organisational and professional discourses) that can be 
related to these practices. The empirical case in a social work department is the 
starting point for understanding social work and relating to clients. Within 
the locality and situatedness of the fieldwork study, I analyse which resources 
social workers draw upon and which contexts or frames they activate to make 
sense of their everyday work practice. I refer to this as an emic point of view, 
or an actor-oriented analysis, as Geertz (1973: 14) would prefer to say, which 
means that I depart from the informants’ own terms and explanations, look-
ing into frames of reference emerging from the case study by the observed and 
interviewed social workers themselves and, accordingly, include the use of so-
called first- order concepts. 
 In other words, this bottom-up approach entails “the contextualisation 
work that interactants do to make the context happen and set it within wider 
frames (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 25)”. Referring to the observed practices, 
for instance a focus on the sequential organisation of an interaction implies 
that “in the routine question-answer format of a professional-client setting, 
each question is ‘context-shaping’” (Heritage in Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 25). 
Referring to the interviews, interviewees may refer to certain frames of inter-
pretation, using them as resources for (explaining) their practices. From this 
perspective it is interesting to find out which identifications are used explicitly 
(manifest intertextuality, Fairclough 1995: 85), and at what point in time, and 
which identifications are tacitly assumed.
 The other way of defining relevant contexts is based on the researcher’s 
selection; I selectively activate specific contexts to provide a wider frame of 
interpretation of the local data from the fieldwork. From this more or less 
top-down approach, I trace back how the current social work discourse is, as 
Gunnarsson, Linell and Nordberg (1997: 2) say, “historically sedimented”. To 
do so, I analyse the wider socio-historical context in which social work as a 
profession developed on the basis of secondary source material, more specifi-
cally, historical studies concerning the interrelations between society, state and 
social work. Although the historical backdrop precedes the fieldwork chapters, 
this context should not be interpreted by the reader as actually determining 
the analyses of the fieldwork study. I will argue that the socio-historical context 
can also be perceived to operate as a specific resource, providing a legacy to 
which the current social work discourse can actively relate. 

Interactional and institutional order 
Elaborating on Fairclough’s effort of linking text to context, micro to macro, 
and including both intertextuality and socio-cultural knowledge into the con-
cept of context (Fairclough & Wodak 1997: 276), I return to Sarangi and 
Roberts’ (1999) approach of studying communicative practices in a workplace 
setting I discussed in the beginning of this chapter. They, too, observe that, in 
general, sociolinguistic and conversation analytic studies are concerned with 
micro-level speech acts and the language of interaction involving context only 
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insofar as the interaction order, while sociological literature usually is concerned 
with the knowledge/power dimension or the interface of professions with the 
state and tends to focus on institutional order (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 6-8). 
 Referring back to their specific interpretation of Geertz’ concept of ‘thick 
description’ of communicative practices, Sarangi and Roberts (1999: 1) pro-
pose to bring into play both the interactional order (level of practice) and the 
institutional order (discursive ideological level) in which the specific interac-
tions are embedded in studies of workplace settings. The interactional order 
(after Goffman), referring to language and practices in workplace studies, aims 
at understanding “how professions are constituted and relations of power are 
fashioned out of talk at work” (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 2). Additionally, Sa-
rangi and Roberts call on the institutional order in which the interactions are 
embedded. They derived the concept from Berger and Luckmann (1973). It 
relates to “shared habitual practices which can be understood with reference 
to their own history and tradition” (Berger & Luckmann 1973: 93). The lat-
ter considered ‘the institutional order’ as knowledge patterns, implying his-
toricity and control. To them, “institutionalisation occurs whenever there is 
a reciprocal typification of habitualised actions by types of actors” (Berger & 
Luckmann 1973: 72; see also Gastelaars & Vermeulen 2000: 10). Sarangi and 
Roberts claim that at the ideological level the concept of institutional order 
corresponds to Foucault’s ‘order of discourse’, as “an overarching framework 
within which local practices and individual agencies are situated and transfor-
med over a period of time” (1999: 4). 

Talk-in-interaction 
As far as my explanation of the characteristics of the professional-client en-
counters as work practices is concerned, I see these instances of talk-in-interac-
tion as Sarangi and Roberts (1999: 21) say, “the public face of workplace”. In 
this study I also observe activities which refer to “communication between and 
across professionals” and to the backstage regions of institutional life when the 
client is absent (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 20-21). In this section I highlight 
two characteristics of the professional-client encounters, or ‘front-stage’ activi-
ties of social workers: instances of institutional talk and situational enactments 
of professional discourse.
 The concept of institutional talk12, or the specific organisation of speech, 
characterises talk-in-interaction in a workplace setting as 1) goal-oriented, me-
aning that people design their conduct to meet various institutional tasks or 
functions; 2) shaped by certain constraints regarding what can be done in a 
specific talk; and 3) associated with particular ways of reasoning or inferen-
ce-making (Drew & Heritage in Silverman 2001: 174). Drew and Heritage 
(1992: 27-29) would define encounters between social workers and clients 
as institutional interactions in which task-based and role-based activities take 
place. They would position these interactions in a non-formal setting and in 
a private context (the consultation room), where there is considerable space 

12 The concept derives from conversation analysis which focusses on the methods people use to 
produce orderly social interaction (Silverman 2001: 167). 
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for negotiation and stylistic variation, in contrast to an interaction in a formal 
setting like a courtroom, which is structured by formal procedures and takes 
place in a public context (ibid). They also argue that in these informal settings, 
“boundaries between institutional talk and ordinary conversation can appear 
permeable and uncertain” (Drew & Heritage 1992: 28). 
 Besides, there are merely two basic categories for participants in a social 
work setting, the social worker and the client (Juhila 2003: 83). Hall, Sarangi 
and Slembrouck (1999: 293) argue that “role and identity are not regarded as 
fixed categories but as resources which actors draw on to carry out their every-
day lives”. They place emphasis on the construction and negotiation of iden-
tity in interaction and contrast their perspective with theories that “cast social 
actors as over-determined by societal drives and psychological drives” (Hall, 
Sarangi & Slembrouck 1999: 294). Accordingly, client identity in social work 
settings is “negotiated through differentiation and delineation of role expecta-
tions” (through societal norms), and, at the same time, “specific role models 
are confirmed and disconfirmed through situated identity work” (ibid). From 
this angle, I shall study the social workers’ ways of relating to clients. 

Identifying professional discourse 
Elaborating on professional discourse, Bulcaen and Blommaert (1997) argue 
that communicative practices in a workplace setting are embedded in professio-
nal traditions. This means that although every act of communication is unique, 
actors draw on existing repertoires. The historical context of communicative 
practices, intertextuality, provides for the transfer of meanings over time and is 
characteristic of specific groups of people (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1997: 12). 
 In the case of professional traditions, Goodwin uses the concept of profes-
sional vision to explain the “socially organized ways of seeing and understanding 
events that are answerable to the distinctive interests of a particular social group” 
(Goodwin 1994: 606). For example, the activity of coding “transforms pheno-
mena observed in a specific setting into the objects of knowledge that animate 
the discourse of a profession” (ibid) and distinguishes it from other professions. 
 Specific forms of communication within a profession are jargon and ca-
tegorisation, referring to ways of structuring information into more or less 
orderly patterns (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1997: 13). Hall, Slembrouck and 
Sarangi explain for instance categorisation as “a set of processes which result 
in facts, opinions or circumstances being established as one type or category 
rather than another” (2006: 15). At the local level, looking at the way social 
workers relate to their clients and interpret cases indicates their professional 
expertise and shows what they prioritise. According to Edwards categorisation 
should be seen, once again, as a situated discursive practice; he argues: “ap-
proaching categorisation as a practice, rather than a semantic fait accompli, 
means dealing with talk’s situatedness (indexicality) and with its interactional 
and argumentative organisation (rhetoric)” (Edwards 1991).13 

13 Edwards here criticizes ignoring context and situatedness, like cognitive theorists do, in studying 
categorization and states: “It is decontextualization from situated practice that makes culture look 
like grammar, discourse like cognition, versions like theories” (Edwards 1991: 536).
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 The professional action of naming and defining cases provokes certain 
action scenarios (Mehan in Bulcaen and Blommaert 1999). For example, the 
categorisation of what is normal and what is deviant, and the decision-ma-
king that follows, entails professionals’ credibility and says something about 
the roles and identities they take on (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 36-38). Bul-
caen and Blommaert see professional vision, or professional tradition, as a 
normative frame, as an ideology used by professionals within the organisatio-
nal frame to determine and structure the interactions between social workers 
and clients (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1997: 13). Likewise, members of a given 
workplace community apply institutional labels and categories to clients and 
construct an “official case”. Even when categories (like “she fits into the cate-
gory of a special needs student”) are contested (“to treat this as an instance of 
special needs would amount to stretching the category too far”), “the very act 
of meta-communicating about a patient’s or client’s case directs institutional 
members towards their own categories and boundaries and serves to reinforce 
the institutional realities” (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 3).14 
 Bulcaen and Blommaert further state that professional traditions are 
shaped by ideological images from society; instances of professional practice 
are therefore “moments of discursive social construction that reproduce, trans-
form or repair a particular societal order” (1997: 14). Elaborating on the influ-
ence of society on professional ideology, Hall, Sarangi and Slembrouck argue 
that the positioning of social work towards specific issues, in their case child 
abuse, is “a product of historical, institutional and political processes” (Hall, 
Sarangi & Slembrouck 1997: 266). From this point of view, professional lan-
guage such as categorisation is rhetorical, meaning that talks in which social 
workers account for their practices (backstage activities) “are constrained by 
the kind of discourse practices that are accessible to them and are currently 
used” (ibid: 281). Stenson, who, within a Foucaultian framework, looks into 
the genealogy of shifting formations of social work, refers to the “wider envi-
ronmental practices” (Stenson 1993: 45) that shape social work and propo-
ses that professional discourses and practices should be viewed as “regimes of 
truth constructed through circuits of power and knowledge” (ibid). 

Interview accounts and observed practices
With a research focus on practicing social work in a workplace setting, I argue 
that observations of everyday work practices and interviews form a useful pair 
to study the facets of expressing meaning-making in actions and reflections 
on actions. In an attempt to capture the complex processes of meaning-ma-
king, this research combines observed interaction data and interview material. 
I consider both the accounts of social workers and their actual work practices 
to be performances of social work. From this point of view, the accounts of the 
social workers about their practices are used to interpret the observed practices. 
I assume that, in interactions with clients and between professionals, a number 

14 This claim may be related to Giddens’ concept of structuration. Fay explaining Giddens writes 
that action and structure are not antithetical, but that “structures enable actions, and actions pro-
duce and reproduce structures” (Fay 1998: 65).  
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of identifications and frames of reference of the participants may be left much 
more implicit, as opposed to those meanings made relevant in interviews. Ac-
counts from interviews may explicitly refer to wider frames; practices, on the 
other hand, may not always explicitly refer to these more abstract discourses. 
 From a methodological point of view, I distinguish between accounts, 
the stories people tell about their work, and the actual practices (or events), 
in which social work is performed in interaction with either clients or other 
professionals, in the sense that they represent different levels of meaning. The 
accounts of the interviewees “mark out the discourse produced when people 
are explaining actions” (Potter & Wetherell 1987: 74). But, as Hammersley 
and Atkinson point out, “accounts are not simply representations of the world; 
they are part of the world they describe and are thus shaped by the contexts in 
which they occur (Hammersley & Atkinson 1997: 126)”. 
 Following this line of thought, I stress overcoming the “strict dualism 
between what people say and what people do”, between talk from interviews 
and events from participant observation “as if they occupied different spheres 
of meaning”, and then refer to them as “different kinds of enactment” (Atkin-
son & Coffey 2001: 802-811). This “ironic contrast”, as Atkinson and Coffey 
call it, assumes that what people do is unproblematic in the sense of observing 
and describing it and sees what people say as a much more unstable category 
(ibid: 812). They argue that “by treating both the observed and the narrated as 
kinds of social action, we move beyond such simple articulations and instead 
reassert the methodological principle of symmetry” (ibid: 811). When we con-
sider both accounts and practices as action, interviews “need not be seen as 
poor surrogates or proxies for unobserved activities” (ibid: 813). 

Ethnographic interviews 
In the interviews with social workers I was interested in how they construct 
workplace activities and orientate to them (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 27). This 
approach of interviewing fits with the concept of the ethnographic interview 
used in studies on organisational and institutional processes to “learn how 
things work” through informants’ stories and descriptions (DeVault & McCoy 
2001). This way of interviewing does not focus on the individual experiences 
of the interviewees, but on searching for “relations of ruling that shape eve-
ryday life” (ibid: 771). DeVault and McCoy point to the ethnographic inter-
view corresponding to Smith’s approach of institutional ethnography15 and 
explicitly mention that interviewing is one part of doing institutional ethno-
graphy (2001: 771). In this mode of inquiry, the institution does not refer 
to a “determinate form of social organisation” (Smith in Sarangi & Roberts 
1999: 15), but to coordinated and intersecting work processes and courses of 
action taking place in multiple sites (DeVault & McCoy 2001: 753). Institu-
tional ethnography focusses on the everyday activities of specific individuals, 

15 Institutional ethnography derives from a feminist perspective on women’s work and sees work as 
“the ways in which people are actually involved in the production of their everyday world, examined 
with respect to how the world is organized by and sustains the institutional processes” (Smith in 
Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 28). 
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accentuating the way they are “hooked into, shaped by, and constituent of the 
institutional relations under exploration” (ibid: 753). In the case of frontline 
professionals, like social workers, they remark that these informants “make 
the linkages between clients and the ruling discourses, ‘working up’ the mes-
siness of an everyday circumstance so that it fits the categories and protocols 
of a professional regime” (ibid: 760). From this perspective, interviewees are 
“understood to be subject, in various ways, to discursive and organisational 
processes that shape their activities” (ibid: 753). 
 DeVault and McCoy also remind us that frontline professionals are used 
to speaking from within a ruling discourse (ibid: 760). Ethnographic inter-
viewing pays specific attention to the language of professional discourse, and 
intends to unpack the way informants use the institutional categories and in-
terpretive schemata they present (ibid: 767-768). For instance, they put for-
ward that an informant’s comment that the teacher “has a lot of ADHD kids” 
should trigger a researcher to ask the informant to describe what these kids are 
like, and how the teacher uses the concept of ADHD to organise work, and 
even beyond, to learn how the category of ADHD operates in the administra-
tion of schooling (ibid: 768). 
 I used insights from this approach to the extent that I asked interviewees 
to explain their categorisations of clients, and their dealings with the clients, 
and to tell stories about individual cases from their caseload. The latter I define 
as case-talk and explain my meaning below. 

Case-talk
Another interpretation of “account as work” is case-talk, a concept originally 
introduced by Pithouse and Atkinson (1988) to refer to stories social workers 
tell their supervisors, in which the professionals present client cases as coherent 
stories and account for their professional problem analysis and their interventi-
ons. The researchers argue that studying occupational or organisational cultures 
needs to take into account the ‘ethnopoetics’ of people-processing work (ibid: 
184) – that is, the rhetorical and narrative performances of social workers when 
talking about their practices. In this study, I apply the notion of case-talk in a 
broader way: I extend it to settings like meetings between and across professio-
nals, and also to the formal research setting of the interviewee with the researcher. 
Methodologically speaking, I take case-talk as both account and practice. Social 
workers not only explain their everyday work practice to other professionals or 
to the interviewing researcher, they also account for it by telling the story about 
a particular case. I refer here to Berger and Luckmann who define legitimation as 
a “process of ‘explaining’ and ‘justifying’. Legitimation explains the institutional 
order by ascribing cognitive validity to its objectivated meanings. Legitimation 
justifies the institutional order by giving a normative dignity to its practical im-
peratives” (Berger & Luckmann 1973: 111). In that sense, case-talk can be used 
as a means of displaying professional identification. 

2.2  Presentation of the data
Having presented the theoretical and methodological background of this study, 
I continue with the empirical data. The empirical study consists of a fieldwork 
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study in a social work department (Chapters 4, 5 and 6) and a historical study 
of the profession based on secondary sources (Chapter 3). In the following 
‘methods narrative’ (Yanow 2006), I discuss the fieldwork study, present the 
data and elaborate on my role as a researcher. 

Fieldwork
The fieldwork for this study was carried out in the social work department 
of a social service organisation over a period of three months in the fall of 
2003 (45 days in the period September to December). In the fall of 2004 (3 
days in November and December), I returned to the organisation to collect 
some additional data. During the main fieldwork period in 2003, I was pre-
sent at the organisation throughout normal working hours from 8.30 a.m. 
to 5.00 p.m. Beginning my fieldwork I spent weeks from Monday to Friday 
at Balance, and later my research agenda guided my presence on location. 
By that I mean that I organised my time at the organisation on the basis of 
fixed moments, like a team meeting, a session or an interview. In the main 
fieldwork period I wrote day reports containing field notes and reflections on 
appointments with organisation members. 
 The main research methods used were observing and interviewing. My 
research attention during the observations was on the activities in which 
social workers perform as professionals in interactions with clients and col-
leagues. The main observation material consists of 26 sessions, face-to-face 
interactions between social workers and clients. Further, I observed a series 
of different meetings between professionals at the organisation, and a few 
inter-professional meetings. The interview data consist of 23 formal inter-
views with employees at Balance. With fifteen social workers I conducted an 
in-depth interview. Here, the social worker explicated his/her frames of refe-
rence and legitimated everyday practices. The professional-client interaction 
is analysed considering the role of the professional in the conversation and 
the interaction between the social worker and the client. In the talks between 
social workers I focussed on how discourses on social work were negotiated. 
I also interviewed three other social workers using a different topic list. Be-
sides, I interviewed the three members of the management team and two 
other institutional voices. I also collected documents, primarily client files 
and organisational documents.

Exploring the field
As I was unfamiliar with social work when I started this study, before con-
ducting the fieldwork study I decided to have some talks with social workers 
in different organisations and with a teacher of social work education to 
get acquainted with the field. I also observed a full working day, from 8.30 
a.m. to 5.00 p.m. of a social worker working in a one-post office, where 
she counselled five clients that day, made reports, phone calls and a visit to 
a community centre. Throughout the day I asked her to explain her work 
practices. I used the information from this small pilot study to draw up the 
interview questions and the topic list for the observations of professional-
client sessions. 
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Access to the field
In order to preserve the anonymity of the organisation I cannot reveal in 
what way the contact has been established. So, I will start my description of 
my access to the field by telling about the first meeting I had with the social 
work manager of Balance in the summer of 2003. The manager had been 
working in the organisation for two years and recently there had been con-
siderable changes in policy, organisational structure and occupational shifts. 
As a result, she welcomed an outside study of the social work department. 
Her main interest was in professional social work. Although I emphasized 
that my subject was of the everyday practices of social workers and, in parti-
cular, of a diverse clientele, she reframed my statement and emphasized the 
research perspective as a more normative evaluation of professional practice 
or ‘good practice’. Nevertheless, in the following formal meeting with the 
managing director and the social work manager, no agreements were made 
about including topics in my research that met their request. No compro-
mises were made on my research proposal. The organisation gave me room 
to do what I had planned to do. The only form of reciprocity I could offer 
was to keep them informed about my results and present them to the or-
ganisation, as time was ripe for it. This I eventually did; one year after the 
first fieldwork period, I returned to the management with some preliminary 
results, and the request to do some additional research which they accepted. 
Finally, a year-and-a-half after the first fieldwork period, I presented the so-
mewhat more mature results of my fieldwork to the social work department, 
a meeting that was attended by seventeen employees. Although I did want 
to give something in return, the comments on my analysis that I received at 
this meeting, both validating and critical, were essential pieces in the process 
of analysing the data and writing up the case study. 

Being a researcher 
My role as researcher in the organisation was overt for all employees from the 
start. At the beginning of my fieldwork in 2003, I was given the floor by the 
director during an organisation-wide workshop. I explained that I would be 
doing research on the professional practice of social workers and that I would 
focus on dealing with a culturally diverse clientele. I was allowed access by the 
management to all sorts of meetings and to be present daily at the office. As to 
contacting employees, the social work manager proposed some key informants 
to interview and to observe during sessions with clients. I started contacting 
some of these people, and later I approached the social workers based on the 
information I learned from the interviews and being in the organisation in 
general. 
 I had an office that I shared with a social worker on the second floor of 
the building. This spot appeared to be a relatively central place because this 
floor is where the management offices were located, as well as some offices for 
social workers and the meeting hall. The fact that there were no consultation 
rooms might have influenced the backstage atmosphere in this part of the 
building. Insight into the primary process of dealing with clients was absent 
on this floor. Besides a work place, I had access to the computerized client file 
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system and the digital handbook, which consisted of protocols, policy docu-
ments and reference work. They also provided an email address for me in order 
to receive organisational messages. All this gave me the opportunity to follow 
the practitioners’ workdays. 
 Because the organisation is used to working with trainees, employees are 
familiar with showing these future social workers around, letting them sit in 
on the sessions with clients, and evaluating these professional-client interacti-
ons with them. I experienced that most of the social workers gave me the role 
of trainee, which resulted in there being no insurmountable barrier to letting 
me have a look behind the scenes. Also, social workers are used to discussing 
and reflecting on their practices with colleagues in formal meetings, as well as 
in corridor chats. As a result, social workers quite easily communicated with 
me about the performance of their work. It was more difficult to avoid answe-
ring the evaluative questions they posed to me like they do with trainees. They 
were so used to reflecting on what had just happened in the meeting with the 
client, that I had to find ways to refrain from telling them what I had observed. 
Usually I responded by asking them something about a specific intervention 
like, “Did I understand it correctly that you intended to do so and so?” in 
order for them to tell me more about their interpretation of the session. In 
other cases, I tried to explain to them that in my role as an observer I was in 
no position to give my opinion at that point in time. 
 During the sessions with clients, my position in the counselling room 
was on one of the four chairs set up around the low salon table. This made my 
presence quite visible, but it was perceived as the most natural place for me to 
sit. Usually, the social worker sat down next to the client or opposite the cli-
ent. My position always was in a way that allowed me to observe both persons. 
During the observations of the sessions, I made notes. Although I limited my 
actions during the session and intended not to get the attention of either the 
professional or the client, except during the introduction to the client and 
saying hello and goodbye, sometimes I was included in the actual interaction 
by eye contact. In some cases it appeared that the client looked me in the eyes 
waiting for my reaction, in other cases the client addressed some words to me 
to explain his/her situation. In one case, a young female client asked me not 
to mention negative things about the social worker because - as she said - she 
experienced so much help from her. In all of these cases I intended to limit 
my reaction by, for example, humming or smiling, but to stay as polite as pos-
sible. 
 To record the interactions, I used a portable mini-disc recorder. In some 
cases the tape recorder turned into a topic, if only for an instant. Although all 
clients and social workers were informed at every single session or meeting that 
the session would be taped, they noticed me activating the recorder, which 
I kept on my lap and put the small microphone on the arm chair so that it 
would not be too visible. During some meetings between social workers, the 
professionals joked to each other that all was being taped, or they commented 
or explained something about the meeting directly to the tape recorder. Some 
social workers also made remarks like, “You already made the minutes, didn’t 
you Marleen?! (Team Meeting 12.11.2003)”. 



40

40

Ma(r)king Differences in Dutch Social Work

Sessions between social workers and clients 
The social worker-client interaction material16 consists of 26 sessions with 
different clients. The client cases were selected by the social workers. The se-
lection condition I had as researcher was to have an equal number of so-called 
allochtonous and autochthonous clients in the data set following the organi-
sation’s definitions. The client registration system registers the client’s natio-
nal background through the institutional category “country of origin”. The 
registration system includes a second category called “origin” in which social 
workers define their client as “autochthonous”, “allochtonous” or “unknown”. 
Besides, I intended to vary the stages of the counselling process, that is, to 
include an intake interview, sessions in the middle of the social assistance, and 
a final session. I observed sixteen different professionals (eleven women and 
five men) in interaction with their clients. In two cases a trainee was involved; 
one time the trainee did the session on her own, in the other case a supervising 
social worker accompanied the trainee. Most of the time, the social worker 
described the client case before the session. In some cases, when the social 
worker had time, I interviewed him/her about the session afterwards as well. 

About the clients
Five clients are male and 21 are female. The age of the clients varied: the 
youngest client was fourteen and the oldest client was 70 years old (with an 
average age of 36,7 years). Half of the 26 clients are identified as ‘allochto-
nous’ by the organisational client file system, the other half as ‘autochtho-
nous’ clients. The backgrounds, or in one case the partial background (one 
of the clients had one Moluccan and one Dutch parent), of the thirteen al-
lochtonous clients are: Afghanistan (1), Bosnia-Herzegovina (1), Congo (1), 
Indonesia (1), Morocco (1), Molucca Islands (2), Somalia (1), Surinam (1) 
and Turkey (4). The client with an Indonesian background is male and the 
other clients are female. 
 Sixteen clients had an income around or under the minimum. According 
to the definition in the client registry system in use at that time, the minimum 
real income corresponded to about 910 euros. Two clients with a settlement of 
debts most likely have to be included in this group as well, but I do not have 
data to confirm it. Six clients lived on an income between the “minimum” and 
the “standard income” (a net of about 1590 euros), two clients had one-and-
a-half (a net of about 2270 euros) to two times the standard income (a net 
around 3410 euros). Their reasons for contacting the social workers varied: the 
clients had had referrals from either their general practitioner (8), a company 
doctor (2), school (1), youth work (2), women’s shelter (2), social juridical 
work (2), or the Regional Institute for Mental Welfare (RIAGG) (1). In one 
case the client was advised by friends to contact the social worker, in another 
case it was the client’s initiative (he had had help from a social worker before), 
and in six cases the reason was not reported in the client file. 

16 The data on the interactions with clients also include one group session for refugee women with 
stress at an asylum seekers’ residence. This is the only case in which I actively participated. On advice 
of the social worker, I joined the group. 
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 In order to estimate the urgency of cases, social workers allocate the ur-
gency on the basis of the first case-description from the registration, varying 
between 1 as highest priority and 3 as least priority (see Chapter 4 for more 
explanation on this part of the organisation’s allocation of cases). In thirteen of 
the 26 client files, the case was given urgency category 3. In three cases the client 
file mentioned the mid-level of urgency, category number 2. One case was cate-
gorised as an emergency case, meaning the highest urgency, category number 1. 
In nine cases the urgency category was not included in the client file. 
 In nineteen of the 26 cases the social work was registered in the client file 
system as process counselling (psychosocial assistance), two times it concerned 
counselling around the settlement of debts, once for budgetary supervising, in 
two other cases the social work was defined as writing a report proposing prio-
rity handling to the local housing cooperation which was considered as ‘short 
contact’ (the social assistance is limited to writing the report), and in two cases 
social work was classified as case management (mediating between different 
organisations). 
 A substantial number of cases in this corpus of data was related to relatio-
nal problems. Eleven female clients (eight allochtonous and three autochtho-
nous women) were dealing with relational problems or their aftermath. Eight 
allochtonous women had experienced physical and/or mental abuse by their 
partner. In three of these cases, the client file mentions a stay in a women’s 
shelter. Three allochtonous women were physically and/or mentally abused 
by their family-in-law. One allochtonous woman was said to also have ex-
perienced physical and/or mental abuse by her parents. At the time they got 
help from a social worker, six out of these eight women were in the middle 
of a divorce procedure or preparing to divorce. Five clients from Afghanistan, 
Congo, Morocco, Surinam and Turkey (one of the four cases) migrated to the 
Netherlands because of marriage or a family reunion. For at least four of the 
allochtonous women, there was at some point in the counselling uncertainty 
of getting a residence permit independent of their former partners. 

Setting of the observed sessions 
Most interactions, with a duration varying between 15 and 65 minutes, took 
place at the office of the social work institution. Eighteen sessions took place 
in consultation rooms. Due to a shortage of rooms, three sessions took place in 
an office of the management: to be exact, one in the office of the manager, one 
in that of the managing director, and one in the office of the policy maker. In 
one case the conversation took place outside, in the inner court behind the in-
stitution, where both the social worker and her client smoked cigarettes. Four 
interactions took place at an external location: two were home visits and two 
conversations took place in two different consultation rooms in a municipal 
institution for debt matters. 
 The latter setting, the municipal institution for debts matters, differed 
significantly from the counselling rooms in the social service organisation. The 
rooms at the institution are smaller and are more formally arranged with desks, 
instead of the salon-like tables of the social workers, the professional and the 
client were facing each other, and, a video camera followed the sessions for 
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security reasons. Also, because the building’s entrance door is locked, you need 
to ring the receptionist, and the employees’ offices section can only be entered 
with a card. This is in contrast to the free entrance in the building of Balance. 
Although aggression by the clientele was mentioned in some of the talks du-
ring the fieldwork period at Balance, I only heard of two cases of aggressive 
clients in the social work department during the three-month fieldwork pe-
riod. During the interviews, the social workers never discussed their strategy 
as far as violence was concerned in their counselling rooms. This is in contrast 
to the social juridical staff that was working next to them, in the same office. 
During one observation, a female worker in this field explained that she always 
positioned herself close to the door so she could leave quickly if necessary. 

Anonymity 
The sessions were taped only after being given permission by both the social 
worker and the client. The social workers explained to the clients beforehand 
that I studied the interaction between social workers and their clients and told 
them that I would attend the meeting, making notes and taping the conver-
sation without interfering in their dialogue. And, that the clients’ anonymity 
would be guaranteed. In order to guarantee anonymity and respecting the 
privacy of both social workers and clients, all references to people and places 
have been removed from the data. The 26 observed professional-client sessions 
were coded as CASE 1 up to CASE 26. 
 In three cases the session was not taped: in one case an official Turkish-
Dutch interpreter did not want the conversation to be recorded, in another 
case the client did not give permission, and in the third case the two social 
workers present did not want the session, a home visit where family and other 
professionals were also present, to be put on tape because they expected it 
would disturb their client. Observational notes of these three interactions have 
been used for analysis. 

Language
Most conversations were in Dutch. In four of the 26 occasions another langu-
age was involved. In one case the social worker used a Turkish-Dutch inter-
preter, who translated through the voice-over on the telephone. In a second 
case the spoken language was Dutch but the client from Somalia did not speak 
and understand Dutch, therefore the client’s nephew acted as the informant. 
The few questions the nephew could not answer were translated for the female 
client and answered by her. In the third case the client and the social worker 
(a trainee) were both native speakers of Turkish, yet during the conversation 
they combined Turkish with Dutch so the researcher could follow them. In 
the fourth case, the client with a Turkish background did not speak Dutch 
sufficiently and the social worker and the supervisor of the trainee, having a 
Turkish background, led the session and translated the conversations back and 
forth between Dutch and Turkish. In the latter two cases, a native speaker of 
both Turkish and Dutch transcribed and translated the Turkish parts of those 
two encounters. Next, these translations were double-checked by another na-
tive speaker of Turkish who speaks Dutch fluently. 
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Transcription
According to Fairclough, “producing a transcription of a spoken text inevitably 
entails fixing upon an interpretation of it” (Fairclough 1995: 199). Acknow-
ledging this, I explain some details about the way I transcribed the sessions so 
as to be as transparent as possible about how writing out may have influenced 
my analyses. For the taped interactions between social workers and clients (as 
well as the other taped meetings among professionals), I met up with Fairclou-
gh’s (1995: 229) idea of a minimal type of transcription in the sense that the 
transcriptions show overlap between speakers, pauses and silences. The obser-
vational notes I made about the participant’s actions (like non-verbal actions) 
are included in the texts as well. (for details, see Appendix 1 Transcription 
Conventions) 

Interviews with social workers
Fifteen in-depth interviews were held with social workers. A relatively large 
number of the interviewees are pre-selected by the social work manager, who 
had made a list of people I could contact. She did not press me to talk to these 
people and I had the freedom to select others if I wanted to, which I did. I ob-
served all interviewees in their interactions with clients as well; of the fourteen 
social workers I observed at least one session with each, in one case I observed 
a group session led by the interviewed social worker. 
 The interviewees vary in age, gender, ethnicity and years in service. Ten 
social workers are female, five of them are male.17 Three social workers have 
an allochtonous background (which means that I interviewed all three em-
ployees with an allochtonous background in the social work department); two 
so-called first-generation men from Aruba (part of Dutch overseas territories) 
and Turkey and one so-called second-generation young woman with a Turkish 
background, who was a trainee at the time of the main fieldwork period in 
2003. The age of the interviewed social workers varies between 23 and 55 
(with an average age of 38 years). In five interviews, religion was mentioned by 
the social workers themselves: four interviewees related to their Christianity, 
one interviewee to being a Muslim. 
 Ten interviewees have a work contract for at least four days a week. The 
interviewees vary in years of service between less than one year and 24 years. 
The interviewees’ average years of service at Balance is 5,7 years (the trainee is 
excluded because she is a temporary employee). Three interviewees have wor-
ked in the organisation for more than ten years, the other thirteen five years or 
less. As a result, most interviewees were able to reflect on past experiences in 
the institution. Some others, among them recently graduated social workers, 
related their work to their training. 
 The topic list of the semi-structured interview included the following 
themes: education and career, personal motivation and frames of reference 
relating to social work, everyday work practices, relating to clients, working 
with a culturally plural clientele and being a social worker in an organisation. 

17 In sum, the organisation counted seven male out of 31 social workers at that time. This implies 
an over-representation of men in the group of interviewees. 
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My intention to get a grip on both the professional discourse of social workers 
and their specific accounts and repertoires on dealing with a culturally plural 
clientele had its influence on the structuring of the interview. I first asked 
about their vision of social work and the relation between the social worker 
and the client. Then, I asked about dealing with a diversity of clients in general 
and problematized it by asking about cases in which the frames of reference of 
the client differed from the frames of reference of the social worker. In short, I 
asked about their experiences with dealing with a diverse clientele. After that, I 
introduced the theme of working in a ‘multicultural society’ (as this is the term 
which is commonly used in the Netherlands to refer to culturally plural set-
tings) or ‘cultural diversity’ (a more neutral idiom in terms of political conno-
tations). In the part on cultural diversity I did not ask their opinion on issues 
related to integration (unless they mentioned it themselves), but embroidered 
on the themes they came up with. In some interviews, social workers explained 
their ideas throughout their experiences with clients. Following Pithouse and 
Atkinson (1988), I will call these examples case-talk. After that, I returned to 
topics related to the organisation, such as the organisation’s policy, changes in 
policy, relations to colleagues, to the management and to other organisations. 
I explicitly asked the interviewees about their professional roles. Personal sto-
ries were less common in the interviews, but when they did appear they were 
often related to their motivation of career choice. As a result, in their answers 
the interviewees presented themselves in the formal role of social workers. I 
did not specifically ask social workers to reflect on their personal backgrounds 
or identifications, although some social workers related to it themselves. 
 All interviews, each lasting between 60 and 120 minutes, were taped and 
transcribed. Most interviews were held within the physical setting of the social 
work institution and during working hours. One interview with a trainee took 
place at the social work academy where she studied, one year after her trainee-
ship at Balance. 
 The interview data includes some other interview material as well. I in-
terviewed two social workers after the observation of a session and only in 
relation to that specific meeting with the client. In 2004, I interviewed a new 
trainee on the advice of the social work manager who was positive about her 
work style. I did not include this interview in the corpus of the fifteen in-depth 
interviews, but used it as additional information. In sum, I spoke with eight-
een social workers on a formal basis.

Institutional voices
Five additional interviews were held. I interviewed three members of the ma-
nagement team: the managing director of the institution, its social work ma-
nager and the organisation’s policy maker. The interviews focussed on their 
careers, their position in the organisation, the organisational policy, the rela-
tion between management and the social work department, their ideas about 
social work and about relating to clients. Additionally, I interviewed two other 
institutional voices: the coordinator of citizen’s Point to Report Discrimina-
tion (Meldpunt Discriminatie) because he had been a social work team leader 
before and could provide information about the organisation’s history, and one 
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member of the social juridical staff to get insight into the other main service 
department of Balance. For these interviews, a specific topic list was used. Here 
too, the interviews were taped and later transcribed. 

Observations of meetings between professionals
Besides interviews and observations of sessions, a third set of data was collec-
ted: meetings between social workers. This set consists of weekly meetings (10) 
during which the new clients are being distributed among the social workers, 
monthly meetings (4) where team matters are discussed, intervision groups (4) 
where social workers discuss difficult cases and personal professional matters 
with each other, working groups (3) on specific topics and the weekly meetings 
(2) during which a group of three social workers evaluate the urgency of the 
new applications. Some multidisciplinary meetings (4) have also been atten-
ded, like a meeting with general practitioners and a meeting with the medical 
staff of the asylum seekers’ residence. 
 Additionally, general fieldwork observations include observations of a 
consulting-hour of an employee of the social juridical department, the recep-
tion and waiting room, workshops for social workers and an organisation wide 
working group with the aim of obtaining a specific social service quality certi-
ficate (HKZ-certificate, see Chapter 4).

Client files
I collected the client files of the 26 clients I observed. I have also made use of 
the files of those clients, who were related to by social workers in interviews or 
in meetings with other professionals. In addition, going through the system, 
I selected and made prints of some of the files I thought to be useful cases to 
analyse the way social workers talk and write about their clients. In the analy-
sis, I defined these files as a backstage social work practice. 

Organisational documents
The document material includes among others documents from the organi-
sation’s internal digital handbook, a long-term policy plan (2002-2005), an-
nual reports of 2001, 2002 and 2003, a performance agreement document, a 
personnel policy document, job descriptions and protocols on the social work 
activities. These texts are mainly used in the chapter on the organisational 
context.
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Profession, State and Clients 
in Historical Perspective 

The development of social work as a discipline is profoundly related to the 
social and political history of the Netherlands. Social work has always had 
an ideological character insofar as dealing with people’s lives inevitably in-
volves views on society (see also De Boer & Duyvendak 2004: 51-52; Koenis 
1993). Consequently, the relationship of social work to the state, its position 
in society, the changing position of social groups, and general political and 
social changes in the Netherlands have always influenced the organisation, 
content and aim of social work. The history of the social sector has already 
been studied extensively from very different angles, to be able to interpret 
various movements in society (see among others Bervoets 1993; Dercksen & 
Verplanke 1987; Gastelaars 1985; Hueting 1989; Koenis 1993; Neij 1989; De 
Regt 1984; Waaldijk 1996; Waaldijk, Van der Stel & Van der Laan 1999). In 
this chapter I use an historical perspective to find leads for assessing the current 
performance of social work. 
 The historical overview I present in this chapter focusses on three main 
issues: 1) the institutionalisation of social work – that is, the relation between 
the state and social work and its influence on the organisation of social work, 
2) the development of social work as a profession, and 3) the changing per-
ceptions about how to relate to people in need and about the social worker’s 
potential clientele. It traces the continuities and changes in the social work dis-
course since the beginnings of social work as a profession more than a century 
ago. The development of social work is particularly related to the discourses 
concerning social policy, pillarisation, and professional social work (Gastelaars 
& Van der Haar 2007). 
 Social policy refers to the development of the Dutch welfare state. Pilla-
risation refers to an institutionalised structure of social organisations along de-
nominational lines that is often considered typically Dutch. The organisations 
within the Protestant, Catholic, and Liberal pillars were required to operate ac-
cording to state regulations and professional standards, but were ideologically 
autonomous. Pillarisation was relevant until the 1970s and created a pattern 
of cultural socialisation that may have lasted to this day (Gastelaars & Van der 
Haar 2007). Professional social work deals with the development of social work 
into a discipline. Focussing on the way the state, society and the profession 
have dealt with diversity within Dutch society, I present two examples: dealing 
with the ‘unsocial’ and dealing with migrants. In each of these, I acknowledge 
the embeddedness of professional social work in a specific period, drawing on 
a historical study by Rath (1991). These intermezzos, as I call them, illustrate 
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the ideological component of social policy, which for a long time focussed on 
the ‘repair’ of those people that were categorised as ‘others,’ in the sense that 
they deviated from the hegemonic standards. 
 In this chapter I present three intermezzos, which I differentiate from other 
texts because of their different style. Whereas in the rest of the chapter I mainly 
describe and explain historical events and tendencies based on historical studies, 
the intermezzos have the explicit aim of comparing and contrasting specific his-
torical developments based on analyses derived from the historical studies.
 The basic principle of this chapter amounts to the use of fragments from 
social work history to provide insights that can deepen the interpretation of the 
current discourse in social work. Accordingly, it appears to be quite distant from 
the everyday practices of social workers that I focus on in the rest of the study. It 
clarifies some of the discourse that social workers relate to, to this day. 

Establishing the profession
In the aftermath of the Second World War, after 1945, social work became re-
cognised as an established profession amongst other professions (Koenis 1993: 
19). Social work shook its image of being a marginal profession and became 
the “self-evident modern answer to all social disruption” (Waaldijk 1999: 117) 
such as the uprooted youth, the loneliness of the ‘man in the crowd’ and the 
need for repair of the family structure. Social workers had “quietly convinced 
the political elites (Liberal, Social Democrats, Protestants and Catholics) that 
social work should be an indispensable supplement to all welfare provisions” 
(Waaldijk 1996: 127). In addition to politicians and religious leaders, social 
workers became involved in the national debates on post-war reconstruction 
policies (Waaldijk 1999: 118; Waaldijk 1996: 123). At the same time, social 
work as a profession was modernising. 
 Although the profession had been developing before the Second World 
War, the introduction of social casework as a new method18 at that time seems 
to represent a new social work ideology as well (Koenis 1993). Social work 
provided a fresh link between a democratic, ever-changing society on the one 
hand, and, on the other, people needing to adjust (ibid). Before the war, so-
lutions to the social problems of individuals were sought in religious terms, 
but now, space was created for a professional answer (Waaldijk 1999: 118). 
This development culminated in the establishment of a Department of Social 
Work (MW) in 1952 which had the specific task of managing the everyday 
life of those who needed adjustment, or at least of fighting deviant behaviour 
(Gastelaars 1985: 177; Waaldijk 1996: 123). In 1955, the so-called General 
Social Work (Algemeen Maatschappelijk Werk, AMW), defined at that time as 
an “emergency treatment for individuals who were in trouble with their envi-
ronment”, obtained subsidy from the department as a newly recognised area 
of work (Michielse, quoted by Gastelaars 1985: 179). 

18 Following certain definitions of professionalism (Wilensky 1964; Freidson 1986), the introduc-
tion of this new method and its legitimisation as a discipline would be identified as a demarcation 
in a professionalisation process. The foundation of its first school in 1899 would fall under this 
definition as well.
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3.1 Start of social policy: poor relief as forerunner of social   
 work
This glorious highlight in the history of social work, defined as “modern social 
work” by Koenis (1993: 49),19 must be understood against the background of 
helping people who live in poverty. For that reason, I now turn for a moment 
to the second half of the nineteenth century and elaborate on the relationship 
between state and society, as it developed at that time. 
 During the greater part of the nineteenth-century, politics in the Net-
herlands had been dominated by the liberal assumption that people had the 
full responsibility to take care of their own livelihood themselves (Neij 1989: 
10). As the government at that time did not provide anything to those who 
could not support themselves, poor people were dependent on private and 
religious provisions that were usually initiated by the upper classes (Dercksen 
& Verplanke 1987: 11-12; Neij 1989: 10). Motivated by charity (caritas) and 
philanthropy, middle class women working as volunteers were usually the ones 
who provided poor relief (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987). The Poor Act (Ar-
menwet) of 1854 had decreed by law that the state was not responsible for ta-
king care of the poor, and that only in cases where other organisations refused 
help would the local government facilitate with money and goods (Bervoets 
1999: 26).
 This liberal idea that the state was not responsible for its citizens, howe-
ver, changed when the consequences of a rapidly industrialising society became 
manifest. In the Netherlands, industrialisation set in especially rapidly after the 
second half of the nineteenth century. The industrial blue-collar classes became 
an important group (De Regt 1984: 18). Simultaneously, the number of urban 
residents increased; as a result of both natural growth in population and the high 
number of national immigrants – these being mostly rural residents who hoped 
to find work in the cities and brought their families with them (De Regt 1984: 
24-25). The cities were not able to accommodate all the newcomers, and the 
sharp increase of cities’ populations caused huge housing problems. Although se-
parate working class areas were built outside old city boundaries after 1870, the 
rents were often too high for many blue-collar workers, forcing the poor to live 
in the slums of the already overcrowded neighbourhoods in the city centres. As 
a consequence of the Housing Act (Woningwet) of 1901, new houses were built 
and housing conditions were addressed from a legal point of view. Nevertheless, 
the actual influence of these measures did not become noticeable until after the 
end of First World War in 1918. Increasingly, the working class differentiated 
as well: the better skilled and more highly paid labourers moved out of the ni-
neteenth century neighbourhoods; those who stayed behind in the slums of the 
city centres formed the most marginal part of the working class (Dercksen & 
Verplanke 1987: 12-19; De Regt 1984: 24-26). 

19 Koenis (1993) defines social workers at that time as “moderns”, by analogy with the modern 
sociologists. The term “modern sociologists” refer to the generation of sociologists who, after the 
Second World War, aimed at the scientification of sociology as a discipline and strove for the use of 
social science-based information by policy bodies (Gastelaars 1985: 185-188). For a discussion on 
sociology as a discipline and its relation to social policy, see the dissertation of Gastelaars (1985).       
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 As a result of the economic growth, social life - especially in the cities 
- changed dramatically at the time (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987). The old 
class-ridden society developed more and more contrast between wage labou-
rers and capitalists (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987). By 1899, 77 percent of the 
labour force was wage-earning, whereas in former days most people had been 
self-employed (De Regt 1984: 18). Labourers began to organise themselves in 
trade unions to improve their position and working conditions. For example, 
as a result of the increasing demand for workers, employees were in a position 
to claim higher wages (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 12-14). 
 At the same time, some of the middle class – particularly the progres-
sive liberals – began to change their ideas about social relations. This group 
of liberals realised that a social uplifting of the working class, to be achieved 
through improving their working conditions and living conditions, schooling 
and moral education, would be beneficial to the national economy. In 1886 
the progressive liberals took the initiative to lead a parliamentary inquiry into 
the conditions in factories and work places. The outcome resulted in the La-
bour Law of 1889, which restricted the working hours of women and children 
and prescribed labour inspection (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 13). Accor-
ding to Gastelaars (1985: 54), it is no coincidence that the first employment 
legislation focussed on women and children; the state emphasised protection 
of the family as the cornerstone of society. Another result of the inquiry was 
that the general public, especially the bourgeoisie, came to realise the severity 
of the conditions of the working class. It then was generally endorsed in public 
opinion that state regulations were needed to improve them (Dercksen & Ver-
planke 1987: 14).
 The confessional parties, however, opposed state intervention and pre-
ferred to let solutions be found within the own religious circle. Despite their 
resistance, however, and as a result of the actions of the social democrats and 
the progressive liberals, a series of labour laws was implemented around the 
turn of the century (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 12-14). Eventually, the as-
sumption of the generalised self-sufficiency of the individual appeared unfeasi-
ble: it was acknowledged that individual livelihood was becoming more and 
more dependent upon economic circumstances (Neij 1989: 21). These series 
of Labour Laws20 mark the start of social policy and the rise of the Dutch wel-
fare state. 
 
Modern poor relief 
The ‘uplift of the working classes’, as it was described in those days, did not re-
late only to workers’ circumstances, it also meant the re-education of working 
class families to ensure that they would pursue a higher morality. Qualities like 
sense of duty, self-control, thrift and willingness to work were central issues 
(Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 14). Both the Christian parties and the progres-
sive liberals aimed at a so-called civilisation offensive which became an essen-
tial part of poor relief (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 14; Neij 1989: 20). At the 

20 The series of social laws began with the child protection legislation of 1874.  
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turn of the twentieth century, progressive liberals set up community centres 
for common people with the intention of bringing together the rich and the 
poor. They aimed at “a rational and moral development” of the working class, 
including not only education but also “a way of life that enhances a democratic 
and tolerant society” (Nijenhuis 1987: 14). Community centres for youth and 
factory girls were established as well (ibid: 330).
 The introduction of modern poor relief and public housing work, 
which can both be considered as projects of “lifestyle management” (see Gas-
telaars 1985), can be identified as the forerunners of the re-education work 
aimed at the so-called unsocial. As a rule, middle class women performed 
the work (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 14). Social interventions related 
to public housing were based on the idea that proper housing would solve 
the problem of poverty. Female public housing inspectors (woonopzichteres-
sen) visited the families living in rented houses and checked “whether the 
life styles of the tenants fit their new dwellings” (ibid: 17). These housing 
inspectors, trained in the first School for Social Work, on which I will elabo-
rate later, imposed their lifestyle norms upon these families to a great extent. 
They actually even had the authority to warn the families that they would 
be turned out if they did not conform (ibid: 14-18). Van der Lans, Medema 
and Räkers (2003: 14) focus on another interpretation of this ‘moral black-
mail’, as the civilisation offensive nowadays is often portrayed; they consider 
the work of these volunteers to be a significant contribution to the process of 
cultural emancipation of the working classes. The idea of this inspection was 
introduced by one of the founders of social work in the Netherlands, Hélène 
Mercier (1839-1910). 
 In traditional poor relief, voluntary workers from private charitable in-
stitutions visited the homes of the poor and provided selective financial sup-
port on the condition that the families would follow their moral education. 
Modern poor relief criticised this traditional poor relief and instead aimed at 
rationalisation and organisational skills (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 15). In 
1890, the social liberal Marie Muller-Lulofs (1854-1954), who is identified 
as one of the key people in this modernisation of poor relief, founded an as-
sociation for the improvement of poor relief (Vereeniging tot Verbeetering van 
Armenzorg). She argued that traditional private poor relief had been too sen-
timental and arbitrary, the religious organisations had been too preoccupied 
with converting people and were not sufficiently able to guarantee religious 
freedom, and civil poor relief was too bureaucratic (Bervoets 1999: 26). Mul-
ler-Lulofs emphasised that poor relief and social policy had to go together. In 
her view, poor relief needed to combine both an individualising and a collec-
tive approach; individual help would not make any sense if societal problems 
were not improved (Bervoets 1999: 24-27). 
 She was predominantly concerned with the relationship between the so-
cial worker and the client and accentuated that self-reflection and empathy 
were crucial characteristics of social workers. In her view, the education of 
those involved in what is called modern poor relief needed to include “insight 
into social relations, formation of moral judgement, respect for other life prin-
ciples and life styles, and self-knowledge” (Bervoets 1999: 30). She argued that 



52

52

Ma(r)king Differences in Dutch Social Work

volunteers had to be instructed in these new insights (ibid: 28). Hence, it was 
Muller-Lulofs, together with, among others, the writer and feminist Mercier 
and the editor of the Social Magazine (Sociaal Weekblad) Arnold Kerdijk, who 
took the initiative to found the first School for Social Work in Amsterdam in 
1899. Its foundation is generally considered a symbolic milestone in the for-
mation of the profession in the Netherlands (Waaldijk, Van der Stel & Van der 
Laan 1999: 1).
 Originally, the school focussed on female students, which was no sur-
prise because those taking care of the poor were usually middle class women. 
Mercier and Muller-Lulofs linked the emancipation of women directly to 
social work. Accordingly, the beginnings of the first wave of feminism, and 
the emancipation of the working classes coincided in the Netherlands. (cf. 
Bervoets 1999: 31; cf. Bervoets 1993) According to Bervoets, Muller-Lulofs’ 
emphasis on stimulating self-help, “which aimed at maintaining autonomy 
and avoiding stigmatisation”, is related to the contemporary social work aims 
of “tailor-made help” and empowerment (Bervoets 1999: 27). However, and 
in contrast to this, the disciplining of the working classes continued to be a 
central issue in social work for decades. 
 The implementation of the Renewed Poor Act in 1912, in which Mul-
ler-Lulofs was also involved, meant that the state increasingly financed social 
care initiatives. It also began to regulate the coordination and cooperation of 
poor relief (Bervoets 1999: 26; Gastelaars 1985: 54). The social care organi-
sations that were subsidised by the state were mostly of a “confessional signa-
ture” (Gastelaars 1985: 55). Also, governmental assistance was provided when 
family or private organisations would or could not offer help (Van der Valk 
1986: 4; Koenis 1993: 27).
 Until 1940, skilled and paid social work was concentrated in the fields 
of poor relief, child protection and housing inspection (Fransen 1991: 43). All 
other kinds of welfare activities, such as housing, health care and care of the 
elderly were still part of traditional poor relief (Van der Valk 1986: 112). Ac-
cording to Van der Valk (1986), in the years hereafter, the accent of social care 
began to move away from including only the poor and began to include, for 
example, the ill and the old. Moreover, Van der Valk emphasises that, increa-
singly, activities in the socio-cultural sphere and in social work were initiated 
for the public interest, and were no longer only out of concern for the poor 
(1986: 111-112). 
 Social work itself did not really differentiate until after the Second World 
War (Fransen 1991: 43-44; De Boer & Duyvendak 2004: 22). As a result of 
the many social needs that were observed during the post-war reconstruction 
era of the Netherlands, a wide range of social activities arose, all under the 
name of social work, replacing the traditional voluntary work (Fransen 1991: 
44). According to Fransen, the improvement of relationships and the self-de-
velopment of the individual became new themes in the practice of social wor-
kers (ibid). In 1946 the Dutch Association for Social Work (Nederlandse Ver-
eniging voor Maatschappelijk Werk, NVMW), representing a number of these 
social work activities, was created out of the Dutch Association of Poor Relief 
and Benevolence (Neij 1989: 111). The NVMW advocated the idea of one 
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general association that all social work organizations could join. Central aims 
of the association were: first, to represent social work; second, to coordinate 
the communication between the various organisations; and third, to advise the 
government (ibid: 112). 
 At the same time, the “old discussion in welfare about the separation 
between the church and the state, and about individualism versus collectivism” 
was rekindled (Neij 1989: 112). This debate could ultimately be traced back 
to the confessional preference for independent religious and private organisa-
tions on the one hand, as opposed to a socialist preference on the other. The 
latter defended an increase of state involvement, coupled with a functional 
decentralisation of the efforts that were involved (Neij 1989: 42). Individual 
social work increased rapidly and pillarisation was re-established, as more and 
more religious institutions – founded by the so-called private initiative and 
supported by the government – were established in an attempt to control the 
population along pillarised lines (Neij 1989: 232-233). 
 The Department of Social work that was established in 1952 was the 
result of a tendency that started in the late forties, in which the central go-
vernment became interested in the infrastructure of social services created by 
churches and private organisations working on the so-called management of 
everyday life (Gastelaars 1985). Having begun with the founding of several 
projects related to moral education of citizens, they soon realised that what 
was actually needed was the coordination of social work and welfare un-
der one department (WRR 2004: 84). The confessional parties (mainly the 
Catholics) eventually established their influence on social policy (including 
their propaganda for the ‘healthy family’). For the social democrats, howe-
ver, it involved a cabinet compromise (Gastelaars 1985: 30) in which, on the 
one hand, state intervention was established, but on the other hand the so-
called sovereignty within the pillar was maintained (Fransen 1991: 50). The 
Department of Social Work explicitly aimed at the professionalisation of the 
re-education work and focussed on scientific research. This tendency corres-
ponded with a growing number of schools for social work: before 1940 the 
Netherlands counted four schools; in 1958 their number rose to fifteen day 
schools, which were, from that time onwards, renamed as “social academies” 
(Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 202). 
 The Department worked on the basis of providing subsidies to organi-
sations, which predominantly turned out to be of a confessional signature. 
More and more qualified employees entered these particular organisations. 
Before the war, solutions to the social problems of individuals were sought 
in religious terms; now, space for a professional answer was created, although 
the confessional influence remained (Waaldijk 1999: 118). Gastelaars, fol-
lowing Van Loo’s analysis of poor relief, pays attention to another peculiar 
development of those days: while the state gradually took over all aspects 
of material assistance, the religious or pillarised social service organisations 
began to emphasise the immaterial component of social work and turned 
it into a separate form of assistance (Gastelaars 1985: 179). Although the 
pillars regained their position after 1945, an intention of ‘ideological neu-
tralisation’ of social policy gradually was introduced as well, and social work 
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intended to “avoid the imposed standard moral” (ibid: 177-178). Although 
Gastelaars says that the Department remained pillarised in terms of ideologi-
cal inspiration, this intention implied a shift from religious norms to a focus 
on ‘the social’ in social policy, which implied, in its turn, that one aimed at 
social cohesion on the basis of an integrated culture in the Netherlands as a 
whole (ibid: 178). Gastelaars quotes Minister Marga Klompé21 who phrased 
the social task of the department as being to “adjust groups or categories to 
the larger community” (ibid: 178). The target groups of this policy were 
identified as “migrants, repatriated [from Indonesia – ibid: 180], refugees 
[among others from the Eastern bloc – ibid: 180], so-called unadjusted fa-
milies” who “frequently are insufficiently integrated” (Klompé, quoted in 
Gastelaars 1985: 178). Another illustration of this movement is that in ad-
dition to the traditional special attention for the individual and the family, 
community development was also included. 
 As a consequence, deviant behaviour remained to be perceived as a pro-
blem that needed to be dealt with by the government. But, from the sixties 
onward, deviance was reinterpreted as ‘dysfunctional’ instead of ‘bad’ and the 
solution became adjustment to “a new modern prevailing lifestyle” (Gastelaars 
1985: 213). The ‘end of ideology’ also applied to the pillars, if not to their 
organisations, and it moved the ideal of social policy towards individual self-
control; accordingly, the norms appeared not to be imposed, although they 
were nevertheless presented to the people as generally applicable norms (Gas-
telaars 1985: 162). Neij relates to this prevalence of the public interest over the 
private and religious initiatives as the socialisation (vermaatschappelijking) of 
social work (Neij 1989: 143). 

3.2  Casework as a new strategy in social work 
A bit earlier, but very much related to the discussion presented above, the 
social casework method was introduced into the social work repertoire. This 
was a major step in the professionalisation of the discipline. Koenis identifies 
four dimensions that differentiated the so-called modern social workers from 
their traditional counterparts: 1) poor people were called “clients”; 2) these 
clients were entitled to help from the government, instead of being dependent 
on religious charity or bourgeois philanthropy; 3) helping people was seen as a 
duty of a democratic society; and 4) amateurism was replaced by professional 
help (Koenis 1993: 21). 
 As a matter of fact, these insights of social casework had not been com-
pletely new when they became dominant in social work after the Second 
World War. As we have seen in a work published in 1916, Muller-Lulofs had 
already pioneered this individualising approach to help. According to Neij, 
this so-called scientific approach of social work disappeared from the reper-
toire again until the introduction of social casework after 1945 (1989: 227). 
Ideas about modern social work largely came from the United States, where 

21 Marga Klompé (member of the Catholic People’s Party) became the first female minister in The 
Netherlands in 1956. She succeeded Frans van Thiel, who had been Minister of Social Work bet-
ween 1952 and 1956. (source: http://www.parlement.com, website consulted on 7.8.2006) 
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Mary Richmond had published her book What is social casework? in 1922. She 
emphasised the need for individual mediation between client and society and 
discussed various methods and skills for providing individual social assistance 
(Waaldijk 1996). According to Waaldijk, Richmond was part of a generation 
of middle-class women (also including British, German and Dutch women) 
who, between 1900 and 1950, had “helped to modernise the practical, applied 
side of organised charity into social work” (Waaldijk 1996: 118). The Dutch 
translation of Richmond’s book was published in 1926 and was the first on 
the subject to appear in the Netherlands. To Richmond, a relationship bet-
ween social workers and clients as “equal partners in cooperation” represented 
democracy. In her view, social work had to be a combination of changing the 
environment and changing the individual, and must establish a firm relation-
ship between prevention and cure. 
 Waaldijk argues, however, that in contrast to the United States, social 
work in the Netherlands was not about the legitimation of the welfare state. 
As a consequence, Richmond’s political argument was not an issue for Dutch 
social workers. The latter saw social work, which consisted of individual as-
sistance, as “a moral obligation of true charity” (Waaldijk 1996: 122). Before 
the Second World War, social workers – mostly women – in the Netherlands 
were defending their task within the pillarised political culture. At that time 
they aimed at convincing the churches and local authorities to improve social 
work training. They considered it a moral duty, in which womanly tasks are 
performed (ibid: 123). Dutch social workers were primarily fighting “paterna-
lism and authoritarianism in the practice of relief-giving” (ibid: 123). Within 
the context of the social workers’ effort of “liberating individual help from 
proselytising and clerical influence”, Waaldijk argues that the Dutch mistrans-
lation of Richmond’s text led to her point being misinterpreted as a one-sided 
effort: “the adjustment of a human being to his environment” (ibid: 122).
 Besides, the social workers in the Netherlands themselves did not claim 
either “superior knowledge about social problems” nor academic careers or 
jobs in social policy in the 1920s and 1930s, as opposed to their American col-
leagues (ibid: 123). According to Waaldijk, this hampered their professional 
authority and may have also had consequences for the ensuing development 
of the profession (ibid: 123). After the Second World War, a political consen-
sus was reached about the so-called national welfare provisions; social work 
rapidly became involved in organising social services (ibid: 124). 
 Under these circumstances, Marie Kamphuis (1907-2004), who became 
known as one of the icons of ‘social casework’ in the Netherlands, introduced 
the American concepts of social casework to Dutch social workers. Her in-
tention was to “improve the level of social work” (Kamphuis 1950: xii). She 
herself was trained in the 1930s, when social workers barely participated in 
socio-political debates. Accordingly, she did not consider the legitimation of 
state-provided social security to be at stake (Waaldijk 1996: 124). Kamphuis, 
who was a principal of the school for social work in the northern city of Gro-
ningen, had made a study trip to the United States of America. In 1948, the 
new method was introduced in the education of social workers (Neij 1989: 
230). 
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 Her book, with the same title as Richmond’s publication What is social 
casework?, appeared in 1950 and was dedicated to the application of social 
casework to the Dutch situation. In it, Kamphuis presented both the ideolo-
gical principles and their practical consequences for the actual performance of 
the profession. In this perspective, social casework was to be understood as a 
method and a process in which the mutual contact and relationship between 
client and professional were to be the central issues. The book’s aim was to mo-
bilise clients to “adapt in a better way” to their social context (Waaldijk 1999: 
121; see also Neij 1989: 225). The new method of doing casework entailed 
conversation techniques and reporting, as well as studying the development of 
the cases (Neij 1989: 227). Kamphuis emphasised the interrelatedness of the 
social and the psychological (Kamphuis 1950: 21). As Koenis demonstrates, 
in earlier days social work mainly looked at “social problems as an effect of 
socio-economic circumstances, but the so-called modern social work approach 
also incorporated scientific insights from psychology, psychoanalysis and psy-
cho-technique and began to focus on social-psychic factors” (Koenis 1993: 23, 
26). Kamphuis’ interest in a psychoanalytical approach derived from another 
American social worker, Charlotte Towle, who published the “first on-the-job 
training of social workers in public assistance offices” (Waaldijk 1996: 123). 
 Kamphuis introduced the fundamental social work rule of ‘starting where 
the client is’ into the Dutch social work repertoire (Kamphuis 1950: 52; Waal-
dijk 1999: 123). She also explicitly introduced the notion of client, which un-
til that time was not very common and was used only by lawyers (Neij 1989: 
227). She preferred this term to the “patronising use of ‘klantjes’ (diminutive 
of customers)” (Kamphuis 1950: 18) in order to accentuate that social work is 
a professional human service (Waaldijk 1999: 122, 125; Neij 1989: 227).22 As 
for the practical tools, Kamphuis argued that, for example, a counselling room 
needed to express “a calming atmosphere in which confidentiality and a he-
althy professionalism (zakelijkheid) can contribute to the development of the 
talk” (Kamphuis 1950: 36). At the end of her book she presents and discusses 
some cases and reflects on the interventions of the presented social workers 
and their consequences. In an interview years later, Kamphuis reflected on the 
incorporation of casework: 

“Actually, it is casework that has taught us to listen to the client. Before its intro-
duction, the [case worker] (who, by the way, was not at that time known by that 
term) came across very moralistically, gave advice and prescribed to the client 
what he must do, in that respect by using persuasion. If the client did not do what 
had been suggested to him, it was then his own fault and he alone was to blame 
for the fact that he remained in his situation. The ideal image was that of a com-
petent social worker, working truly out of the goodness of his (usually her) heart, 
but who certainly must not allow him-/herself, especially by clients, to be made a 
fool of and who could say: ‘That’s just how it is!’” (Citation from interview with 
Marie Kamphuis, Jagt 1990: 19)

22 Kamphuis adopted this view from Mary Richmond (Neij 1989: 227).
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From the above fragment it can be concluded that social casework should be 
regarded as the official introduction of the currently still dominant tenets of 
client-centeredness into social work (“It wasn’t until casework was introduced 
that we actually learned to listen to the client”). Since then, social casework has 
been commonly referred to as individual social work (Neij 1989: 226; Koenis 
1993: 51). 
 Kamphuis’ influence on modern social work has been considerable. Koe-
nis, when referring to Kamphuis’ work, even speaks of the “new social work 
ideology” (Koenis 1993: 21). Skilled social workers were encouraged to incor-
porate a therapeutic competence into their professional repertoire, and move 
their profession in the direction of mental health care (De Goei 2001: 197-
198). However, this incorporation of insights from Freudian psychology into 
the social work repertoire and the use of terms like ‘therapy’ incited different 
reactions from religious organisations (Kamphuis 1950; Neij 1989: 230-231). 
The introduction of casework, implying a modernisation of social work, re-
sulted in a discussion about whether it was a profession or a version of pas-
toral/spiritual care (Koenis 1993). According to Hens (2002: 130), it was the 
client’s entitlement to self-determination that formed the ultimate barrier to 
social assistance being linked to religious principles. For the “moderns”, the 
fate of society, rather than that of the pillars, shaped their frame of reference 
(Koenis 1993: 48). They did believe that professional social work could be 
seen as a pillar-neutral technique that could fit very well into the existing pil-
larised organisations (Koenis 1993: 49). According to Waaldijk (1996: 125-
126), Kamphuis explained how psychoanalytical methods were compatible 
with Christian charity and, as a result, would justify scientific social work in 
a context in which charity was considered a Christian obligation – and this is 
precisely what happened. Although each denomination reacted differently to 
the introduction of social casework as a method, most of them used its rooting 
in a Freudian psychology to their own benefit (Neij 1989: 232). Koenis (1993: 
36) even argues that despite the criticisms of the confessional parties about the 
so-called modern social work, it is within these pillarised arrangements that 
social casework developed its established position. 
 Embracing social casework meant a demarcation of the profession. Ac-
cording to Waaldijk, Kamphuis “liberated social work from its pillarised intel-
lectual isolation” (1999: 113). Psychiatrists, however, resisted the incorpora-
tion of casework into social work. According to Kamphuis, the doctors were 
resentful that social workers used insights from their science without having 
an academic background themselves (De Goei 2001: 197). According to De 
Goei, there may even have been a gender issue at stake: in the fifties, psychi-
atrists were mostly men, whereas social workers were predominantly women 
(De Goei 2001: 198). She claims that the introduction of the casework method 
not only established the professional status of social workers, but may have 
contributed to the emancipation of women as well (De Goei 2001: 198).
 To this day, social casework is recognised as an important demarcation; 
the current Professional Code of the NVMW still situates casework as the 
main method of the profession (followed by group social work, family coun-
selling, etc.). It considers casework to be ultimately significant for the develop-
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ment of the discipline and recalls that casework gained its prominent place in 
the social work education program shortly after 1948 (NVMW 1999: 16). 

INTERMEZZO 1: Dealing with the ‘unsocial’ in social work 
After the end of the Second World War in 1945, the so-called ‘fight against 
unsocialness’ (onmaatschappelijkheidsbestrijding) became an essential matter 
in the Netherlands; the government focussed on the reparation of the dis-
rupted nation and appealed to ideas of a “healthy family life in order to ge-
nerate economic and social recuperation” (Neij 1989: 41). The re-education 
policy was to some extent diversified; socially weak families could be treated 
on the spot with social and psychotherapeutic assistance, but those families 
that were classified as anti-social had to be removed from society and isola-
ted in re-education camps,23 and were not allowed to return to society until 
a so-called pedagogic-social-psychiatric treatment was applied (Dercksen & 
Verplanke 1987: 101). In contrast to the individualising approach in the USA 
and England as discussed earlier, the Netherlands followed a segregation policy 
(Van Wel 1999: 148-149). Re-education camps became an object of study for 
psychiatrists, psychologists, educationalists and sociologists (Dercksen & Ver-
planke 1987: 107). As to their professionalisation, the emphasis moved rapidly 
towards a skilled and professional staff (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 111). 
Until the beginning of the fifties, the personnel of the re-education areas and 
complexes still predominantly consisted of untrained people and volunteers. A 
decade later almost all social workers were educated at schools for social work 
(Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 202). 
 In 1914, for the first time, the term ‘inadmissible families’ was used to 
indicate those families who, as a result of their way of life, were seen as pro-
blematic. According to Dercksen & Verplanke (1987: 240), the officials of the 
Amsterdam housing service used the term for those who did not pay their rent 
regularly, were considered troublemakers and did not keep their houses in a 
proper state. For men, the criterion of being unsocial was their working ethos; 
for women it was the way they organised their domestic affairs (ibid: 247). 
Big cities created separate locations or ‘housing arrangements’ (woonscholen) 
for educational purposes, led by an inspector, and it was there that these fa-

23 According to the historical study of Dercksen and Verplanke (1987) on the ‘fight against unsoci-
alness’ in the Netherlands, Dutch policy between 1914 and 1970 focussed on the separation of the 
uncivilised families from the rest of society, concentrating them in separate neighbourhoods, and re-
educating them to be well-adjusted families. ‘Housing arrangements’ (woonscholen) did not solve the 
problem of the maladjusted (1987: 100). Although the public housing inspectors had an important 
position for a while, the impact of improving the living patterns of the inadmissible had already come 
to a halt after the First World War (1914-1918) (De Regt 1984: 198). It was thought that unsocial 
families needed a systematic re-education in which work, psychological influence and mental care be-
came key items (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987:  100). At first, state evacuation camps – wartime remains 
usually situated in rural areas – were transformed into so-called family residences for socially unadjus-
ted families (gezinsoorden) (ibid: 81). The families were put away in re-education camps, run by social 
workers, the local and national government and churches (ibid: 242). Within the camps, men would 
be set to work, women ran their homes and children went either to day schools or stayed at boarding 
schools (ibid: 84). The family was central in re-education work. Although within the camps men, wo-
men and children were provided with different help, the focus was on total family re-education (ibid: 
166). The function of the social worker in this re-education work was to look into the mutual relations 
such as between man and woman, the parents and the children, and beyond the family (ibid: 166). 
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milies were expected to learn to live properly (ibid: 23; Gastelaars 1985: 55). 
Public housing officials were not the only ones who talked of the inadmissi-
ble. Industrial employers who had emancipated and established workers dis-
sociated themselves from these marginal groups consisting of, among others, 
street-traders, porters and independent workers living in slums. While most 
of the so-called established workers moved out of the old working-class areas, 
residents who remained explicitly requested the private proprietors and local 
governments to terminate the tenancy of the inadmissible (De Regt 1984: 
202-203). 
 In the twenties, the same group was classified as ‘unsocial’. Moreover, 
they were associated with criminality, alcoholism, immoral behaviour and the 
neglect of their children (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 240). The medical-psy-
chiatric perspective had become hegemonic by this point in time. It classified 
the unsocial as being mentally ill or as having a defective character (Dercksen 
& Verplanke 1987: 243). In less severe cases, attention was paid to such social 
evils as unemployment, poverty, housing shortages and war as the possible 
origins of their problems. However, with regard to the ‘truly unsocial’ the 
problems were classified in terms of biological and mental deficiency (Van Wel 
1999: 146). As a rule, the causes of their condition were reduced to the short-
comings of the individual and his or her family, and socio-economic circum-
stances were never considered decisive in this respect (Dercksen & Verplanke 
1987: 243). After the end of the Second World War in 1945, it was thought 
that these families were guided by deviant norms and values. Furthermore, 
religiosity was added to the criteria of defining whether a family was decent 
or unsocial or not (ibid: 247). Religious leaders joined in the debate on the 
unsocial and identified the blurring of moral standards and religious defection 
as causes of their unsocial behaviour. Sociologists studied the role behaviour 
of families and family members and aimed at building scientific models to 
explain their unsocial behaviour.
 By the 1950s, the number of so-called multi-problem families, as they 
had been labelled by then, had grown. The causes for this increase were found 
in processes such as urbanisation, secularisation, bureaucratisation and mas-
sification that were related to industrialisation (ibid: 240-241; Van Wel 1999: 
147). At that time, psychologists pointed at the neglect of affection during 
infancy. In the sixties, these families were redefined as socially deprived. Now 
it was not the families but society that was problematised, because it did not 
offer equal chances to its members (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 240-241). 
In the end, however, the idea of finding one general cause and one general 
solution was abandoned in favour of the assumption that all factors that until 
then had been related to this unsocial behaviour had to be somehow connec-
ted (ibid: 244).

Parallels between the institutionalisation of the ‘unsocial’ and so-called 
ethnic minorities
The problematisation of otherness was not confined to the so-called unsocial. 
In his dissertation, Rath (1991) presents significant parallels between the social 
construction of the ‘unsocial’ and so-called ethnic minorities, who are both 
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perceived as ‘others’ because of socio-cultural (in relation to socio-economic) 
characteristics, at least in some segments of the history of the Netherlands. A 
main point in his study is that what he called ‘minorisation’ did not start with 
the more or less structural arrival of migrants in the 1950s in the Netherlands, 
but that it was already historically rooted as an ideology in dealing with the 
‘unsocial’ (ibid: 179). 
 He identifies the problematisation of non-conformity as the common 
cause in these two strategies. They both aim at the adaptation of the ‘others’, 
who are defined as a separate collectivity (ibid: 178). The hegemonic group 
legitimises this ideological stance by pointing out that they speak on behalf 
of, as Rath (following Anderson) calls it, the imagined community. Non-con-
formity, or the so-called deviance from ‘an imagined middle class standard’, is 
perceived as a disadvantage as far as social mobility – of the ‘unadjusted’ and 
‘ethnic minorities’, and also of society at large – is concerned. Moreover, it is 
also perceived as a threat to society, especially at times when the problems of 
the unadjusted develop into a social burden and a danger to the nation’s mo-
rality and societal unity appears to be at stake (ibid: 145). 
 Rath substantiates his argument by pointing out seven parallels between 
the so-called inadmissible and ‘ethnic minorities’ in Dutch society. He later re-
ferred to these two groups as respectively the “interior Others” and the “exterior 
Others” (Rath 1999). First, both social categories are problematised in terms of 
their deviance from dominant norms and normal behaviour of the ‘majority’ on 
the basis of socio-cultural characteristics, as far as they have consequences for 
their social participation in society (Rath 1991: 144). Second, in both cases non-
conformity is related to social-economic characteristics – that is, a lower class 
status. Accordingly, the class division is legitimised. Third, non-conformity is 
perceived as a social burden and a threat to harmony in society. The recognition 
of ‘otherness’ is only accepted when that otherness can be integrated into society. 
Fourth, in both cases the government is a central actor in this process in which 
such non-conformity is labelled. Although in the Netherlands the private initia-
tive always has had a large impact on ideologisation, Rath considers the govern-
ment dominant because of its prominent role in the development of the welfare 
state. Fifth, the assumption that this non-conformity has to be extinguished 
is the basis for the definition of solutions. The adaptation of the ‘other’ either 
through counselling, isolation or re-education has, as Rath argues, a particular 
paternalistic character. Sixth, Rath also points to the rather uncritical attitude 
of academics in both cases – insofar as in their relation to policymaking, they 
tend to use the common sense definition of the situation. Seventh, professionals 
and institutions create separate programs and even new institutions to deal with 
these problems in due course (ibid: 145-146).
 Later, Ghorashi (2006) argues that the categorical way of thinking with 
regard to migrants can also be traced back to pillarisation (see also Gastelaars 
& Van der Haar 2007).24 

INTERMEZZO 2: Dealing with ‘cultural others’ in social work
From the start, the responsibility for taking care of migrants, in terms of social 
assistance, has lain in the hands of the Department of Social Work. According 



61

61

Situating Social Work: Profession, State and Clients in Historical Perspective

to Rath, this department, that was assigned the migrants portfolio, sets the 
trend in the minorisation ideology (Rath 1991: 179). Rath (1999) even argues 
that in the time that anti-socialness was being gradually toned down, civil ser-
vants in the Department of Social Work – and after 1965 the Department of 
Culture, Recreation and Social Work (CRM) – “looked around for new target 
groups and activities” and began to focus on the immigrant issue. 
 From the start, in the 1950s, when a substantial group of Indonesian-
Dutch migrants came to the Netherlands, the issue of migrants was proble-
matised25. The policy for so-called repatriates from the Dutch East Indies 
focussed on conforming them to Dutch society and is typified by Rath as a 
“paternalistic project” (1991: 150). The Department delegated a major part 
of this assimilation work to private initiative, where social workers, among 
others, performed the assistance (Rath 1991: 147-151). 
 A second group of migrants were the so-called guest workers, the Dutch 
label for labour migrants, who at that time were thought to be temporary vi-
sitors to the country – from Spain, Italy and later Turkey and Morocco. From 
the start, existing denominational organisations26 for social work, taking the 
initiative in providing social assistance to the so-called guest workers, took a 
categorical approach, which meant that the guest workers were singled out as 
a separate group. These guest workers were strongly perceived as ‘others’, and, 
accordingly, it was believed that ‘specialists’ were needed to deal with them 
(ibid: 154). Specific institutions were established, and gradually this group 
became subsidised by the state as well. Rath mentions that, at that time, in-
dividual social assistance was part of the program, but the help was mainly 
focussed on group work. This group work primarily aimed at reinforcing ties 
among guest workers from the same country of origin and allowed space for 
“one’s own identity”. The secondary aim was a carefully defined adaptation, or 
so-called accommodation, to Dutch society (ibid: 158). 

24 Ghorashi (2006) explains that in the de-pillarised Netherlands of the 1970s that focussed on 
individual autonomy, a new pillar (initially the Islamic pillar, later including all migrants) was 
constructed as an instrument for integration, aiming at the same pacification effect it had had 
on the local religious and political parties in the beginnings of the 20th century (Koopmans in 
Ghorashi 2006: 11) and with the intention to function as a source of emancipation from inside 
the pillar. Instead, this time it resulted in the construction of cultural contrasts in which migrants 
have constantly been defined as deviating from the Dutch norm. According to Ghorashi, within 
the pillarisation regime differences between the pillars were accepted and no connection between 
them was established, but there was social cohesion at the national level. In the case of migrants 
the problem has been the connection of the pillar to Dutch identity. Ghorashi refers to a second 
component of the categorical thinking, the component of deficiency, which she relates to the 
welfare state in the 1970s. She explains that the urge of equality and the space for the individual 
in the welfare system has resulted in a fixation on transforming the deficient category (Ghorashi 
2006: 10-17).
25 To illustrate, he cites the Head of Department of migration affairs of the Department of Social 
Work, N.F.A. De Graan, who at that time called for an understanding of migrants, referring to 
these people as having a completely different cultural background and emphasising their discon-
nection to the Dutch expectations about appropriate behaviour, such as the relationship between 
man and woman (Rath 1991: 155). 
26 Note that the interference by mainly Roman-Catholic charitable organisations is explained to 
a large extent by the fact that a large part of the group of guest workers at that time were Roman-
Catholics from Italy and Spain (Rath 1991: 153).   
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 In the 1970s,27 when it turned out that these groups had stayed longer 
than expected and the reunification of guest workers’ families set in, the policy 
towards migrants shifted towards integration (ibid: 165). Rath recalls that the 
Dutch sociologist and socialist, Hilda Verwey-Jonker, introduced the term ‘al-
lochtoon’ (allochtonous person) for the first time in 1971 (ibid: 175).28 Rath 
argues that the internationally accepted term ‘migrant’ was refused, because 
it would mean recognizing the Netherlands as so-called immigration coun-
try – something politicians wanted to avoid. The preservation of ‘one’s own 
identity’ was toned down (ibid: 165). The government abandoned the policy 
that the social care of its migrants’ well-being had to be primarily organised 
by categorical institutions, and demanded that general institutions become 
involved in social adjustment programs. The general social services, however, 
had grown used to referring their migrant clients to categorical institutions. 
The idea that in order to adequately deal with migrants one should be equip-
ped with specific competences was still widespread among them (ibid: 166).
 At the end of the 1970s – at a time in which the Dutch government 
began to develop an explicit policy for so-called minorities because the scale 
of the issue had become too large for the Department of Culture, Recreation 
and Social Work (Rath 1991) – a policy was introduced to incorporate the 
specialised organisations for so-called allochtonous Dutch into the general so-
cial work institutions, which is also referred to as the “de-categorisation of 
social work” (Hueting & Neij 1991: 193). Accordingly, collaboration between 
general social work and the categorical institutions – which in time had to 
give up individual social assistance and instead focus on their advisory and 
supporting tasks – was established, with the aims of equipping general social 
work programmes for individual social work to migrants and of improving its 
accessibility to allochtonous clients (Goewie 1986: 12). General social work 
organisations were given the option to appoint a specific employee (at that 
time the term ‘nationality worker’ was commonly used) in order to develop 
a special kind of social work for their ‘allochtonous’ clients and the integra-
tion of this kind of assistance into the institution (Goewie 1986: 13). The 
Department of Culture, Recreation and Social Work appointed the Dutch 
Institute for Social Work (NIMAWO) – in itself a merger of various pillarised 
institutions – to evaluate projects (the evaluation concerned projects involving 
workers of Turkish/Moroccan, Surinamese/Antillean and Moluccan nationa-

27 In 1975, Surinam became independent from the Netherlands. As a result, many people migrated 
from Surinam to the Netherlands. This group is generally seen as a third marker in terms of migra-
tion flows. 
28 Nevertheless, the expression did not yet become general currency. In the 1980s, at least in politi-
cal and policy language, the terms ‘cultural minorities’ and later ‘ethnic minorities’ were popularised 
(Rath 1991: 176). Nowadays, the expression ‘allochtonous Dutch’ is commonly used. Like the use 
of the distinction in demographic data of the Netherlands, it is also used in the client registration 
system of the Department of Social Work. In the Netherlands, terms like ‘migrant’ and being ‘al-
lochtonous’ historically have been used as quasi-innate identities, similar to the Dutch episode of 
pillarisation (until the 1970s). Benhabib (2002) argues that, as a consequence of this historical con-
text of pillarisation, cultural differences still are constantly reduced in the Netherlands to faith-based 
ones (2002: 78). This historical context, she claims, has reinforced the tendency to “resist acknow-
ledging the heterogeneity of culture and religion” (2002: 78; see also Koopmans 2003: 73).
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lities). According to Goewie, who wrote this evaluation, the ‘autochthonous’ 
social workers experienced problems with the so-called immaterial assistance 
to migrant clients. Language problems and a deficient professional empathy 
appeared to create barriers in these social work encounters (1986: 90). Appa-
rently, the Dutch-born social workers at times felt insecure (1986: 37).29 
 In the 1980s, the social sector further changed its course of action in 
this respect. It started developing a kind of sensitivity to its clients’ cultural 
backgrounds. The social workers now assumed that (in some cases) specific 
knowledge could help the professionals to better understand the clients’ needs 
and wishes. At the initiative of both government and the organisations them-
selves, approaches like interculturalisation and transculturalisation were im-
plemented (see for instance Van Meekeren, Limburg-Okken & May 2002). 
At present, the governmental policy towards clients is based on a so-called 
integral approach, which implies in Dutch social work jargon that every single 
professional is expected to be able to help every single client according to his 
or her individual needs, and that no professional specialisations are allowed.30 
In addition to the “de-categorisation of social work”, and as Hueting and Neij 
(1991: 193) had already pointed out in 1991, the de-pillarisation of general 
social work organisations has reached its final stage. Apart from the Jewish 
general social work, religious organisations for this particular kind of general 
social work had by that time become scarce. Likewise, specialised social work 
for ‘allochtonous’ clients had decreased (ibid: 193). 

3.3  Critique of paternalistic social work
Moving back to the development of the discipline of social work, according to 
Van der Lans, Medema and Räkers (2003: 14-15), the introduction of social 
casework after the Second World War can be seen as the actual starting point 
of the opposition of the ‘fight against unsocialness’. On an ideological level, 
this method already advocated that “prejudicial moral categories” should no 
longer provide the starting point for a social work relation, but rather “the 
people’s circumstances and potential for change”. The actual criticisms of the 
paternalist attitude of policymakers, scientists and the professionals did not 
start until the 1960s. 

29 Goewie (1986: 86) emphasises that migrants at this time mainly came to social work organisati-
ons with material problems; psychosocial problems and immaterial assistance to migrants was still 
minimal
30 The mental health care sector in the Netherlands has developed, to a large extent, in the same 
way. Van Dongen (2003) observes that initially (after the Second World War), migrants were exo-
ticised and stereotyped. In the 1970s this resulted in practical repertoires that could be defined in 
culturalist terms. In the eighties, however, these repertoires were thought to be inadequate to help 
migrants. It was argued that mental health care needed to become culture-sensitive. Moreover, the 
professionals were provided with a ‘toolbox of cultural knowledge’ in order to deal more effectively 
with their migrant clients. In the nineties, however, the interculturalisation repertoire was introdu-
ced in this sector as well. This repertoire is characterised by a focus on the ‘management of diversity’ 
(see for instance Van Meekeren, Limburg-Okken, & May 2002). The concept of care was not only 
to be adapted to individual clients’ needs (‘zorg op maat’), but – on top of this and on behalf of the 
‘interculturalisation vision’ (Van Dongen 2003) – the professionals were also to be provided with 
the ‘cultural competences’ they needed, in order to effectively accommodate the current diversity 
of clients. 
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 The sixties were a transition period for the Netherlands. The post-war 
industrialisation and modernisation had made the idea of a society in decay a 
reality: social norms had disintegrated, and the traditional ideal of the family as 
the cornerstone of society had fallen apart (Hueting 1989: 10-14). According 
to Van der Loo and Van Reijen (1997), modernisation as a principle had set in 
at the end of the 1950s. This refers to a whole set of interrelated transforma-
tion processes in society among which secularisation, rationalisation, growing 
democratisation, and increasing individualisation stand out (Van der Loo & 
Van Reijen 1997: 15). 
 The emancipation movements of the 1960s involved all sorts of groups, 
the women’s movement being one of the most discussed. But social criticism 
was not only addressed toward male oppression and the heterosexual norm; it 
was also aimed at capitalism, authoritarian governments and professional elites 
(Van der Lans, Medema & Räkers 2003: 17). The democratisation wave of 
the sixties and seventies in the Netherlands had turned people into articulate 
citizens (Tonkens 2003). Professionals were criticised for their paternalism and 
for keeping their clients under tutelage. And, as a result of an individualising 
society, the ideal of self-realisation eventually replaced the ideology of induced 
self-control (see Tonkens 1999).
 A well-known example of this criticism was provided in a polemic lec-
ture delivered by the sociologist Herman Milikowski in 1969. He criticised the 
idea of adjusting the unsocial to the middle class norms and argued that it was 
society that constructed the kind of deviance that he considered to be defiant 
behaviour (Waaldijk et. al. 1999: 3). Previously, the norms and values of the 
middle class had never been a matter of discussion. Moreover, it was taken for 
granted that if everyone turned to this way of life, it would eventually lead to 
a harmonious society. The focus of social work, however, lay on seeking out 
and remediating everything that could be defined as deviating from this pac-
kage for the good and fair life, and this in itself was classified by Milikowski 
as a disruption of society and as a threat. He considered it remarkable that 
this deviant behaviour was only sought and found in the lowest social strata 
(Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 247). Baillergeau and Duyvendak (2001: 126) 
identified this ‘fight against unsocialness’ as an assimilation ideology: it did 
not incorporate the alternative value systems of other social classes, nor did it 
accept any change in the dominant value system itself. 
 In the seventies, this criticism of the paternalist repertoire of social workers 
had become – as Van der Lans, Medema and Räkers (2003: 17) argue – “com-
mon sense”. The idea of a guided self-development, the paternalist notion im-
plying that professionals knew what was good for clients, was replaced by a no-
tion of spontaneous self-development; people were considered autonomous and 
responsible citizens (Tonkens & Duyvendak 2003). The relationship between 
professionals and clients transformed into a more symmetrical one, in which the 
goal was self-realisation or “emancipation on the basis of one’s empowerment” 
(Van der Lans, Medema & Räkers 2003: 17). De Swaan identified this change 
as being one from hierarchy to negotiation (De Swaan 1989). 
 The social professionals in particular were subject to this scrutiny. Repre-
sentative for this debate was, for instance, the critical book by Hans Achterhuis 
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(1979), The Market of Welfare and Happiness (the original Dutch title being 
De markt van welzijn en geluk). It argued that social professionals actually had 
created their own market by offering emancipatory programs to their clients. 
Accordingly, the professionals’ association with social criticism and their invol-
vement with people in weak positions were definitely under attack. Politicians 
used the popularity of the critique to legitimate cutbacks in the social sector 
(Van der Lans, Medema & Räkers 2003: 22).

3.4  Continuation of the reorganisation of the social sector 
The irony of this development was that the final breakthrough of social work 
as a discipline had just taken place. When, in 1965, the General Social Se-
curity Act (Algemene Bijstandswet) came into force, social work was removed 
from poor relief, and it was also freed from its former philanthropic and chari-
table character (Hueting 1989: 59). Because of this act, charity was no longer 
a favour but an entitlement (Van der Lans, Medema & Räkers 2003: 16; Van 
der Valk 1986: 4), and the prominent role of this so-called private initiative in 
material assistance came to an end (Koenis 1993: 110). 
 For immaterial assistance the government still gave the floor to the orga-
nisations based on private and religious initiative, and the subsidiary principle 
was maintained (Hueting 1989: 60-68). Unlinking material and immaterial 
assistance also influenced the power position of the religious organisations. 
Their interference in the private lives of those applying for material help was 
no longer considered self-evident or appropriate (Hueting 1989: 61). At the 
same time, the Department of Social Work was joined with the Department 
of Youth Work and Community Development that used to be part of the 
Department of Education, Art and Science. This new department, formed 
in 1965, was called the Department of Culture, Recreation and Social Work 
(CRM) (Gastelaars 1985: 180). As a consequence of this consolidation of the 
welfare state, the profession also evolved. In addition to its traditional activities 
of the individual and group work, social work itself began to focus on society. 
Accordingly, re-education work disappeared and government attention shifted 
to community work (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987: 242-243).31 In a segrega-
ted society, according to Hueting, the introduction of community work was a 
way to break through the former pillarised structures (1989: 24). At the end of 
the sixties, the traditional pillars were effectively removed (WRR 2004: 38). 
 In the seventies, state interference in the social services increased (WRR 
2004: 38-39). A 1976 legislation (Kaderwet) brought welfare services under 
complete state control. The law also included an explicit governmental aim of 
“enhancing the well-being and development of the citizen” (WRR 2004: 85). 
The so-called Welfare Law of 1987 was less ambitious about its political-nor-
mative aims, but it actually initiated a large decentralisation, meaning that local 
governments were then responsible for developing and prioritising their own 

31 Community work was funded as a result of the social policy developments. Like the social casework 
method, community work also originated from the USA (Hueting 1989: 16-17). The aim of individual 
social work was to adjust individuals in problematic situations. In community organisations it was thou-
ght that the situation as such could be indicated as a cause of non-functioning (Hueting 1989: 12).
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policies (ibid). One of the effects of this was that local governments reorgani-
sed their local social services; most of them merged into larger organisations 
for social work, and many of the former categorical organisations disappeared 
(Hueting & Neij 1991: 198). As a result, a district-oriented approach was 
introduced. According to Hueting and Neij, critics call the associated claim of 
“placing the work closer to the clients” a cover for the government’s financial 
cutbacks (1991: 199). 
 This period is characterised by a great ambiguity as to the justification 
of social work. Contrary to expectation, it was not incorporated as one of the 
central functions in the so-called first-line care (in addition to the general 
practitioner, home help and district nursing). Instead, the central govern-
ment decided in 1989 to hand it over to the local governments (Fransen 
1991: 58). According to some, its professional status was further under-
mined.32 
 Moreover, the government could not avoid using New Public Manage-
ment – a movement to turn public and social service sectors into business-
like and market-oriented production sectors (Noordegraaf 2006) – in its 
protocols, including the demand for evidence-based work and its registra-
tion of activities, in order to make the practices accountable and improve 
the quality of the help (Van Vliet & Plemper 2003: 79; see Chapter 4 of this 
study). The Welfare Law of 1994 incorporated a periodical national note on 
the content of welfare/social work, by means of which the central govern-
ment regained its control as to “aims regarding the content of welfare work” 
that were considered relevant, introducing a so-called quality policy aiming 
at “public enterprises with a high level of professional quality” (WRR 2004: 
85). The local governments gained the responsibility to operate within these 
national objectives (ibid). In the same year as the Welfare Law came into 
force the Department of Welfare, Health and Culture (WVC), as it was cal-
led between 1982 and 1994, was renamed Department of Health, Welfare 
and Sport (VWS). 
 The political-normative aims laid down in the Welfare Law are formu-
lated as follows: 1) increasing the self-realisation of people; 2) stimulating 
their self-reliance; and 3) stimulating their participation in society (Wel-
zijnswet 1994, Article 1.b1). It is seconded by the Dutch Social Employers 
Group (Maatschappelijke Ondernemers Groep, MO-groep),33 who articulates 
it to be the public mission of social work to ‘contribute to the self-reliance of 
people,’ and insists that “social work is not moralising; it does not prescribe 
how the client should behave” (MO-groep 2002: 7). The text argues combi-
ning some of the themes I have been discussing. 

32 According to Boutellier (2006), the implementation of the Public Assistance Law (Wet Maat-
schappelijke ondersteuning) in 2006, a continuation of a policy focussing on the own responsibility 
of citizens, means the repair of social work’s legitimacy by connecting the welfare sector to the care 
sector. He argues that the social professional derives his/her social legitimacy primarily from the 
relationship to other sectors, as supportive for other domains.
33 The manager of the studied organisation uses the vision document as a guide for the social work 
policy within the organisation.
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“The client must learn to deal with his problematic situation himself – either 
through acceptance or by changing his situation or behaviour. This is the moral 
and political assumption of the social work profession. Yet at the same time, this 
profession holds the moral and political assumption that this person is not solely 
responsible for his situation, but rather that we live in a societal context that also 
plays a role in determining our possibilities”. (MO-groep 2002: 7). 

The history of social work, as presented in this chapter, demonstrates how much 
social work is influenced by the ever-changing priorities of the social state. 

INTERMEZZO 3: Current explanations for the instable position 
of social work 
This continues till the present. The Scientific Council for Government Policy 
(Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het Regeringsbeleid, WRR) in the Netherlands re-
cently argued in its report Accounting for Good Services (Bewijzen van goede 
dienstverlening) that the transformation of the welfare sector from being state-
controlled (verstatelijking) to market-controlled appears to be quite similar to 
the developments in the health care sector (WRR 2004). Nevertheless, the 
WRR claims that the state interference in the welfare sector, in contrast to the 
health care sector, developed through interference with the content of welfare 
(and not only in financial terms), and that this can be explained by the govern-
ment’s role as a “carrier of political normative projects” (ibid: 86). The WRR 
also ascribes this specific relation of welfare to the government to its “incom-
plete professionalisation”, saying that the welfare sector did not accomplish 
the establishment of a “legitimate monopoly about its task, organisation and 
expertise” (ibid). 
 Tonkens (2003) claims that ever since that time, bureaucracy has taken 
control over the social sector. Social professionals, she argues, have lost their 
discretionary space. They are stuck between managerialism and consumerism. 
Tonkens calls for a revaluation of these domesticated professionals; she parti-
cularly claims that to give welfare a solid position a reinforcement of the pro-
fessional logic is needed (Tonkens 2003 following Freidson). And yet, recent 
master thesis on the ‘effects of institutional shifts and organisational changes 
on the everyday practice and professionalism of social workers’ by Hoijtink 
(2005) provides a more balanced image. He claims that bureaucratisation and 
rationalisation do not per se lead to ‘domesticated professionals’ (see Tonkens 
2003), but that social workers in fact develop strategies to reduce their nega-
tive effects. Moreover, social workers do also experience some sort of re-profes-
sionalisation (Hoijtink 2005). Registration and accountability can also make 
explicit the tacit knowledge most social workers rely on, and give rise to a 
debate about practicing social work: the visibility of social work practice could, 
according to Hoijtink, result in the quality improvement of the services and a 
reorientation of the discipline (2005: 121). 
 In an analysis of a decade earlier, Koenis (1993) took another angle and 
explained “the precarious identity of social workers” via a fixation of social 
workers on professionalisation. The aims of social work remained general and 
“vague”, but they proved to be quite constant (Koenis sums up in his work: 
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from moral uplift, through the fight against unsocialness, to emancipation 
and learning to cope) (Koenis 1993: 114). He claims that as a result of a focus 
on the professionalisation of their discipline, social workers did not explicitly 
relate to their actual function in society and the kinds of problems they should 
focus on (Koenis 1993: 114). Koenis acknowledged the weak or marginal po-
sition of social work; he claimed that the profession should reformulate its 
public role (ibid: 115). 

3.5  Conclusion 
This chapter began with the premise that the current social work discourse 
is framed by its historical context. I have traced, from the second half of the 
nineteenth century onwards, how social work has developed from poor re-
lief into a profession and how its perceptions of its clientele have changed 
over time. I have demonstrated that state interference could be considered an 
unquestionable influence in the development of social work, and have also 
pointed to the effects of pillarisation. Finally, I have illustrated the professional 
repertoire. As to the latter, I will come back to the issue of social casework in 
Chapter 5. 
 Social work has always concentrated on the ‘management of everyday 
life’ (Gastelaars 1985). Organisations that have taken care of the poor have, 
besides providing material help, increasingly interfered with the lifestyles of 
poor people. During the nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth 
century, social work focussed on a relatively explicit way of disciplining its 
clientele, and predominantly aimed at adjusting people to the dominant social 
patterns by imposing middle-class norms. A focal point in this so-called civili-
sation offensive was self-control. The object of social work – and of social and 
political concern in general – was to curb social unrest; its focus was the family, 
which for a long time was regarded as the cornerstone of society. 
Criticism of this patronising attitude of social professionals (by the profession 
itself and by society) did not become widespread until the middle of the twen-
tieth century. At that time, however, the aim of social work shifted to indivi-
dual emancipation. As a result of increasing individualisation and the growing 
resistance against the dominant middle-class morality that was nourished by 
the pillarised structure of Dutch society, its focus gradually shifted from the 
family (as an object of social work) to the individual and his/her self-realisa-
tion (cf. Tonkens 1999). 
 Nowadays, the ‘programmed change’ (Gastelaars & Van der Haar 2007) 
proposed by social work predominantly consists of individual emancipation. 
The self-realisation of clients appears to have replaced the quite normative 
ideology of adjusting or assimilating them to hegemonic life styles. This could 
indicate that social workers have left behind their explicit way of disciplining 
those who are “not quite like us” (Gastelaars & Van der Haar 2007). Howe-
ver, it could also be argued that the emphasis on emancipation is a disguised 
form of discipline that follows similar principles of ‘programmed change’. By 
the same token, the script of a modern responsible and autonomous indivi-
dual should be interpreted as a hegemonic frame of reference in the social 
work repertoire. The aim of enhancing social cohesion and preventing social 



69

69

Situating Social Work: Profession, State and Clients in Historical Perspective

fragmentation continues to be part of the general political agenda of the disci-
pline, if only because both in politics and in public debate a renewed interest 
in re-evaluating norms and values can today be observed (see Van den Brink’s 
study Schets van een beschavingsoffensief 2004). 
 I have presented a comparison between the way social assistance to the 
so-called unsocial was organised and the way it was organised in the case of 
migrants. Rath (1991) showed some remarkable parallels. He argued that the 
two policies lead to social minorisation and defined normality versus deviance 
in very specific ways, with polarisation as a consequence. I used his analysis 
to illustrate how the Department of Social Work used the same ideology for 
these two ‘categories’ of people, with the aim of integrating them or adjusting 
them to fixed standards. It seems that migrants have been incorporated by the 
same ideological project of adjustment as the ‘inadmissible’. Secondly, for a 
long time a categorical approach was used for migrants. This is also explained 
by the history of pillarisation. Currently, the government favours an integral 
or general approach that has less to do with an ideological consideration than 
with the reorganisation of social work through its delegation to local autho-
rities. Nevertheless, I claim that this analysis helps to interpret the way social 
workers approach their migrant clientele nowadays. 
 This historical overview has also illustrated the position of the profes-
sional as being situated in a complex arena provided by the state and society 
at large. Social work appears to have to constantly reformulate its position, 
depending on existing political and social circumstances. Some studies explain 
this reformulation through the ‘enabling and constraining’ frame of the wel-
fare state, whereas others focus on the professionals themselves and measure 
the position of social workers in terms of their (lack of ) autonomy and discre-
tionary space to perform their repertoires as they propose it. But it may also be 
part and parcel to the repertoire itself. 
 Some of the intrinsic debates (and dilemmas or frictions) discussed in 
this historical backdrop return in the case study that I will present in the next 
three chapters. In the following chapter, I write about the organisational con-
text in which the studied social workers perform their jobs.
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Social Work Practice 

In this chapter I focus on social workers as members of a social service organi-
sation and highlight some elements of their being in an organisation. On the 
one hand, it is often argued that professionals draw rather on their professional 
discourse than on the organisational discourse, or as Gastelaars argues, profes-
sionals identify themselves more with the professional discipline than with the 
organisation in which they work (1997: 134). On the other hand, as Hasenfeld 
(1983: 30) says, “(t)he entire helping process is anchored in an organisational 
context and (…) every decision made by the professional is influenced by such 
organisational variables”. Accordingly, to make sense of social work practice is 
to include an analysis of the organisational context in the “institutional order” 
(Sarangi & Roberts 1999; see Chapter 2) in which they perform social work.
 The chapter starts by providing a general portrayal of Balance. In my 
description of this organisation, I specifically elaborate on the social work de-
partment and the policies relevant for social work. Next, I explain the manage-
ment perspective and the professional perspective by discussing how the issue 
of reaching the performance agreement between Balance and the local govern-
ment was negotiated between the management and the social workers. In this 
matter two realities seem to be at stake: on the one hand, a management focus 
on reaching the agreement by accentuating the quantity of social services; and 
on the hand, a professionals’ focus on serving the clients with an emphasis 
on client-orientedness and quality. I aim to illustrate the dialectics in practice 
between these realities that are usually quite polarized. 
 After doing that, the issue of professional autonomy is discussed by me-
ans of some recent policy changes introduced by Balance’s management that 
are intended to develop a fragmented and individualised group of social wor-
kers into social work teams with shared responsibilities based on a self-ma-
nagement model. 
 Finally, I describe the organisational framework for the social work prac-
tice itself – that is, I discuss the client’s journey through the organisation from 
the first contact to the first face-to-face contact, the intake (Gastelaars 2006). 
I explain the social workers’ activities and their decision-making processes in 
this initial part of the construction of a client case. This last part serves as a 
background for the social work discourse and the professional-client interacti-
ons that will be discussed in Chapter 5.
 Before turning to the organisational context, I briefly point to some the-
oretical notions about the human service organisation and the professional 
organisation. 

4
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4.1  A human service organisation: professionals, management  
 and objectives 
Following Hasenfeld, Gastelaars defines a human service organisation on the 
basis of a primary process that aims at “focussed transaction between practitio-
ners and clients” (1997: 16-17). According to Hasenfeld, who in his work on 
human service organisations concentrated on arrangements of the welfare state 
performing public tasks (see also Lipsky 1980), this transaction is intended to 
alter the client’s situation (Gastelaars 1997, 2006). Balance can be defined as a 
human service organisation; social workers lose their legitimacy if they do not 
have clientele or a target group that can become their clientele. Their public 
task is to enhance the clients’ self-reliance by means of interventions in these 
people’s lives. This appears to be a one-dimensional picture of social service or-
ganisations, but Lipsky (1980), in his study on street-level bureaucrats (as so-
cial workers) discusses the diverging objectives of street-level bureaucrats and 
managers within the organisation. He argues that the relationship between 
the two parties is “intrinsically conflictual” and characterised by a difference 
in goals; street-level bureaucrats have “client-processing goals and orientations 
directed toward maximizing autonomy” whereas managers have “worker-ma-
nagement goals directed toward aggregate achievement of the work unit and 
orientations directed toward minimizing autonomy” (Lipsky 1980: 25). 
 The differences in the relationship between management and social wor-
kers (as its front-line workers) expand when we consider the social service orga-
nisation as a professional organisation and zoom in on the discretion of profes-
sionals and on managerial authority (Gastelaars 1997). Social workers are usually 
perceived as professionals, because of their relatively high level of education and 
also because of their specific expertise (see Chapter 3, on the development of 
social work as a profession). These professionals by definition claim a certain 
degree of discretionary space in performing their skilled jobs. They value their 
autonomy in decision-making processes and interventions. In organisations, this 
typically results in, on the one hand, a continuous struggle for autonomy by the 
professionals, and on the other hand, the attempts by management to control 
this discretionary space so as to keep the individual actions of professionals ma-
nageable and the level of service delivery consistent and standardised. 
 A high degree of autonomy for professionals and/or a further individual 
contribution in the process of service delivery are often assumed to imply an 
organisational structure in which the (informal) power lies in the hands of pro-
fessionals. Accordingly, these organisations are assumed to be hard to manage: 
Weick has referred to this as a loosely coupled system (Weick in Gastelaars 1997: 
133). Hasenfeld (1983: 150) gives an example of such a loosely coupled system 
by illustrating that a curriculum of a public school is usually formulated in ge-
neral terms, but that individual teachers actually determine the specific content 
and method of teaching in their everyday practices. The same counts for social 
work; its general task is formulated in quite abstract terms. Protocols on how to 
deal with clients may provide a general guideline for everyday behaviour, but 
each individual social worker interprets the role and tasks of a social worker in 
his/her own terms. On the other hand, it can also be demonstrated that some ac-
tivities in human service organisations are more tightly coupled in Weick’s terms 
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(Hasenfeld 1983: 151). Hasenfeld (ibid) refers to those activities “that directly 
affect the enlistment of legitimation and procurement of resources”, such as the 
service level agreements with the financing government in the case of Dutch 
social work. 
 To elaborate on the service level agreements in the case of a social service 
organisation, Knijn and Selten (2006: 26) argue that such ‘vertical contrac-
tualisation’ between the local government and the social service organisation 
has direct repercussions for the relationship between the management and 
the professionals practicing these social services. For instance, performance 
agreements, that can be seen as a consequence of managerialism and new go-
vernance in the public sector (Clarke & Newman in Knijn & Selten 2006), 
have led to registration being a daily practice for professionals (ibid: 27). Also, 
accounting for practices has resulted in an ongoing standardisation of proces-
ses and procedures, which according to Knijn and Selten are experienced as 
having a disciplining effect on the work of professionals (ibid: 28). In a context 
of market-oriented and businesslike public services, Noordegraaf (2006: 190) 
argues for an outlook beyond the simple manager-professional dichotomy, 
which, he claims, no longer captures the current organisational realities. He 
proposes that ‘organisational professionals’ should combine being professional 
with organisational responsibility. 
 To conclude, as a social service organisation, Balance concentrates on 
the “focussed transactions” (Hasenfeld in Gastelaars 1997) between its social 
workers and its clients, and is staffed by professionals that strive to enlarge, 
or at least maintain, their discretionary spaces while performing more tightly 
coupled activities as well. I shall illustrate this in the following analysis. 

4.2  The organisation of Balance
The two main activities of the social service organisation are the so-called Ge-
neral Social Work and assistance in socio-juridical matters. Balance employs 
about fifty people; about thirty of them occupy the social work department 
(source: Policy Paper 2002-2005), and the social-juridical department has 
about eight employees (source: Annual Report 2003). Social-juridical workers 
help people with administrative problems (like social security, taxes, consumer 
issues and juridical issues) and work with fixed office hours.
 Besides the two main disciplines, the organisation also houses a small 
company welfare department (two social workers) for people with work-re-
lated problems and a complaints department that focusses on discrimination 
issues. It also organizes help for the terminal ill (buddy care), and coordinates 
the voluntary coaching of people at risk of losing their homes. Recently, it 
started an advice and support platform related to domestic violence. Balance 
also has a service agreement with the city’s organisation for assistance in private 
debt matters and budgeting (1.8 FTE in 2003), which is occupied by social 
workers of Balance. 
 In the early 1990s, the current so-called general social service organisa-
tion arose from a merger of a local social work organisation with a Christian 
denomination and a so-called general social work organisation. At the end of 
the 1990s, social work merged with social juridical work. 
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Situating Balance 
Balance is located in the city centre of a typically Dutch medium-sized town. 
Offices of companies and agencies, a shopping centre, a couple of restaurants, 
a car park, a green space and residences surround it. Although its location is 
considered fairly central, the organisation is not very visible because it is lo-
cated a bit away from one of the main roads in the centre. The social service 
organisation occupies the first three levels of a rather nondescript building; the 
third floor houses a separate organisation of social cultural work. 
 The work domain of the organisation covers a municipality with well over 
150,000 inhabitants, consisting of an urban district (more than 100,000 people) 
and also of a rural area around the city. In practice, most of the actual clientele 
live in the urban area and most of the activities take place in town. When we 
position it on the map of the Netherlands, the city is geographically located 
outside the urban agglomeration called the Randstad, which is situated in the 
Western part of the country. A social juridical worker described the city and 
its population by contrasting it with the capital (also located in the Randstad) 
and said: “This is not Amsterdam”. A social worker identified the city as being 
a “big village” without “big city problems”. Another social worker mentioned 
the relatively high socio-economic status of its population34 as compared to the 
national average, and characterised the city as a “rich municipality”. She men-
tioned that the city does have its problematic neighbourhoods. However, she 
sees that there are fewer and fewer rental homes. She says; “The municipality 
wants to stay rich”. Another social worker defined the city a “sweet Reformed lit-
tle town”. The region is generally identified as predominantly (Dutch Reformed) 
Protestant. According to recent statistics, its percentage of so-called allochtonous 
inhabitants is somewhat below the national average of eighteen percent (CBS 
2002). The largest group of so-called non-western allochtonous inhabitants has 
a Turkish background (source: Local government statistics 2003). 

Presentation of Balance in a policy paper
Balance is characterised as a “professional, non-profit first line social service or-
ganisation” that claims in its long-range plan for the years 2002 to 2005 to be 
a “safety net for all inhabitants of its catchment area who experience problems 
in functioning as a full member of society”. The policy document includes 
the organisation’s objective, describing it as to “increase the ability to manage 
oneself and the independence of the person who asks for help”. The highest 
priority is always “people with a weaker position in society”. The “weaker” is 
not necessarily defined in terms of income, but in terms of “experiencing dif-
ficulties when entering into relationships or maintaining them”. The policy 
paper also points out that it is the “psychosocial situation of citizens” that “res-
tricts or makes it impossible” for them to fully participate in society. By provi-
ding people with social work the organisation aims to improve their personal 
and social functioning, improve their relationships and “coach them to other 
services”. In an interview, the current managing director accentuated Balance’s 

34 This is measured via figures on social security payment, unemployment, disablement insurance 
benefit, income and employment (source: Local government statistics used from 2000).
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aim to be easily accessible to all people, but exemplified whom he meant when 
he talked about giving priority to “vulnerable groups”. 

Fragment 1, Interview with Managing Director, 6.11.2003:35 
(...) everyone can walk in, although we give uh priority to vulnerable groups..
uhh yes and what those are – vulnerable groups – well, that is a bit diffuse, but in 
general they are people with lower incomes, minimal incomes uh people with few 
opportunities uh on the labour market, people in social isolation..uh uh uh people 
that for some reason, well, can not take care of themselves properly uh people who 
get lost in the forest of rules and regulations (…) 

This fragment indicates that the organisation aims to assist those people “who 
for some reason can not take care of themselves”. 
 Balance offers assistance to all individuals. However, the first-line orga-
nisation has its limitations in terms of its professional expertise. Some people 
are categorised as unsuitable for the organisation. The organisation does not 
counsel severe intra-psychic and/or psychiatric problems, people with forms of 
addiction (drug or alcohol addicts) or highly traumatised people; such clients 
are referred to other services on the basis of a so-called contra-indication. 
 Following government policy, the main approaches are defined as “de-
mand-oriented work” – implying that they look for what “citizens need to 
become fully fledged members of society” – and “community-based work”, 
which refers to an outreach approach and is focussed on cooperation with 
other organisations. The organisation tunes in to this governmental policy 
by claiming that it is “easily accessible” and accentuating the “wide use” of its 
services (source: Policy Paper 2002-2005). 
In the fall of 2003, at the time of my field work, the policy document still 
appeared to be in use, despite various changes in management that have oc-
curred since its publication. The managing director ad interim had signed the 
policy document in April 2002. There is no reason to doubt, however, that 
the document was still in use as a formal guideline for the organisation. The 
document was on the company’s intranet, which is used as a digital handbook 
for all employees. It also contained other policy documents, as well as proto-
cols, guidelines for registration, and agreements such as the code of conduct 
and the policy on the privacy of clients. Besides, one also recognises the major 
policy guidelines that appeared to be in place during the observation period. 
They were used during the adjustment of the organisation to the norms of the 
quality certificate for the care and welfare sector (Harmonisatie Kwaliteitsbeoor-
deling in de Zorgsector, HKZ), and during the introduction of self-managing 
teams, the focus on community-based work and demand-oriented work.

An integral approach to clients
Currently, the organisation’s policy towards clients is based on a so-called inte-
gral approach. This Dutch social work jargon means that every single client is 
approached in a similar manner, and that every single professional is expected 

35 See Appendix 2 for the original texts of the fragments in Dutch.
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to be able to help every single client according to his or her individual needs. 
In its earlier days, the organisation had offered so-called categorical assistance 
to specific target groups like Antilleans, Surinamese, Turks and the mobile-
home dwellers who also live in that region. The main change is that such 
separate departments or specialised social workers are no longer available to a 
single category of clients. The organisational perspective of individualised help 
implies a so-called client-oriented approach (‘zorg op maat’), and, accordingly, 
Balance continues to offer specialised activities such as group sessions for “mi-
grant women with stress”. Under the leadership of the social worker with a 
Turkish background, a pilot group for Turkish men was realised as well. Also, 
in terms of specific knowledge and experience, the social work department 
benefits from employees who are specialised, for example in working with 
Turkish or Antillean clients or working with families or group social work. But 
these specialised activities are not structurally separate. 
 Cultural diversity in this specific social services organisation is barely an 
explicit issue, as far as the organisation’s policy reports and its daily practices 
are concerned. Yet the policy paper I referred to previously notes that, con-
cerning prevention, Balance will pay attention to “youth and the elderly in 
their direct environment” and suggests that “besides income and social status, 
cultural origin plays a role” as well (source: Policy Paper 2002-2005). Besides, 
some specific actions in this area had taken place in the preceding years. An 
internal study on working with immigrant clients was conducted, a migrant 
social worker wrote a proposal for an integral approach involving migrant wo-
men, the team participated in training sessions on transcultural counselling, 
and the social workers working with asylum seekers and refugees were offered 
special training. The organisation recently entered into a contract-based agree-
ment with the Central Reception Organisation for Asylum Seekers (Centraal 
Orgaan opvang asielzoekers, COA) to offer individual social work to asylum 
seekers, also including group sessions for refugee women in co-operation with 
the Organisation for the Medical Care of Asylum Seekers (Medische Opvang 
Asielzoekers, MOA). Such specialised social work on the basis of religion, social 
position, age, sexuality or gender is not identified as separate policy. 
 In everyday practice, however, the demand-oriented help of the client de-
termines the issue. For instance, in the case of gender, the client is allowed to give 
a preference for either a female or a male social worker, and the social workers 
decide whether a male or a female worker should handle a case. As a rule, batte-
red women get help from a female social worker. In the following interview frag-
ment the social work manager relates the so-called internal policy to a flexible 
attitude of her social workers, but to her this does not per se exclude specialised 
or, as she defines it, “identity-related” versions of social work. 

Fragment 2, Interview with Social Work Manager, 27.11.2003: 
(…) working with an integral approach just does not always work out. Well, then 
you should not persist at all costs, then you just should, by means of another form, 
you should do that…and I have to say I think that we, the client’s wish is also 
important here (…) when the client says “Well, I would rather have a Christian as 
a social worker”, you could offer identity-related social work assistance. Why not? 
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(…) Well, when you say, “Well I would prefer a uh man or a woman”, then I think 
uh in uh practice it is not that often a problem at all (…)

 
She underlines that the “client’s wish” should prevail. 

Management 
Balance is led by a managing director, who is advised by a senior policy maker. 
According to the formal structure of the organisation, each of the two main 
departments, general social work and socio-juridical assistance, is run by a sub-
manager. At the time of the fieldwork, the position of manager of the team 
of social juridical professionals was vacant. After the observation period, one 
of the practising social workers, the so-called primus inter pares of one of the 
social work teams, was selected for this job. As explained before, Balance has 
more projects besides the two main activities, but in this chapter I will only 
elaborate on the hierarchy insofar as it is directly relevant for the social workers 
(see Figure 1: Organisational chart).
 The managing director, the policy maker and the social work manager 
all have a background of practising social work. Each of them has previously 
fulfilled executive positions in the social sector. The managing director, a 47-
year-old man, has been in this function in the organisation for over a year. 
The policy maker, a 56-year-old man, started his career thirty years ago as a 
practising social worker in one of the social service organisations that merged 
into the current organisation. He had been the managing director of this orga-
nisation for a large part of the 1990s. The function of managing director is a 
part-time job (a 28-hour contract), and is expressly related to the function of 
senior policy maker (a 20-hour contract). The intention behind this construc-
tion is that the policy maker should advise the head of the organisation. The 
social work manager, a 44-year-old woman, has been working full-time in the 
organisation for two years. Her span of control involves the three social work 
teams. 

Figure 1: Organisational chart Balance (2003)
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Social work department
Each social work team consists of nine to ten people, and is established on a 
geographical basis, having a working district of 50,000 inhabitants, consisting 
of both urban neighbourhoods and nearby villages. Each team has a primus in-
ter pares; one of the social workers of each team is expected to coordinate both 
the community-based approach and the division of tasks within the team. 
These coordinators have regular meetings with the social work manager (see 
Figure 1: Organisational chart).
 At the time of the fieldwork, thirty professionals occupied the function of 
social worker, including two trainees. Seven social workers are male, 23 are fe-
male (the two trainees are female). Most of these workers worked part-time. All 
social workers are trained as social workers and are qualified professionals with 
a social work academy certificate. Contrary to in other countries, social work 
in the Netherlands does not require a university education. There used to be a 
policy that social workers had to sign up in the register of the Dutch Association 
for Social Work (NVMW), but Balance no longer requires its personnel to do 
so. The organisation’s job profile states that social workers are required to have a 
basic knowledge of social theories on human behaviour, on socialisation and on 
the system in order to perform the job (source: Function Book Balance). 
 The average36 in terms of years of service is 5.9. There is a lot of variation 
among the employees. Five social workers have been working in the organisati-
on for fifteen years and more. The majority, nineteen social workers, have been 
working in the organisation for five years or less. The fourteen social workers 
who were interviewed have a regular contract (excluding the interviewed trai-
nee) and show a similar figure: 5.7 years (nine of them have five years of service 
or less). Almost all of these social workers have part-time contracts varying 
between 20 and 32 hours per week. Four of them (and three of them are men) 
have a full-time contract of 36 hours. In the personnel policy document it is 
secured that the part-time contracts should not amount to less than 20 hours, 
and 24 to 28 hours is preferred. The argumentation is that social workers 
should be within reach for their clients, and that the actual client-related work 
should be in balance with the not directly client-related work (source: Person-
nel Policy). Three out of four of the social workers with a regular contract are 
women. Two of the male social workers are also registered as ‘having a different 
background from Dutch’; they were born in Aruba and Turkey. Additionally, 
during the fieldwork period one of the two social work trainees was a young 
woman with a Turkish background. 
 According to the same personnel policy, Balance wants the composition 
of its personnel to reflect the composition of its clientele. In this context, it ex-
plicitly refers to the denominational background of part of its organisation and 
emphasises that in the recruitment of its personnel it will explicitly consider 

36 I did not have access to the computer files due to privacy matters. The facility manager extracted 
the data on 24.9.2003. At that time, 31 employees were classified as being part of the general social 
work department. This included three trainees of whom one was nearly finishing her traineeship. 
Therefore, in the remainder of the text, I shall refer to two trainees. To calculate average years of ser-
vice figures, full calendar years are counted and only employees with a formal contract are included; 
the trainees are not included.    
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employees who can “link up with the religious background of their clients”. 
The document underlines also taking into account “the position of women” 
and “the multicultural society”. 

Sailing the waves of politics
At the time of my fieldwork, the organisation had benefited from an extra (three-
year) national grant provided by the Department of Health, Welfare and Sport 
(VWS) that was given in order to remedy the capacity shortages in its social 
work department. The norm, determined by the Dutch organisation of social 
care representing the interests of social welfare (MO-groep) and endorsed by the 
Association of the Netherlands’ Municipalities37 (VNG), was set at one full-time 
social work post for every 6,000 inhabitants (NIVEL 2004: 36). As a result of 
this temporary measure, the organisation could expand its workforce with three 
full-time positions. Balance’s policy document for the years 2002 to 2005 states, 
however, that in 2003, when the extra money was to stop, its personnel’s forma-
tion would have to remain at one post for every 6,700 inhabitants. This means 
that they were not able to realise the norm of one post for 6,000 inhabitants. In 
this document the organisation claims that it will make an extra effort to con-
vince the local government of the importance of this ‘minimal norm’. 
 The actual dealings of the organisation with the local government result 
in continuous negotiations in which the legitimacy attributed to the existence 
and development of social services is permanently at stake. Since the nineties, 
the organisation has not only dealt with government cuts, but with incentives 
policies as well. This means that the organisation resembles a ship sailing the 
waves of politics. The next fragment shows the way the policy maker reviews 
this insecure relationship and the consequences it entails. 

Fragment 3, Interview with Policy Maker, 13.10.2003:
(...) we have a budget agreement with the municipality that expires at the end of 
next year, so for next year it will still remain approximately the same. But we alrea-
dy know that we must keep in mind that after next year there will be a budget cut 
of ten percent. And that while the employers’ organisation [MO-groep - MvdH] 
has made such strides in convincing the Department of VWS [Department of 
Health, Welfare and Sport - MvdH] to uh..uh.. give more stimulation to social 
work and has said then that it simply must be expanded because there are all sorts 
of factors in society for which you say uh.. social work can mean a lot: in the area 
of first-line health care…you name it. And therefore an incentives policy has been 
launched in which there is an expansion of..what was it again..fifteen percent. I 
mean it gives..yeah, precisely. Because in our case that has eventually provided us 
with almost three permanent positions. And that growth will continue until the 
end of this year, so this year we also gained an..uh..extra social work permanent 
position and that also means permanent positions to bring social work better onto 
the stage. And now there are budget cuts, and now you see it coming right away 
again that we will have to make cutbacks. 

37 I recall from Chapter 3 that since 1989 local governments have been responsible for developing 
their own decentralised welfare policy, including policy on social work (Fransen 1991: 58).  
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As the fragment shows, Balance largely depends on both national and local go-
vernment policy guidelines. But the policy maker uses the so-called demand-
oriented argument as well; “all kinds of factors in society make you say social 
work can mean a lot in that”. 

4.3 Multiple realities: realising service level agreements and 
 helping individual clients
In one of the first meetings I attended in September 2003 the managing direc-
tor said to the employees, “We have to deal with two kinds of customers: the 
clients and the municipality”. He used a vocabulary that social workers would 
not often make use of themselves; the words “customers”, “result” and “pro-
duction” appear to relate to a businesslike discourse quite different from their 
professional discourse. Providing social work to clients does not involve this 
management discourse at all, and as a rule the relationship of the organisation 
to its financing authority is not explicitly a part of this daily context. The follo-
wing fragment from one of the social workers that were interviewed – he was a 
member of the organisation’s work council – demonstrates what this means. 

Fragment 4, Interview with SW, 22.10.2003: 
(...) on paper everything is clear, but whether in practice everyone sees it, because 
you know, I do understand what results I have to show: I have to show 75 client 
contacts [official documents mention 76 - MvdH] (…) and I think that I am the 
one person within Balance who knows best how many side-tasks are additional 
– what’s additional to that and how you can calculate, I do understand all of that…
but it is of no use to my professional practice..I do understand all those rules, how 
and why they want to gain insight into that (…) 

Two months later these two realities became an explicit issue when the social 
work manager reported in her monthly memo of November 2003 about the 
performance agreement with the local government. She announced the num-
ber of cases that were registered as “closed” in the computer registry system 
during the calendar year 2003; the number of closed cases was over 1,200, but 
the target was 1,540. The manager asked the social workers to focus on their 
directly client-related work, and to postpone some of their non-client related 
activities until the following year. The memo also said that she and the mana-
ging director would provide an explanation and answer questions for each of 
the three teams in the monthly meeting they call the “long team”. 
 The issue was prioritised at that point in time because in the previous 
two years Balance had not reached its productivity targets. This year the ma-
nagement was bound to live up to its agreement with the financing party, 
as they had “promised the municipality”. According to a management note, 
written by the senior policy maker, this “underproduction will hamper the ne-
gotiations concerning the new budgetary agreement for the coming four years 
with the local government, and increase the risk of cutbacks”. 

Service level agreement 
The performance agreement of 2003 between the management and the mu-
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nicipality concerning social work concerns 1,540 cases. Among these 1,540 
cases there are 250 reports to a commission that allocates social housing to 
individual applicants (the Medical and Social Indication Commission, MSIC) 
that have to be written by a social worker. In addition to these 1,540 cases, the 
social workers are expected to have 2,500 short ‘informative contacts’, and the 
agreement includes activities related to community-based work as well. The 
agreement makes explicit, for example, that social workers need to participate 
in networks with other professionals, and provide a specific number of consul-
tations at a given number of schools. For social juridical work the agreement 
for 2003 says that they should have 8,100 clients on a yearly basis. 
 Based on a full-time position, this means that every single social worker 
is expected to take up 76 cases and have 125 short client contacts during a 
one-year period. Per case, the calculation allows for eleven hours to be spent 
on a single client file. Moreover, the calculation is also based on the policy that 
social workers should devote 65 percent of their time to so-called directly cli-
ent-related work. Not directly client-related work (35 percent of their time) 
includes tasks like writing client reports, attending meetings, contacting other 
institutions, expert trainings on a given theme, and also participation in wor-
king groups dedicated to changes in social work practice such as the rewriting 
of the available protocols to adjust them to the norms of the quality certificate 
for the care and welfare sector (HKZ). Social workers have to report their ac-
tivities in a registration system (source: Digital Handbook Balance).

Negotiating targets among professionals
During the main observation period in 2003, social workers regularly referred 
to the slogan “the client is our priority”. This social service outlook of helping 
clients as a core business is institutionalised in the 65/35 ratio that I men-
tioned in the previous paragraph. The following fragment is an excerpt from 
the monthly meeting of Team 1 before the managing director and the social 
work manager entered, in which the nine social workers present discussed the 
consequences of the provisional yearly statistics that had been presented to 
them. The figures indicate that the three social work teams did not yet reach 
the agreed number of 1,540 counselling cases.
 A recently employed social worker (SWA) initiates the topic of the figu-
res that have been recorded in the minutes, about a quarter of an hour after the 
start of the meeting. 

Fragment 5, Team Meeting, 4.11.2003: 
1  SW1 (…) that is all part of, yeah, say.. to achieve the case load that has been  
   agreed on with the municipality, we still need 340 or so, 350 I thought 
2  SW? We now have 1,200 
3  SW? Could we per team..uh..
4  SW1  yeah, my question is just how we should deal with that uh..
(…)
5  SW2  yeah but I would like to just quickly respond, I understand it all, but in 
   the  end this year the situation is that the municipality is going to take a  
   stricter look at the .. at the..
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6  SW3 | yeah, that’s true
7  SW2 process, and this can have consequences for|
8  SW3 | subsidies
9  SW2  the future, and eventually if less money comes in, it will mean that at  
   a certain point 
10  SW4 | fired
11  SW2  there will simply be fewer positions, that is another context
12  SW3  drop non-client-related activities and keep going on with the 
   customers
13  SW5 Yeah but that doesn’t work (SW2), because that will be such a mess 
14  SW3 yeah 
15  SW2 yeah but what there | are two things 
16  SW3  | yeah but listen, it is about the subsidy, really we are being held 
   so strictly accountable, really
17  SW5 yeah, no, I have to honestly say I can’t do anything about that because  
   it’s impossible for me to cancel all of these things. I find that really   
   sloppy. 
18  SW3 yeah, that is so 
19  SW2  But in fact what has happened is, the management is throwing all 
   kinds of projects at us | 
20  SW5  yeah 
21  SW2 with all sorts of projects, now all of a sudden the numbers have to be  
   met, so it is also a management problem. The only thing you can do 
   is that you say I choose for this or I choose for that. Except, I just 
   want the context of the numbers; that is more important than every   
   time we talk about it, in the end
22  SW4 yeah
23  SW6 then I think (SW2)’s conclusion is very logical, like then please do   
   clients
24  SW4 yes, sure |
25  SW2 | because otherwise it will cost one of us our job 

The social worker initiating the topic asks for a discussion about how to deal 
with the announcement from the management. Before going into the issue 
itself, SW2 takes the issue to a higher level and mentions what he thinks will 
be the long-term consequences if they do not reach the service level agree-
ments. SW2, a social worker who is working from a district’s health centre 
who is known for her hard work and decisiveness, proposes a firm solution 
to the issue: to “drop non-client-related activities and keep going on with the 
customers” (line 12), in line with the social work manager’s request. In her 
account, she uses the institutional category of “non-client-related activities” 
instead of indicating specific activities. Moreover, she talks about “customers” 
instead of clients. This language use, which is different from their usual social 
work talk, underlines a different, more businesslike, reality.
 SW2 frames the issue as “also a management problem” (line 19 and line 
21), stressing the task differentiation between the organisational members, in-
dicating that the management should change its attitude as well. Besides, he 
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criticises his having to carry out “all sorts of projects”, that are not directly 
related to client work. In line 25, same narrator, the discussion appears to drift 
further away from the professional mission of helping people and shifts from 
consequences in terms of reducing the subsidy towards the possibility of “los-
ing your job”. 

Manager’s voice
A week later, the social work manager herself is observed while explaining the 
item from the memo to another team, Team 3. In the following account she 
talks to the team members about a two-sided interest with, on the one hand, 
a focus on their quality of service delivery to the clients and, on the other, a 
focus on quantity and compliance with the targets. 

Fragment 6, Account Social Work Manager, Team Meeting 
12.11.2003: 
(..) In principle we have an agreement with the municipality that this year we close 
1,540 cases...well we are at 1,200 now, we are at over twelve and a half and uh well 
then I see this and then, then I am not sure myself whether we will make it or not, 
a figure is a strange matter. But in principle I aim for quality, those figures do tell 
something but they are not indicative, I prioritise quality of work over quantity, 
but on the other hand you do have to deal with the figures and you make an agree-
ment with the municipality about it, that agreement is also 75 [official documents 
mention 76 - MvdH] clients on annual basis including the MSIC [Medical and 
Social Indication Commission - MvdH] reports..now that is not that high, I know 
of organisations that work with 90 or 100, so in principle I think it is possible 
because I also already made an agreement with the municipality we do 75 clients 
per FTE and at the same time I also uh claimed that we should be able to develop 
community-based work (…)

In this fragment the social work manager obviously talks from a management 
rationale, but she also tacks on to the practitioners’ reality. Her accounts “in 
principle I aim for quality” and “figures do tell something but it is not indi-
cative” can be interpreted as a way of moving closer to the social work reality 
of helping clients rather than accentuating the organisation’s continuity. A bit 
further on, she poses that the number of client cases per year is “not that high”, 
and she continues her argumentation by comparing it to “organisations that 
have 90 or 100”. Besides, she appears to indicate that she has already defen-
ded the social workers by “claiming” the implementation of community-based 
work. This suggests that in the negotiations with the local government about 
the service level agreement she proposed to keep the figure low, using the ar-
gument that a new policy needed to be introduced. 
 Two weeks before the end of the year, the senior policy maker wrote 
another e-mail with the subject line “winding up registration 2003”. He wrote 
that he assumes that the social workers are “cleaning up their administration”. 
In the note, he announced that in the meantime the actual “output figure” had 
developed from 1,200 to “somewhat under 1,500” counselling cases, and that 
he expected that they would reach the targets in due course. 
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 The management approach concerning the targets seems to ask the social 
workers to cooperate, and to act upon an organisation-wide responsibility in 
which individual social workers also participate. This management approach 
appears to be an attempt to move from individual professional discretion as 
to the actual performance of social work towards a shared responsibility, on a 
team level, in which individual social workers are held accountable for their 
practices at the team level as well as individually. 

4.4  Autonomy on the work floor: from “one’s own toko”38 to  
 team
Professional organisations are characterised by a continuous struggle over the 
demarcation of professional autonomy (Gastelaars 2006). At the same time, 
the management is permanently attempting to control the professionals to an 
extent. Professionals often act autonomously and have the discretionary space 
to make their own decisions on the work floor (Gastelaars 2006). This often 
results in strained relations between managers and professionals.39 However, 
the Dutch professional code for social workers assumes that the professional 
autonomy of social workers performing their jobs in organisations is also de-
fined by the labour contract, and that the organisation’s policy should deter-
mine the discretionary space of the social worker (NVMW 1999: 29-30). The 
social work manager expresses a similar opinion, saying that as a social worker 
“you enter into a labour contract with this organisation and you agree to (…) 
be there for the client” (Social Work Manager 27.11.2003).

When discussing the organisation, of all the interviewees there was only one 
social worker who explicitly mentioned the advantages of being an employee 
in contrast to being self-employed. She had previously had a private practice. 

Fragment 7, Interview with SW, 29.9.2003: 
(…) I find it pleasant to work in an organisation where you already have a struc-
ture, I mean you do not have to send your own bills and bring in your own clients 
they come in automatically and your salary is paid automatically (…)

Narrating a failed merger 
The ultimate starting point to explain the desire for autonomy of the social 
workers at Balance has to be the failed merger. During fieldwork, different 
organisational members referred in the interviews to a clash between the pro-
fessionals and the management team of those days, which was caused by a 

38 Indonesian word for small business, common expression in the Netherlands to mark an indepen-
dent position.
39 The Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR 2004) report on public service provision 
suggests that a relationship between management and professionals that functions as a co-producing 
practice results in a productive coalition. The fundamental posture here is that the relationship is 
more or less horizontal, and mutual dependency is recognised (ibid: 152-153).  An example for-
mulated by the scholars is managing an organisation with the active and organised contribution of 
professionals and having professionals who are willing to take responsibility for the organisation as 
well (ibid: 153). This example strongly resembles the organisation’s situation. 
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proposed merger with a local institution for social cultural work. Even a social 
worker, who had not yet been part of the organisation at that time, incorpora-
ted the tumult around the affair as a frame of reference in her accounts about 
the organisation. The failed merger had become a hot issue. 
 Apparently, the organisation’s works council had prevented a merger bet-
ween Balance and the organisation for social cultural work situated on the top 
floor of the same office building. According to the current policy maker, who 
was the managing director at the time, the proposed merger was an attempt 
to survive and to reduce the organisation’s vulnerability during a period of se-
rious government cutbacks. According to a local newspaper,40 the merger was 
also intended to implement a new method, in which social workers and social 
cultural work would cooperate to prevent and solve social problems. 
 The annual report of 2001 states the then visible consequences of “tur-
bulent developments in 2000”, that were felt by the personnel: at the begin-
ning of 2001 the absence through illness amounted to 16.7 percent; at the end 
of that year it was reduced to 6.2 percent, and seven social workers and one 
social juridical worker had left the organisation. The causes of the turbulence, 
however, appear to go way back; in the time before the failed merger, the local 
newspaper and a specialist journal41 had reported that the organisation had 
been dealing with “waiting lists, high work pressure, high absence rates, cut-
backs and an increasing demand for assistance”, which had resulted in “unor-
thodox” management measures like a temporary client-stop and a selective 
access policy in its attempts to solve the problems. 
 As a structural consequence of the internal clash, and after several inte-
rims in different positions (like the social work manager and the managing 
director), the former managing director withdrew, and the current manage-
ment team was established. He did not think it would be responsible for him 
to stay on after the created ‘gap’, but as I mentioned earlier, he came back 
in the function of senior policy maker advising the managing director. The 
social work manager characterises the tension in the organisation when she 
entered the organisation two years ago as a power issue and identified “a kind 
of fighting culture” in the organisation. She said that – and here I paraphrase 
– the social workers’ thinking took a “polarity” between the management 
and themselves as a starting point. The management was something that did 
not include them; it was supposed to “take care” of them instead. The pro-
fessionals had been – as she said – “fighting on the barricades”. The reality 
of everyday life in those days was, according to her, that the social workers 
claimed the discretion to perform their jobs in ways that they saw fit. Each 
social worker claimed his or her “own toko”. In her narrative, the social wor-
kers did not really trust the management at all. They acted as individual 
professionals accidentally united under the same organisational roof. Some 
of the interviewed social workers referred to the issue as well; one of them 
had experienced it as a “crisis period” in which “it was really a matter of just 
surviving”, as she called it. 

40 Due to anonymity I cannot reveal the exact sources.
41 Same as last footnote.   



86

86

Ma(r)king Differences in Dutch Social Work

 One of the issues that emerged in these times of perceived anarchy was 
that some social workers even moved beyond their discretionary spaces and 
performed activities beyond the social work scope. These social workers gave 
yoga lessons, reiki and hypnotherapy in the office after working hours, as some 
of the interviewees remarked. Although this happened before his tenure, the 
managing director in the interview expressly disapproved of these practices 
and considered them a “form of assistance that absolutely does not belong to 
us”, in the interview he specifically referred to hypnotherapy, and “I can not 
guarantee the quality of that kind of assistance, so as an organisation I do not 
want to be associated with it”. 
 In a video made for a social worker’s meeting named ‘Boundaries and 
quality of social work’ one year before I conducted fieldwork, these practices 
were even parodied in a sketch performed by some of the social workers. Also, 
during my fieldwork, the managing director officially requested the workforce 
to report to the institution other professional activities that they performed in 
addition to their regular employment. 

Shared responsibility and the redefinition of professional autonomy 
In the aftermath of this turbulent time, new plans were developed to restructure 
the organisation. The three social work teams were formed and the organisa-
tion focussed on developing outreach help, community-based work and self-
managing teams. Also the function of primus inter pares was introduced as a 
way of ‘flattening’ the organisation – or so the social work manager said. In 
order to restore confidence among the workers and between employees and the 
management, and also to re-evaluate organisational cohesion, the management 
decided to offer a workshop on a ‘culture of mutual openness’ to all employees. 
An external trainer led the workshop. The reason for organising the workshop, 
the managing director proclaimed when introducing the workshop, had been 
the high absence rate. This rate had already decreased, but during the workshop 
quite a lot of uneasiness among the workers came out into the open. 
 Moreover, the new management team introduced two policies directly 
influencing the professional practice of the social workers. In an interview with 
the policy maker he claimed that this specific line of thought already had been 
introduced to the organisation in the times when he was a managing director, 
but that it had taken some time to agree to go along with it. He assumed that 
the fact that some of the ‘old guard’ had left the organisation may have been of 
some help, as well. 
 The first change was the introduction of self-managing teams. The ma-
nagement activated the professionals to get more involved in a sort of shared 
responsibility. The aim was to alter the more or less static top-down coordina-
tion of accountability into a situation in which the professionals would them-
selves be held accountable for the professional quality of their social work. In 
the self-management model, the social workers are collectively and horizon-
tally held responsible for the operational management and the everyday func-
tioning of their teams; each social worker has a well-defined responsibility on 
certain sub-fields like networking, planning and accounting, registration and 
reporting, and quality improvement (source: Function Book Balance). In the 
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organisational chart this means that in each of the three social work teams a 
primus inter pares reports to the social work manager in regular meetings. This 
intervention fits in with the management’s strategies to constrain the social 
workers’ individual autonomy by formalising and standardising their profes-
sional process and to set the norms to be able to obtain the national quality 
certificate42 for social service organisations. This certificate presents itself as 
“the way to ensure that everything in a care or welfare organisation is internally 
under control, that the focus is always the client, and that the organisation per-
manently and systematically works to improve service” (source: http://www.
hkz.nl).43 
 The second change focussed on the content of social work, and is de-
fined as a community-based approach of social work. The local government 
prescribes this approach in order to promote the outreaching attitude of social 
workers towards their (potential) clients and their networks in the neighbour-
hoods that are involved. The policy expects social workers to relate not only 
to the district’s inhabitants and their needs, but also to work in partnership 
with other local institutions such as schools, police and community work. 
This outreach policy is related to the self-management model in that the social 
work teams as a whole are encouraged to translate the organisational policy 
to the local needs of the specific communities they work in. But this outreach 
approach also influences the manner of performing social work, and although 
social workers generally support this outreach approach, their opinions about 
how to practically adjust to it do differ. One social worker evaluates the com-
munity-based approach as “a very good development” because to her mind, 
social work had become “too therapeutic”. She perceives the policy change 
as going back into the district as returning to “our task, our mission” (SW 
17.10.2003). Another social worker remarks; “it is consensus thinking now 
and not up to the individual worker anymore” (SW 22.10.2003). 
 These two changes appear to have been an attempt to curtail individual 
discretion as to the performance of social work in favour of a shared responsi-
bility at the team level. I quote from an agreement related to these plans that 
was composed by a group of social workers and the senior policy maker and 
later adopted by the management.

Fragment 8, from Advisory Report Community-Based Work 2002: 
(T)o the minds of the working group it is of great concern that the employees 
work from a team that is responsible for the operationalisation of the social work 
policy in certain districts. This calls for a change of culture. From an organisation 
in which the individual employee has had a large amount of freedom to shape 
his/her activities according one’s own insights, it is necessary to develop into an 
organisation in which employees operate in and through a team. 

42 The so-called HKZ-certification or ‘harmonisation of quality review in health care and welfare’ is 
partly subsided by the Department of Public Health, Welfare and Sports (VWS) and is an initiative 
of health care providers, patients/clients and insurers. This project implied that everything in the 
organisation was re-evaluated in terms of the norms of the certification.  
43 Website (http://www.hkz.nl) consulted on 30.11.2006.
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It notes the large discretionary space of the individual social workers and the 
transformation to working in teams, and verbalises this transformation as a 
“shift of culture”, indicating that the social work department’s identity is at 
stake. 
 On the work floor, these changes are experienced as a new relationship 
with the management in terms of ‘much more control’. The social work ma-
nager herself interprets this shift in her management style from a “hierarchical” 
approach to one in which she “calls upon the professional to account for his or 
her own tasks, responsibilities, possibilities and competences, so to also actively 
think along with [the management - MvdH]”. Also, the social work manager 
claims to highly value giving “freedom” to her workers to do their job, and 
encourages the creativity of her individual professionals. She emphasises this 
in meetings, and in informational memos she accentuates the individual em-
powerment of her professionals but also asks them to be “transparent” about 
their work practices, as she wants to be transparent herself, as a manager. 
 The managing director accentuates the collective responsibility of the 
social workers for the way each individual works: “I think it suits professionals 
to take some responsibility for the work your colleague performs and to think 
along, to have an opinion about it” (Managing Director 6.11.2003). He also 
claims that this very strategy fits in with the principles of community-based 
work “because you want to link up the right way with what is going on in the 
district”. He argues that in order to do so, “people should have the opportu-
nity to have an opinion about it and to decide upon it, and then you have to 
be consistent, and, I also think that the mutual support can very well be in the 
hands of practicing employees”. Yet he also concludes that “a [communication 
- MvdH] line with the management continues to be very important, exactly 
because of the fact that you are part of one organisation”. 
 In a report of the WRR, three patterns of how organisations deal with 
the tension between management and professionals are distinguished: facilita-
ting, disciplining and co-producing (WRR 2004). In facilitation the pattern 
of professional values, opinions and interests are leading. In the disciplining 
pattern the demands of the organisation in terms of efficiency and standardisa-
tion determine the professional practice. In this case the organisation appears 
to aim at the third pattern: a horizontal relationship between management and 
professionals, in which the professionals are expected to actively contribute 
to the organisation and to take an organisational responsibility as well (WRR 
2004: 152-154). It is in this organisational context that the actual social work 
is performed. 

4.5  Turning into a client: social workers activities from 
 registration to intake 
One of the most common ways to contact the social workers for help is via 
the telephonic consultation hours. That is when people are turned into clients. 
In this journey of the client through the organisation (see Figure 2: Workflow 
procedures for the activities from registration to intake) both backstage and 
front stage “regions of institutional life” are presented: the first referring to 
“the public face of workplace” and the latter to instances of institutional life 
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“when the client is absent” (Sarangi & Roberts 1999: 20-21). From Monday 
to Friday at fixed hours, in a morning session and an afternoon session, social 
workers receive the incoming phone calls of people searching for help. The 
social worker asks the caller to explain the situation and registers the informa-
tion in the computer client system. The format of the registration consists of 
explaining the procedure of the social work organisation, giving the client-to-
be the name of a contact person and sending a confirmation letter. 
 To structure the information that the organisation thinks of as relevant, a 
checklist of seven items is used: 1) what is the problem, 2) what is the reason to 
apply now, 3) have you done something with the problem situation yourself, 
4) do you have support from significant others, 5) what do you want to achie-
ve with social work, 6) do you prefer a man or a woman, and 7) if a referral 
is involved, does the applicant give permission to the social worker to contact 
the referring professional. The applicant is also asked to give personal details. 
Besides name, date of birth and address, the organisation asks for informa-
tion about the national or ethnic origin (allochtonous or autochthonous), the 
country of origin, religion, living arrangement, source of income and amount 
of income. 
 By this time the individual has a file, although at this stage the files are 
still categorised as new registrations and do not yet belong to the caseload of 
a social workers. This digital registration system is available to all social wor-
kers, which means that the files can be consulted by anyone who has access to 
the registration system. During the fieldwork period it happened occasionally 
that printed versions of these client files were not taken from the printer desk 
in the corridor and stayed unattended, visible to every interested eye. It was 
mentioned more than once during the fieldwork period of 2003, among col-
leagues, to take better care of this highly personal information. Next to these 
files, all social workers rely on a personal ring binder in which they keep their 
notes on current cases. The ring binders are kept in a filing cabinet, and this is 
locked. 
 The next step is that an appointed team of three social workers, one from 
each of the three teams, screens the new registration on the basis of four issues: 
they assess the report on clarity and completeness, see if the client fits in with 
the organisation, determine if a client should be given priority, and consider 
suggestions for counselling (source: Digital Handbook, Protocol AMW July 
2002). Once a week, a meeting between these three social workers takes place. 
The printed files of the new applicants are collected in a plastic box, com-
monly referred to as “the bin”. First, the registration is distributed on the basis 
of their physical address or that of their general practitioner into the three 
teams. The social workers use a city map to look it up if they do not recognise 
a specific applicant’s address, in order to locate this person in one of the three 
district teams. 
 In the meeting, two of the social workers take turns reading aloud the 
printed version of the report. A short discussion follows among the social wor-
kers about the situation of the applicant, and after weighing the various argu-
ments a decision is made concerning the degree of urgency in each individual’s 
situation. The third social worker uses the client registry system to look up the 
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applicant’s name and records the decision in the computer system. The insti-
tute uses three levels of urgency: 1) highest priority, 2) average priority, and 
3) lowest priority (one of the common arguments to give a 3 is “this has been 
going on for years”, an expression one of the team members regularly used). 
This categorization also is affected by the waiting list for help. They weigh the 
situation and see if a team has a waiting list. 
 Next, the screened applicants’ reports are brought to the weekly meeting 
of the specified team in order to be distributed among the social workers of 
that team. One social worker makes a round to inventory the room for new 
clients in the caseloads of individual social workers. This person usually asks 
every social worker “Do you have space?” Again, the new registrations are 
read aloud, the social workers briefly discuss the case and allocate the case to a 
social worker who has space for a new client. According to the organisation’s 
protocol each social worker at this stage “has the freedom to articulate his or 
her preference” (source: Social Work Protocol 2002). This means that a social 
worker has some discretion as to whether or not to take the applicant as a cli-
ent in his/her caseload. Sometimes a social worker makes us of this discretion 
and declines a case. 
 Some social workers do have problems with certain issues in social as-
sistance. Two social workers indicated in the interviews that they personally have 
difficulties with divorce cases (in relation to ideas about a relationship), and with 
cases involving abortion and suicide. They relate this to their Christian belief. A 
homosexual social worker explains that he knows some Christian social workers 
at Balance who have difficulties with homosexual relations, but adds that “they 
will not operate accordingly, but if you ask their personal norms and values they 
have difficulties with it because according to them the Bible does not allow it” 
(SW 22.10.03). The other two social workers I mentioned before also stress that 
they separate their personal norms and values from their professional role. One 
of them explicitly relates this to the “identity” of the organisation: 
 

Fragment 9, Interview with SW, 7.10.2003: 
(…) because this is a generalist institution, right…Look, if you are an ideological 
institution or a Moluccan institution then you have a completely different identity 
as an institution (…) but here we have a very generalist view and at this moment 
they give a lot of freedom to uh…the way you yourself uh practice social work 
(…) But they placed a framework a while ago, it turned out that a whole lot of col-
leagues also were busy with uh with reiki or with astrology and that kind of things 
and a framework has been placed like we are a generalist institution, like also with 
my being a Christian I am not supposed to go and pray with my clients because 
that is just something you will have to refer to pastoral social work because that is 
not what I am here for. But the same with reiki courses, that that that we just can 
not do uh here within the institution (…)

Social workers recognise that moral issues concerning clients may interfere 
with their personal beliefs or even affect them. Another social worker remarks 
that some topics are “close to your own life”, like relational problems and the 
education of children. This may affect one’s practice too. 
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 When the applicant is handed over to a social worker, he/she is invited 
for a first face-to-face meeting at the office. This meeting – the intake – con-
cerns the exploration of the client’s situation using an intake format including 
the following topics: 1) problems and complaints, 2) their causes, 3) the actual 
social situation, 4) relevant biographical information, 5) the client’s percep-
tion of the situation, 6) consequences for daily functioning, 7) handling of 
the problem, 8) social assistance in the past, 9) compensating circumstances, 
10) social support, 11) aims and needs, 12) expectations and wishes regarding 
social work. 
 The social worker, however, begins by reading aloud to the client the first 
contact report in order to check the available information with the client and 
make a start with this extensive intake (see Box 1: Client information). This 
intake can take more than one session, but this does not happen very often. 
The social worker uses this first contact with the client to explain what social 
work is about. 
 
Figure 2: Workflow procedures at Balance, from registration to intake

Step 1 Front stage activity (from client’s perspective)
Registration of new case 

(during office hours by telephone or in person)

Step 2 Backstage activity
I. Assigning case to a social work team 

II. Allocating the urgency category of the case
 

Step 3 Backstage activity
Team level: Linking case to social worker 

 

Step 4 Front stage activity
Face-to-face intake 

  

The client’s way to the counselling room 
The entrance hall has a central reception desk where a ‘please register here’ 
notice leads you directly to the receptionist. After she checks the appointment 
in the agenda or gives you a number with which you can wait for your turn, 
in the case of the social judicial service, she will refer you to a waiting area in 
the same space. Here you sit down on one of the seats, which are placed in a 
square with a table in the centre. Here, they have the local newspaper to read 
and a wide range of brochures about group sessions, on topics like Women 
and Violence, How to be Assertive, Social Competences, Coping with Grief, 
and Dealing with Divorce. The general informational brochure on social work 
(not written by Balance) that one can also find in the waiting area sums up: 
“young or old, married, living together or single, with a large purse or short of 
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cash: everyone can come to General Social Work unconditionally and without 
referral”. It becomes quite clear from the brochure that social workers are there 
to “talk to you”, and, accordingly the text appears to explain to the client that 
social work is about verbal communication. The walls of the waiting room are 
decorated with posters related to various kinds of social services. For children 
there is a small corner with toys. While waiting you will see employees passing 
to pick up clients or getting some coffee or tea and have their little chat with 
a colleague in the kitchen. 
 In the same open hall are the mailboxes of the employees. On this floor, a 
consultation room for crisis cases is also available. It is the first room that meets 
the eye when you enter the building. Employees are used to taking their first 
coffee on Monday mornings before nine o’clock in this room, in an informal 
reunion. But otherwise this consultation room, called 001, looks similar to the 
others. In total, Balance has ten consultation rooms. Most of them are located 
on the first floor; the social-juridical department uses two of them. All of these 
rooms are decorated differently; the 001 room that always has to be available 
for crisis cases for example has two paintings of Marc Chagall, a blue one and 
a red one, hanging on the off-white walls. In one of the other rooms you will 
find African style jars. 
 All of the rooms have a relatively big window, but a net curtain prevents 
people from looking in. The rooms are furnished with chairs and a small table 
in the centre on which you will find a tissue box, to accommodate a client who 
cries during the counselling talks. Furthermore, the rooms are decorated with 
big green plants. The only technical equipment available is a telephone. When 
needed, the organisation has one special telephone that is used when the coope-
ration of an interpreter from a translating agency is needed. 
A social worker usually carries a notebook, a diary, and some dossiers. When 
the social worker picks up a client from the waiting room, the client is usually 
offered coffee or tea. Together they will walk to the consultation room reserved 
for the hour by the social worker, and after entering it, the social worker shifts 
the doorplate to indicate ‘occupied’. Talks usually take about one hour, although 
the actual length of the talk may also depend on the agenda for the meeting; 
purely practical matters are usually discussed in 30-minute talks. Meetings about 
psychosocial matters and emotional issues usually take longer. 
 One social worker explains in detail how he creates a comfortable at-
mosphere for a session:
 

Fragment 10, Interview with SW, 5.11.2003: 
(...) when I see somebody for the first time uh, I shake hands and…and ask if they 
want coffee and tea and then I walk upstairs, than uh I have the room, I in any 
case take care uh well that the climate is optimal, so placing the chair in the right 
way…the window a bit open, heating right, for myself as well (…) it has to look 
orderly, I always sit opposite the client (…) 

As a rule, clients are always accompanied by their social professional and are 
not expected to walk through the building on their own. After the session, the 
social workers guide their clients back to the entrance on the ground floor. 
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Box 1: Client information . Age: 
Almost 38% of the clients consist of people between 18 and 35 years 
old. A small 2% of the clients are under eighteen, and about 40% are in 
the category between 35 and 55 years old. . Social situation: 
25% has a single person household, 22% of the clients live in a standard 
family, and 16% are one-parent families. . Income: 
Around 39% of the clientele earns around, or less than, the minimum 
real income (about 910 euros). Approximately 38% has an income bet-
ween the minimum and the standard income (around net 1590 euros). . Country of origin:44

For around 73% of the social work clientele, the Netherlands is their 
country of origin. Some 15% are defined as having a foreign back-
ground, while the country of origin for the remaining part of the social 
work clientele is unknown. . Problem category: 
40% of the clients’ problems were categorised as practical matters, 25% 
as relational, and 35% as psychic problems. . Duration of assistance: 
In almost 75% of the cases the assistance lasted up to six months.
(source: Balance’s Annual Report 2003)

4.6  Conclusion
This chapter provided insight in the institutional context in which social wor-
kers perform their jobs. Social workers at Balance run their own business, me-
aning that they manage their own personal caseloads and organise their own 
agendas. With regard to performing social work for clients they have quite 
a high level of discretion. At the same time, they are incorporated into the 
organisation. Social workers appear to experience a two-sided identification: 
they relate to their own professional discourse and occupational group, but 
they are also expected to relate to their organisation. The classic assumption 
of a tense relationship between management and professionals, mainly expres-
sed in the professionals’ struggle for autonomy, is at least partly confirmed in 
the analysis of the social work department. However, some recent changes in 
the organisation’s policy indicate the intention of moving towards a stronger 
involvement of the social workers at the organisation level, which indicates 
the management’s way of dealing with the management-professionals tension. 
Besides, practising social work for clients is embedded in an institutional order 

44 In spite of unclear figures due to impure registration into the computer registration system, a 
big difference is noticed with the clientele of the organisation’s other department. The department 
for assistance in social legislation matters, on the other hand, counts 45% of the clients defined as 
having Dutch nationality. The remaining percentage consists of clients with another background. 
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(Sarangi & Roberts 1999); the chapter closed with the organisation of the pri-
mary process from registration to intake at Balance’s social work department. 
The next chapter will discuss the professional discourse and the work practices 
of social workers.
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Whereas in the previous chapter I analysed the organisational context for so-
cial workers at Balance, this chapter is devoted to their everyday activities: 
performing social work for clients. It intends to shed light on these everyday 
practices of social workers and to reveal what it means to them to be a so-
cial worker. The foci are the way social workers relate to their clients, how 
they identify and present themselves as professionals through the enactment 
of different roles, and how they demarcate their profession in everyday life. I 
elaborate on the way social workers create shared meaning in their profession 
by looking into images of self (professional) and other (client), their ways of 
categorising their clients, and their construction of legitimacy for their profes-
sional practices.
 According to Pithouse and Atkinson, social work is “an inherently un-
certain enterprise (…), faced with unpredictable demands and drawing on an 
unproven technology” (Pithouse & Atkinson 1988: 197). In addition to this, 
they argue that much of the everyday work of social workers – their interacti-
ons with clients – remains ‘invisible’ or unverifiable to outside observers (ibid: 
183). As a consequence of a high level of autonomy and rather unfixed label-
ling mechanisms, social workers “socially organise their world through a com-
mon-sense theory that emerges from experience and maps out the identities 
and relationships of a complex world of work” (ibid: 197). These observations 
have encouraged me to focus on constructing a view of social work in terms of 
language use and to try to observe how the professionals in this study organise 
the world of social work. I make use of two kinds of data: 1) the accounts given 
by professionals in interviews about what they do when performing their jobs 
and what they intend to accomplish; and 2) actual interactions, both between 
social workers and their clients and between social workers among themselves. 
As I argued in my methodological chapter, I take accounts to be more than 
simply reflections about what social workers do; I perceive them as work prac-
tices of their own kind. Accordingly, the issue of being a professional is dealt 
with from three different angles, thus dividing the chapter into three parts: 1) 
constructing social work in interview accounts; 2) practicing social work in 
professional-client interactions; and 3) accounting for social work practice in 
conversations among social workers. 
 The first part of this chapter deals with interview accounts by social 
workers about their profession. These accounts will explain how social workers 
present their profession. The second part presents actual interactions between 
social workers and clients, or “the public face of the workplace” (Sarangi & 

5
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Roberts 1999) and examines what social workers actually do in their conversa-
tions with their clients. I particularly pay attention to the role-taking activities 
of social workers and look at how these roles frame the relationship with the 
client. 
 The third part investigates how social workers explain and legitimise 
their categorisations of cases in a ‘backstage setting’. The data I will use here 
is called case-talk (Pithouse & Atkinson 1988), which I define as stories social 
workers tell about how they categorise their clients in an interview with the 
researcher and in meetings with their colleagues. 

5.1  Accounts about social work 
In this part of the chapter I discuss how social workers talk about their profession 
in a formal interview setting. How do social workers present themselves, what 
do they identify with, how do they demarcate their profession? What do they 
intend to achieve with their clients, and how do they relate to these clients in 
their accounts? I will explore the explanations and justifications social workers 
use when they account for who they are, what they aim at and what they do. 

“Help people to help themselves”
Social workers in this study present a uniform picture of what they aim for 
in their counselling; in the interview accounts they say to aspire to bringing 
about a change in clients’ situations and helping them to improve their ability 
to cope for themselves. One social worker explained the role of social work as 
“help[ing] people to help themselves, [so] that people can increase their self-
reliance” (SW 23.10.2003). Another social worker directly relates his efforts 
to emancipation: 

Fragment 1, Interview with SW, 5.11.2003: 
(…) the emancipatory vision, uhm, from which social work starts is, uhm, making 
people conscious of, of uh…of the problem, of their situation…getting people to 
be conscious about the fact that they have their own choices, and, uhm, to sup-
port them in creating a different situation, both within the person and within the 
situation (…)

The interviewees refer to the conditions – and here I quote from the interviews 
– of their clients having “self reflection”, being “self-reliant”, being “self-sup-
portive”, having “responsibility of one’s own”, being “conscious of one’s own 
capabilities”, “conscious of the fact that people can make their own choices in 
life”, and having “a social network”. It seems that they measure their clients by 
the means of these criteria. The image presented by the social workers relates 
to the script not only of a self-reliant subject, but also of an autonomous, 
emancipated individual and appears to be in accordance with the governmen-
tal social policy that promotes independent citizens (see Chapter 3). 

Bringing about a change
Counselling focusses on the process of bringing about a change in the client’s 
situation. Social work assumes that the client will take steps during the path 
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of assistance towards reaching these criteria. The client’s willingness to alter at 
least part of his/her situation seems to be a precondition to engaging in a social 
work relationship. A social worker formulates her role as following:

Fragment 2, Interview with SW, 17.10.2003:
(…) For me, the role of the client is that they have to work (…) I think it is the 
task of a social worker to activate people (…) that you give people the confidence 
and perhaps also the possibilities to, yeah, influence their own lives (…) 

As we have seen in Chapter 3, the contact and relationship with the client is 
central to casework, which is perceived as the core approach in social work, 
and aims to mobilise clients to “adapt in a better way” to their social context 
(Waaldijk 1999: 121). Another social worker sees her task as being:

Fragment 3, Interview with SW, 1.11.2004: 
(…) to support people or help them get on track to deal with their own problems, 
to cope with, uh, to develop solutions, so that you, really, the stagnation that has 
occurred that people just do not know for a while how to move on, that you help 
to get some movement into that, so, not that you really take over but that you help 
someone to do it by him/herself again (…) 

The social worker speaks about counselling as realising a change from stagnati-
on to movement. She emphasises that social workers need to help but not take 
over. One interviewee said that as a social worker he is the “instrument” and 
“clients have to do it themselves” (SW 1.11.2004). In the following fragment, 
another social worker considers this focus on bringing about a change in the 
client’s situation to be part of the client’s personal development. 

Fragment 4, Interview with SW, 2.10.2003: 
(…) you can work together with them towards a moment of development (…) 
Well, and that is what you could call social work, to develop yourself personally, 
even though you have debts – it is personal development to be able to be sure that 
you will not have those debts again (…) so that is what inspires me most in this 
profession (…) sometimes you could see in the caseloads who had a lot of foreig-
ners and who had fewer, so I think there should be some more variation in that 
(…) 

“Linking up with where the client stands”
Social workers characterise their discipline as being “easily accessible” for cli-
ents. The aspiration to this is also written down in the mission statement of 
the organisation (source: Policy Paper 2002-2005). The facts that clients do 
not need a referral, that their help is free of charge and that in principle anyone 
can contact social workers could be interpreted as removing the threshold for 
making contact. But the notion of accessible social assistance also relates to the 
way the client is approached. The next social worker distinguishes social work 
from other helping professions and brings two essential issues to the fore. First, 
social work intends to be “close” to the client’s social world, which he relates 
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to giving “support”. Second, he expresses that social workers particularly deal 
with the management of the client’s everyday life. 

Fragment 5, Interview with SW, 17.11.2003: 
(…) we are at least a lot closer than other helping professions, which gives people a 
much greater sense of being supported (…) uhm, because they feel they are heard 
for that matter…and uhm...the know-how we have is, the advice and, uh, the 
social assistance, for very daily matters in, uh, families or work or just what people 
directly have to deal with (…) because it is about family relationships, about love 
relationships, about family unit, uh, relationships…work relationships. Well these 
are things…it is truly the direct environment of a person (…) 

The most notable and recurring phrase I heard during the interviews was “to 
link up with where the client stands”. This expression echoed throughout the 
three months of fieldwork in the social work department. It appeared to cap-
ture the central approach of social work practice at Balance. 
 As a rule, each case starts with “the question as formulated by the client” 
and each counselling process focusses on “a specific goal or aim” drawn up in 
co-production between the social worker and the client. The relationship with 
the client appears to be at the heart of social work. But what does it actually 
mean to “link up where the client stands”? How do social workers relate to 
their clients? 
 First, when accounting their relationships with their clients, social wor-
kers claim to “link up where the client stands” and to “place the client in 
his/her own social context”. This client-centred approach implies to take each 
client as an individual. One of the interviewed social workers explains this cli-
ent-centredness by saying that in the contact with the client she tried to walk 
with his/her “map” in order to find out how this client looks at the world. 

Fragment 6, Interview with SW, 17.10.2003:
(…) for me it has to do with walking with someone’s map (...) so, to use the same 
terminology in order to, yeah, that you get into the thinking pattern of the other 
(...)

Second, another social worker also explains how she tunes into the client’s life 
world by figuratively standing next to the client. She explains what she actually 
tells her clients in the intake. She walks along with the client for a while and 
gives insight and shows him/her a mirror in order to get the client prepared to 
move on independently. Next she sums up the topics the social worker brings 
up in the counselling. 

Fragment 7, Interview with SW, 8.10.2003:
(...) I think that you stand next to someone by, uh, connecting with the other, 
thus, uh, beginning where the other is, making contact...um...and not by doing 
difficult things but simply making contact: How are you, who are you, what...what 
interests you, what kind of person are you, what do you find important, what kinds 
of thoughts do you have, yeah...
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Third, linking up with where the client stands also involves connecting the 
individual with the people around him or her, which is the focus of psycho-
social help. This social worker talks about relating to this immediate social 
environment. 

Fragment 8, Interview with SW, 22.10.2003: 
(…) it is the intention to help the client after this to function in a better way in 
interactions with his environment and people in his vicinity (…) 

And, fourth, social workers also encourage the client to get in touch with 
people around them. As a result of the aim of social work to make people 
manage for themselves, a social network to support the client is considered a 
point of attention. A social worker expresses: 

Fragment 9, Interview with SW, 10.11.2003: 
(...) considering social networks, I also find it important that they first can see 
whether there are people in your environment, you know, that you trust and whom 
you maybe could help with something that you are not yet able to get done... so 
people can also learn to, uh, say tap those resources in their environment (…)

In social work jargon or formal language, terms like “involving the client and 
his or her system” – and by ‘system’ referring to, for example, the family, work 
environment or the neighbourhood – would also be used to relate to this issue. 
Being supported by others is stressed in the inventory of the client’s situation 
and is also a recurring theme on the agenda during the counselling process 
itself. 
 When I asked another social worker to explain this linking up where the 
client stands in cases of diverging norms and values, she explained that profes-
sional social workers are expected to adapt to their clients’ needs and to search 
for an appropriate approach, however complicated this may turn out to be for 
the social worker him-/herself. 

Fragment 10, Interview with SW, 1.12.2003: 
(...) sometimes you just see that the values and norms are different and then I 
think, well yes, then you will, uh, have to accept that, adjust, like gee, someone 
views it like such and such, these values and norms are important for that person, 
to not, uh, how do you say that, impose your own values and norms, but that you 
keep with the client, and where he stands for (…) that is for me the most impor-
tant, so you must be able to adapt a little to the language of that customer, say, yes 
(…), like with those people whom we visited at home, where we, you know, how’re 
you doing, uh, do not act too businesslike, like uh, hello, here am I, and not too 
authoritatively or so, but that you adjust, uh, your attitude and your, uh, say, your 
language to the family or that client, yeah… With another client you act in another 
way again so, uh, very different… yes, that you connect a little (…)

The social worker makes clear that it is important not to “import your own 
norms and values”. Once more, this fragment corroborates a discourse in which 
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client-centredness and an individualised view prevails. Other social workers, 
however, also refer to the issue of routine. In the following interview fragment, 
a social worker explains how he deals with the apparent contradiction between 
“similar patterns” he observes among his clients and his intention to start with 
where the client stands. 

Fragment 11, Interview with SW, 22.10.2003: 
(…) because you see so many things, it sometimes is a little like I have the inclina-
tion to sometimes sail on the automatic pilot (…) oookkkkaaayyyy, again a woman 
between 44 and 50 who is not totally at easy with herself tensions… medication 
from the physician for I don’t know what all and her ex-husband who does not 
cooperate I think okaaay (laughs) so that is also like, uhm, look, because there are 
very many similar patterns that also for me as social worker (…) but everyone has 
his own story and you must take every story seriously but sometimes I do need to 
turn the button for that…

The social work approach of “linking up where the client stands” starts early in 
the help process and is institutionalised in the formal procedure of the intake. 
The organisation’s intake model (based on the intake model of the Dutch 
institution NIZW) marks that the professional should keep in mind that the 
written version of the intake report needs to consist of the client’s conceptuali-
sations of the situation. The formal protocol mentions that the client is a “full 
discussion partner” and that the client’s own vision is central in the intake. 
According to the protocol, the professional analysis is postponed to another 
moment, implying that although classification may seem functional and inevi-
table, the pitfall lies in using it too early in the determination of the client, or 
“prestructuring the actual assistance” (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999: 140). The 
protocol states: “The report is the account of the client. To emphasise this, it 
is written in the first person” and “Do not interpret, but stay with what the 
client has said. The social worker has a space for his/her professional view on 
the client situation in the problem analysis, but not here!” (source: Protocol 
Intake Model 2001). 

Non-hierarchical relationships
In the explanations by the interviewees about how social workers approach 
their clients, quite a few explain the relationship to their clients by distin-
guishing it from other helping professions such as doctors, psychologists and 
psychiatrists, who are defined by the interviewees as being more detached from 
their clients. In the fragment below, a social worker differentiates his position 
from that of the traditionally highly valued medical sector, where the image 
of “people in white coats” still holds, accentuating a big distance between the 
professional doctor and his or her lay patients. 

Fragment 12, Interview with SW, 23.10.2003: 
(…) what we want to avoid is that we are the experts and, uh, that the client is the 
dependent person who asks for help… in former days, of course, it happened that 
social workers…from the medical point of view they were the doctors, the men 
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with the white coats on and as the one who asked for help was concerned, you were 
ignorant and uninformed and that does not encourage your self-reliance of course 
if you have such an approach, what we want to try is to stand next to the people 
and to look at their situation together with them and to be as non-hierarchical as 
possible. 

Stating that social workers – interestingly referred to as the occupational in-
group “we” by this social worker – do not want their clients to be dependent 
on the professional is a direct link to trying to create a more or less symmetrical 
power relation between the two parties. Next, this social worker relates his ac-
count of a non-hierarchical relationship between professional and client to the 
social work aim of promoting the “self-reliance” of the client. The account of 
this social worker continues with putting into perspective the claim of equality 
in the relationship, in which he emphasises that a social worker has “a different 
role”. 

Fragment 13, Interview with SW, 23.10.2003: 
(...) but yes, on the other hand you are the helping person and you are just a little 
bit more knowledgeable and you simply have a different role…so…uh, equality 
is of course, is of course an illusion (…) but you do try to observe that equality 
as much as possible, (…) I would also not easily in, say uh, for instance enter the 
discussion, that creates more distance, also the way in which we are sitting [refer-
ring to the furnishing of the consultation room – MvdH] that that huh is different 
from when I would be sitting behind a desk or, uh, a table would be in between or 
you [talking about researcher – MvdH] would be lying on the sofa or something, 
that makes it all very different (…)

Communication between professionals and clients tends to be non-autho-
ritarian, and social workers appear to include some sort of negotiation into 
the counselling. Social workers aspire to reduce “distance” and tone down 
hierarchy in the relationship.45 This characterisation of the contemporary 
professional-client relationship in the Dutch social sector resembles De 
Swaan’s (1989) negotiation regime46 (‘onderhandelingshuishouding’), as being 
more strongly related to ordinary conversation than to formal institutional 
dialogue. Also, this outlook connects to the preferential method of social 
casework, as explained in Chapter 3, which prioritises the interaction bet-
ween client and social worker. 

45 Stenson (1993: 53) relates the same issue to the social worker’s role of extending citizenship to 
clients, which assumes an egalitarian friendship model of social worker-client relations, including 
both a citizen exchange discourse (talk among as if equals) and a hierarchical, normalising discourse 
in which the client is incited to adopt the subject position of storyteller (“thus offering personal 
information for scrutiny”) informing the disciplinary agenda of the social worker.
46 De Swaan describes the shift from an order regime (‘bevelshuishouding’) into a negotiation regime 
(‘onderhandelingshuishouding’) in Dutch society, as a result of, among others, the individualisation 
and emancipation movements in the 1960s and 1970s. In the negotiation regime, the relationship 
between the professionals and their clients is characterised by equal power and contribution. (Plem-
per 2003: 13) 
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Distance and proximity 
Social workers do not only compare their work to other professions, they 
also explain their performance through everyday roles. In the accounts they 
compare themselves with a friend, neighbour and (grand) mother. One social 
worker considers social workers as a “replacement of priest and minister” who 
listens and counsels, both in practical and moral affairs (SW 29.9.2003). In 
some cases, the interviewees relate their roles to a past in which family and 
neighbours performed the “social control”, the “social backup” and the role of 
the “confidant” (SW 8.10.2003). These everyday roles also appear to relate to 
their intention to be easily accessible to their clients. 
 The fact that they do this accentuates the relevance of empathy in their 
role, emphasising the importance of keeping a ‘professional distance’ at the 
same time. 

Fragment 14, Interview with SW, 8.10.2003: 
(...) essentially I do nothing in my interaction than the neighbour, I think (…) but 
because it is a strange setting (…) that you need to go to a building where people 
work who go along with your ten discussions, I think it’s logical that you need to 
have a four-year education in order to learn how to keep your professional distance, 
how do you make sure that you deal with the inequality in a careful manner (…)

Trust and safety are perceived as basic conditions for psychosocial help, but so-
cial workers also are expected to be directive and confronting. In the accounts, 
social workers formulate “making contact”, “giving recognition”, “being res-
pectful” and “being empathic” as important professional attributes in the rela-
tionship with the client and as prerequisites for further action. 

Fragment 15, Interview with SW, 10.11.2003: 
(...) it [is] important to recognise, you know that people are allowed to have a pro-
blem, that that is the most normal starting point for making contact with clients 
because only when you have contact and you have a connection with someone you 
can confront them (…) you cannot confront them in the first or second interview 
because people simply do not accept that from you…. no, first you need to have 
a connection (…)

According to the interviewees, empathy is necessary in order to create safety and 
trust, and a directive or confronting attitude is needed to mark the distance bet-
ween the professional and the client and as a condition for bringing about the in-
tended change in the client’s way of thinking and acting. As the fragments above 
demonstrate, there is a tension between the distance (“professional distance”) 
and the nearness (the role of “neighbour”) that are involved. In their everyday 
practice, social workers are continuously balancing these fuzzy boundaries.
 

Fragment 16, Interview with SW, 7.10.2003: 
(...) I think that it is a very difficult balance, because on the one hand you need to 
provide the security of a friend, on the other hand you need to keep the distance of 
a professional caregiver, and so you are balancing the two (…)
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Elaborating on the more distant role, the social workers accentuate that they 
also are expected to confront their clients in order to elicit “self-reflection” and 
the “new behaviour”, which they claim to guide their clients towards. In the 
next fragment a social worker parallels her role with an “educator”. 

Fragment 17, Interview with SW, 22.10.2003: 
(...) sometimes I also feel a little like a teacher and not in the patronising role but 
actually you are always talking about educating, whether it is about how can get a 
house in a normal way or how you deal with kids in a normal way. Letting people 
think themselves about their own education (….) and sometimes that means that 
you need to put a knife to people’s throats like, “this is what you are doing and if 
you continue… then this and this will be the consequence, you may choose for 
that but then I cannot be of any benefit to you”.

Boundaries are asserted as well. Quite a few of the social workers used the 
metaphor of a mirror when talking about a more confronting attitude towards 
the client. A social worker explained what she might say to a client: “I try to 
give you insight or to present a mirror by means of which you can move on” 
(SW 8.10.2003). Some interviewees used quite firm words (“presenting things 
in a hard way”, “firmly giving feedback”, and “these are the consequences of 
your actions”) to accentuate the way they have sometimes needed to confront 
their clients with the problematic aspects in their situations. In other cases the 
language was softer; here words like “feedback” and “insight” were used to 
explain the mirror-metaphor. One social worker said that on the basis of trust 
she could present a mirror to the client and say things like, “Gee, look at what 
you are doing with yourself!” and “Are you aware of that?” (SW 10.11.2003). 

Social workers’ reflections on changes in social work approach: from 
‘arranging everything for the client’ to ‘do it yourself ’ 
Many interviewees articulate that they have observed, over the years, a shift in 
the way social workers approach their clientele. The previous work style most 
often mentioned is represented by – and here I quote from the interviews – the 
“sandals and woolly type” of social work from “the seventies”. These days this 
type of social worker either stands for an inefficient way of performing social 
work, which could last for “years” or is used as an illustration they assumed 
the public at large may have about social work. One of the social workers (age 
38) explains: 

Fragment 18, Interview with SW, 10.11.2003: 
(...) what you used to see in the past is, for instance, that the old guard who would 
take care of everything for uh, look that is over, fortunately, the new ones (...) who 
put much more responsibility with the client (…) the tendency used to be to take 
everything out of their hands and to arrange things yourself and you see, indeed 
uh, a change in that people look more at what is the client’s responsibility and 
what can you do yourself, in the past I also used to call, uh, for a customer, no I 
am more like go ahead and make that call and you can do it (…) so there I do see 
a change in mentality.
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Another older social worker (age 54) defines the old days as “not yet profes-
sionalised”. He emphasises that it also encouraged a lack of uniformity in the 
social workers’ work: 

Fragment 19, Interview with SW, 5.11.2003: 
(...) in the eighties, seventies not at all, eighties it was also not uh uh professio-
nalised that you... uh uh yes uhm has different aspects but uh, that there was no 
uniformity in what you offer clients… everyone did what he thought was right … 
and uhm… yes then… it probably had effect, but it was not measurable, verifiable 
(…)

The change in styles appear to have two sides: on the one hand, social workers 
refer to a more uniform way of working and to accountability; and on the 
other, to a shift in their approach towards clients. 
 Another social worker (age 33) remarks that at the time she was studying 
social work (she graduated in 1994) she experienced an “allergy” for the “woolly” 
style of social work. She suggests that similar responses pervaded the academy 
itself and emphasises the current result-orientedness of social workers. 

Fragment 20, Interview with SW, 1.11.2004: 
(...) I can remember that, well, only when I did the degree program that that was 
a little the, yes, such an allergy developed for it also among social workers (laughs) 
not too much socio uh, so in fact a kind of countermovement you know (...) yes, 
so uh, shorter uh, more focussed upon results, so it was really a change in culture 
and that has continued pretty much now, too, I think … (…) yes, that uh if for 
instance you look at the registration system, you know, that everything that is more 
aimed at uh goals, results, so it what… yes maybe also changed with the time is of 
course now also like what can you get here, and I think that is all right, that like 
it used to be uh that you just used talk endlessly about all kinds of things (laughs) 
and that I also do not like, so the way it is now is also much better but it also is a 
culture shift.

This social worker discusses a “countermovement” within the social work dis-
course and points out that this emphasis on “results” and also the “goal” of 
social work practice involve less time than in the time of the “socios”. The 
accounts may be related to the current accountability discourse, a result of 
managerialism in the public sector, as discussed in Chapters 3 and 4.

5.2  Relating to clients: being a social worker frontstage
This part of the chapter describes what the professionals I studied actually 
do when performing social work. Social work is a relational profession, and 
practitioners seem to particularly focus on the process. Verbal communication 
is their main tool in their interactions. Social workers obviously are trained in 
communicating with others, and conversation techniques seem to be their pri-
mary professional tool. For clients to be able to articulate problems and to talk 
about themselves and their problematic situations is perceived by the social 
worker as the ultimate prerequisite to anything else being done.
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Establishing social roles 
In essence, social work is a relational profession. The opening of an encounter 
between social worker and client could be framed as the start of a relationship. 
According to Schegloff in Hydén (1994: 190), the opening sequence con-
structs a “conversational format establishing the social roles of the speakers, 
the rules of the conversation and the rights attributed to the speaker”. The ob-
servations in this case study showed that social workers often open a meeting 
by inviting the client to speak up and tell them what is on their mind or, more 
commonly, what happened since they last met each other. After listening to 
the client’s story they usually make a bridge to their own agenda. Social wor-
kers, for example, decide to either return to the issue the client presents later 
in the conversation or to reflect on the story and then shift to another topic on 
the counselling agenda. 
 In the following opening sequence of a meeting, the client’s main pro-
blem is directly put to the fore when the social worker “invites an update” 
(Hall, Slembrouck & Sarangi 2006: 77). The fragment is from the ninth mee-
ting between a male social worker (SW) and a 45-year-old male client (C).47 

The client’s wife (W) is present, too.48 The initial contact with social work 
was established at the advice of the client’s general practitioner. According to 
the problem analysis made in the intake report, the client is having a “midlife 
crisis”. In the opening of this meeting, the social worker invites the client to 
tell him about the latest developments. The client accepts and tells his story. 
The client tells what has happened since the last time he met with the social 
worker, and he starts with a core issue in the counselling: his stress. 

Fragment 21, Session, CASE 15: 
1  SW Okay... uh... I am very interested how you are doing, (name C)?
2  C Uh, last time I was here I had called in sick
3  SW Yes, been to the physician
4  C When I went to the doctor, I uh visited you on Thursday, then Friday  
   went to the doctor
5  SW yes
6  C Uh told that I had talked to you and then said to her like Well okay 
   I am now at home, what do I do now? First reaction was Gosh, you   
   managed to last pretty long
7  SW (laughs)
8  W (laughs)
9  C But all right, what do we do now? Uh. Uh when they like well you   
   will you will uh better count on three to six months…
10  SW Wowwww, that was a shock, I think

47 As a result of the scope of this chapter, no references are made to the ethnic background of either 
the clients or social workers. Nevertheless, gender, age and problem situation are mentioned.  
48 According to the interviewed social worker, his style is to involve partners, family members or 
other significant persons in the counselling. This personal style of the social worker, which is not 
determined by a general policy, is accepted by the organisation as being within the discretionary 
space of the professional.  
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11  C Yes that was a disappointment
12  SW Yessss
13  C Still is hard (...)
[the client continues his account of what happened in the meeting with the general 
practitioner]

In the first four turns the roles are reconfirmed, and both the professional 
and the client show each other that they have met before. The invitation of 
the social worker in line 1 is an empathic start of the meeting, reinforced by 
informally calling the client by his first name. In his first response (line 2), 
the client refers to the last face-to-face meeting (“last time I was here”) when 
starting up his story. The social worker then shows in line 3 that he remembers 
that the client went to the general practitioner, he steers the client towards the 
events that happened after they last met. In line 4 the client links up with the 
introduction of the general practitioner into the client’s story and demonstra-
tes that he remembers events that followed up the last meeting: first he went 
to the social worker, then he went to the general practitioner. In addition to 
talking about the things that occurred after the last meeting, these four lines 
could be interpreted as creating a mutual understanding. It basically says: I 
know you, you know me, we have a relationship, the roles are settled, let’s get 
started. In line 6 the client starts giving new information, providing the social 
worker with the update he asked for in line 1. Throughout the fragment the 
social worker supports the client’s account by giving affirmative responses like 
“yes” (lines 3, 5, and 12).

Navigating with the client 
In other cases, I found that the introduction to the main problem (or to the 
social worker’s agenda for the meeting) took more time. An example is the next 
case: it takes 25 turns to get to the main issue of the meeting. The client is a 
37-year-old woman in the middle of a divorce. The social worker classified the 
case as a ‘support and advice’ case in the client file, focussing on practical mat-
ters. The counselling had been going on for a year and a half, which is more 
than the average duration (see Box 1: Client information in Chapter 4). At the 
moment, the “big issue” – as the social worker formulates it – is the visiting 
rights for their son. The case illustrates that initially several topics are discussed 
in the beginning of the meeting before coming to the main subject. 

Fragment 22, Session, CASE 17: 
1  SW Have you had Ramadan?
2  C Yes, yesterday Sugar feast. So taking care of everything myself, with 
  Ramadan, that becomes a little difficult, but oh well
3  SW And did you manage?
4  C Yes, of course, hahahahahaha, but uh, actually had to work till four-  
  thirty, but my boss she say to me (name C), you got to go home at 
  three, hahahaha
5  SW you were allowed
6  C ... I get so exhausted see (sticks nose up)
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7  SW You have a good boss now, this one, don’t you?
8  C Yes (sighing), I have in, I’ll have uh from December first a contract of  
  a year with them.
9  SW O how wonderful!
10  C Yes that is going well.
11  SW And you like it there too, don’t you.
12  C Of course
13  SW So it is actually better. Good thing that that other boss was so stupid,  
  then you have ha.. ha.. ha well at least a good boss.
14  C Not always (mumbles) stupid people, they are also good
15  SW Good, uh, good development
16  C Yes, yes, that’s right, yes.
17  SW And how many days will you be working?
18  C I actually had to work 21 hours... Mondays, Thursdays, and Fridays.   
  And Tuesdays I go uh, to Dutch lesson… so uh
19  SW And uh are you coming along with that? Are you at a good level? Of   
  lessons? 
20 C Yes... pfffff, yes at given, at a given moment I felt like I am stuck, that 
  my Dutch language is not improving, but now since two weeks I am   
  with a separate lesson with my, uh, that teacher of mine teaches and   
  uh it goes better. I hope that will change
21  SW  Ok. 
22  C (quietly) Do my best to
23  SW And do you speak a lot?
24  C Yes, where I work I need to speak properly people need to... I make   
  mistakes, of course but well I try to listen, to always uh, write. So yes 
  and I always ask (laughing) what did you say so uh, oh well….
25 SW And how is it with the uh, the the… big issue? [SW refers to arrange- 
  ment for parental access client’s child - MvdH]

 
The interactants discuss daily matters from the client’s life like the celebration 
of the end of Ramadan, work issues like evaluating her new boss and getting a 
job contract, and the Dutch language courses. This part of the conversation is 
mainly organised in a question-answer format, in which the social worker asks 
the questions related to the information provided by the client. The discussion 
about the developments in the client’s life reflects the duration of the counsel-
ling, that is, the interaction shows that some issues had changed during the 
social assistance. This can be seen in the remark of the social worker about the 
client’s old and the new boss in line 13 and the question as to whether the cli-
ent is “at a good level right now” concerning her Dutch language training (line 
19). Besides, they all relate to practical issues which seem to refer to leading an 
active life and making decisions; these kinds of actions are being stimulated by 
social workers. Also, at some points the social worker affirms her, evaluating 
the client’s story as “Oh, how wonderful” (line 9) and “Good development” 
(line 15). In this case the social worker follows the story and the rhythm of 
the client; she listens to what the client tells and takes up the issues raised 
by the woman. This navigating with the client (acting situationally) appears 
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to be congruent with issues of linking up where the client stands. The social 
worker has a plan for this meeting, but she gives space for all sorts of issues in 
the opening of the meeting before turning to the first point on her social work 
agenda. 

Managing the social work agenda 
Before a meeting with a client takes place, the social worker organizes the 
meeting, plans the agenda and decides which topics are to be discussed and 
which are to be left un-discussed. The next case presents how a social worker 
introduces a new topic. The fragment below, from a session with a 42-year-
old male client, illustrates how a social worker sets out a plan for the meeting. 
The man has been a social work client for over two years, which is exceptional 
in the organisation. The client file says that he has a debt restructuring agree-
ment, which means that he gets weekly budgets from the social worker. In 
this meeting they talk about both practical and finance-related issues as well 
as emotional topics such as the anniversary of the passing away of his ex-wife, 
the relationship with his new partner, his work and the way he deals with his 
two children. In this fragment the social worker structures the meeting. He 
summarises the latest development, which concerns the practical question of 
the client dealing with his shortage of money. The social worker also puts the 
financial situation on the agenda, although he wants to start with a personal 
matter. This example clearly demonstrates the power of a professional concer-
ning the steering of the conversation. 

Fragment 23, Session, CASE 12:
1  SW (...)... Hey (name C) (...) you called me recently with uh stuff of yours  
  uh well gosh I still get forty euros per week, I’m not making it, what’s 
  it all about, needs with it
2  C yes
3  SW because this cannot go on then I said to you yes that needs to be taken  
  care of by now and then I contacted the (local government finance 
  company), (name professional) who directed me to...
4  C Ms. (name professional)
5  SW Ms. (name professional) uh she had sent me a budget plan by e-mail   
  but well that did not come across because I saw lots of symbols but I 
  could not understand it
6  C I brought that along too 
7  SW exactly, well really good, and what actually is one of the things now is  
  that we take a moment, the idea is that we look at what that budget 
  plan really looks like to look together with you are there things where  
  maybe extra…
8  C yes one thing I did not think, I thought was so, so
9  SW Shall we come back to that later then, (name C)
10  C yes
11  SW so that is actually what we need to talk about, I think that we also   
  do need to talk about, because I understood from (name professional)  
  also like that she had a disagreement with you about uhhhhh the sti-  
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  pend or say the orphan’s benefits that (name client’s child) gets
12  C yes
13  SW and that she includes that as income, I think that we need to look, like  
  where can we possibly look and where we can get something extra if 
  there is some more where we have some extra financial resources that 
  we can tap ummm yes and I am also curious how it really went this 
  week, I would like to start with that

This social worker starts with a recapitulative story, which could be framed 
as client-centredness, because it directly links up with the client’s financial 
situation (mind the use of the first person that according to the organisation’s 
protocol is used to keep it the client’s account), in order to continue with some 
topics he wants to discuss. While the social worker explains his plan, the client 
breaks into the story with a personal comment (line 8). In the social worker’s 
direct reply (line 9) he indicates that he wants to continue with the outline 
of his agenda by saying “shall we come back to that later”. He closes the mes-
sage by calling the client by his first name, which I observed regularly in the 
meetings, making the appeal personal. This could be interpreted as the social 
worker’s steering role in the conversation. The client accepts it, and the social 
worker continues his story. The realisation of his pragmatic plan, however, is 
preceded by the social worker’s opening the floor to the client to explain “how 
it really went this week” (line 13), representing a more personal echelon of so-
cial work topics and explicitly inviting him for an update, as we saw in the first 
fragment of this section as well. The technical instruction that “I would like to 
start with that” (line 13) accentuates his guideline for the meeting. 

Keeping control in a home visit situation
Most of the meetings with clients take place in counselling rooms; home visits 
are much less frequent. Some interviewees stated that a home visit provides a 
lot of information (“a home visit is equal to three meetings” (SW 7.10.2003) 
and contributes to the evaluation of the client’s situation. At the same time, 
home visits are sometimes perceived as being inefficient in terms of time and 
as problematic in terms of balancing proximity. One social worker said that 
“it is often very distracting, especially when there are children, that is just very 
busy so you hardly get to have a conversation” (SW 1.11.2004). The meeting I 
present below takes place in the family’s living room and is attended by several 
family members: a girl who is the main character in this session, her mother, 
and her sister with her toddler. Later on, the father of the girl joins the discus-
sion when he returns from work. The setting of the talk is domestic: at the 
beginning of the conversation the mother turns off the television but the radio 
keeps playing, there is coffee on the table, some of the family are smoking ci-
garettes, two small dogs are running around, the house is filled with the smell 
of food, and once during the meeting the mother goes to the kitchen to check 
– as she says – “cutlets are not burning on”. This atmosphere of daily life is 
used by the social worker to – as she formulates it – “better assess the home 
environment”. However, she says that she also lets them come “to the office”. 
In the following interaction between the family and the social worker I show 
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how the professional manages to keep control under hectic familial circum-
stances; how the social worker keeps the conversation partners involved and 
how she manages to turn this interaction into a social work meeting instead 
of an informal visit. 
 Regarding the case, help is mainly focussed on the 14-year-old girl, but 
actually the whole family system is involved in the counselling. The social wor-
ker has been in contact with the family for three years. Note again that this is a 
very long time. Most counselling is closed within six months (source: Annual 
Report 2003). The parents initially asked for help because they had troubles 
dealing with their daughter who had been sexually abused by a neighbour. In 
an interview account the social worker presented the family as “having unclear 
norms and values”, having “little structure”, and having “housekeeping and 
raising the children [that] are not according to my norms and values” (SW 
1.12.2003). She explained that she experienced difficulties intervening in this 
family; she had suggested to the mother to “clean”, and to “have it newly wall-
papered”, but the woman refused. She observes that she “has to accept” the 
woman’s refusal, but claims that “endangering the children” goes beyond the 
limits of her acceptance. Other concerns of the social worker did lead to an 
intervention. For instance, for one of the children, a young boy who according 
to her “was inside all day playing computer games”, she organised swimming 
lessons, signed him up with a football team and provided money from an 
emergency fund to buy him sport shoes.
 At this moment in time, the 14-year-old girl has recently returned to 
the family from custody at an institution, which had been a decision of the 
Child Protection Board. According to the client file, aftercare had not been 
provided, so the parents had asked the social worker to counsel their daughter, 
because the girl “only has confidence” in her. In this observed home visit, the 
social worker sets out to structure the girl’s position in the family by making 
agreements about cooking and going out to meet friends after school. In this 
first extract, the girl compares the situation at the institution to that of living 
with her parents. She argues that her father’s way of dealing with her coming 
home too late is not reasonable. At the end of this interaction the girl validates 
what the social worker has framed as a need for “rules”. 

Fragment 24, Home Visit, CASE 5: 
1  C I know that I should not say it but I think that I was better off in the  
  boarding school, really true, there I had my freedom, I could do what 
  I wanted, only there were very clear rules like, like OK you know, you  
  go away but do remember you be home at such and such time.
2  SW mmm mm.
3  C Well if you are not there, you just, the next day, you just don’t get   
  away the whole day 
4  SW  mmm mm
5  C Well, the way it is here, you come the week, say you come too late   
  once than he says yes, you do get another chance well, ok, I come late  
  again he says yes, he says yes now you stay inside for half a year. That  
  is such BS.
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6  SW mmm mmm, but is that because the rules are not clear here?
7  C No
8  SW yes, so there should be clear rules?
9  C Yes

In lines 8 and 9 the topic of the meeting is clearly demarcated. Further on in 
the meeting, the social worker encourages the family to decide on practical 
matters and to make agreements about the girl’s domestic activities and spen-
ding time with her friends after school. Although the girl and her parents tend 
to fall into a discussion about the proposed issues over and over again, the 
social worker persists in fixing some rules for the girl. The following extract 
presents how the social worker navigates with the family members to reach her 
objective. Preceding the passage I present below, the father of the girl made 
clear that he does not believe in drawing up agreements. According to him, 
the girl will not live up to rules alone. He mentions that the family has already 
drawn up an agreement with the people from the institution, signed by all who 
were present, and that in his opinion it had failed. 

Fragment 25, Home Visit, CASE 5: 
1  SW (...) so well shall we agree about cooking once per week or not?
2  C yes
3  SW or is that too much? Once per week?
4  Toddler mum, I want that one.
5  Sister no.
6  SW do you think that would work (name mother), or not?
7  Mother yes, if she keeps to her agreements
8  SW ok what
9  Mother I can do it fine
10  SW which day
(short pause) 
11  C what shall we agree?
12  Mother what?
13  C  uhhh
14  Father yes now you agree to that, next week again she thinks, forget it
15  Mother yes but (name SW) will call
16  C Mondays
17  SW I’ll keep in touch with her, I’ll keep in touch with her a lot for a   
  while
18  Mother SW calls me every now and then, you know, if it is like that
19  SW (to toddler) Was that yummy?
20  C she can call me, too, she also has my phone number
21  Mother yes, yes
(5-second pause) 
22  Father I could check who was there
23  SW which day
24  Mother (name SW) in the Rover
25  Father (unclear)
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26  C Mondays!
27  Mother such a big car
28  SW o, terrible, isn’t it?
29  C Mondays
30  Mother hey, you know (uses the abbreviation of lady’s name) when (name   
  son) said to you a while ago do you have a boyfriend, do you 
  remember? He asked Say, do you have a boyfriend? No, says (name  
  SW)
31  Father how come?
32  Mother don’t know but he says (name SW) says No my friend is gone, Oh,   
  he says
33  Father  (laughs)
34  Mother well, he did not know that
(short pause)
35  SW So cooking once a week, which day?
36  C Mondays
37  Mother Mondays
38  Father  then I’ll eat with (name of his son) (laughs)
39  Mother you can better eat with (name of Father’s son).
40  SW Monday, twice per week you go to friends, on Wednesdays and 
  Fridays.
41  Father he does it himself, he cooks a pan of macaroni or rice yes    
  but rice, hm, pan I eat all week from
42  Toddler grandma also needs a kiss?
43  Mother oh. Do you want a kiss from me?
44  SW but I think for the housekeeping it is important just to agree upon   
  tasks, otherwise it all remains so noncommittal and general
45  Mother yes but it is just like I say to her (name C) hey
46  Father did you get some tobacco?
47  Mother no, I still need to do that, I have not been out at all (...)

In this extract, the social worker continues to insist on laying down some 
rules for the girl concerning cooking and meeting her friends after school, to 
structure her week plan. In the earlier fragment it was made clear by the girl 
that she is in need of “clear rules”. This could be interpreted as client-centred 
approach. In reaction to the discussion that arises among the family members 
about the matter, the social worker needs four turns (lines 1,10, 23 and 35) 
in which she repeats her suggestion to make practical decisions before actually 
formulating them (line 40). Then in line 44, she reminds the family about 
the importance of making such practical agreements. She does not appear to 
address the family about their living without structure or rules, but she formu-
lates it as making life easier by saying, “otherwise it all remains so noncommit-
tal and general” (line 44). 
 All family members seem to have their own ideas about how the girl will 
deal with her responsibilities of cooking for the family. The girl herself is in 
favour of the new rules. Before agreeing to anything, her father needs to be 
convinced by the social worker that she will keep an eye on his daughter (“I 
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will be in touch with her a lot”), in line 17. The father does not respond to her 
remark, but starts a different topic. After a short moment of silence, he starts 
to discuss personal matters of the social worker (line 22), referring to her big 
car. He addresses this remark to his wife, not to the social worker. The social 
worker does react to this issue (line 28), but tries to keep addressing the main 
topic: making agreements. A bit later, the mother replies to her husband with 
another personal remark about the social worker; she tells her husband that 
the social worker’s partner left her (line 30). Again, the social worker does not 
seem to surrender and insists on making the agreements (“So, cooking once 
a week, which day?”, line 35). The social worker’s style of navigating with the 
family members appears to be successful in spite of the hectic setting: in the 
end she does formulate the agreements (line 40). 
 This communication shows that the home visit setting can have impli-
cations for the interactions. For instance, a home visit differs from the con-
sultation room in terms of what is being put to the fore on the client’s own 
initiative. The very informal question by the man who asks his partner “Did 
you get any shag?” (line 46) at the end of the fragment would not so easily be 
raised during a session in the consultation room, as it does not seem to con-
tribute to the social work meeting. It could even be interpreted as ignoring or 
resisting the social work setting in his living room. 
 The social worker in this fragment insisted on maintaining her social 
work agenda of making agreements despite – as the fragment demonstrated 
– the parents of the young girl appearing in several instances to aim at breaking 
down the professional wall by addressing the social worker on a personal basis 
rather than as a social worker. 

Validating the client
The act of validation can be recognised in the following extract of a meeting 
between a social worker and a client (both female and about the same age, the 
client is 37 years old) presented below. It concerns accentuating constructive 
thoughts about the process the client is in. 

Fragment 26, Session, CASE 11: 
1  SW well done, how
2  C yes, only the talk with my husband (laughs)
3  SW yes
4  C I find that so hard, you know
5  SW but let us return for a moment here to, you know
6  C yes, sorry, yes
7  SW you took a step backward in this, how is it for you to | there a little   
  less
8  C yes, just a little calmer yes... (…)
(…) 
24  C and I feel that it rests a little more, it still is there
25  SW of course
26  C now and then like, oh
27  SW but the fact that you are aware of it and that you put the brakes on   



114

114

Ma(r)king Differences in Dutch Social Work

  yourself,
28  C yes
29  SW really good

The fragment starts at a point in the session when the social worker compli-
ments the client on her practicing new behaviour, namely distancing herself a 
bit from her in-laws. Apparently the social worker had also given her the advice 
to have a personal conversation with her husband, because as a reply, the client 
confesses that she did not have this conversation with him yet and adds that 
she finds this “so hard” (line 4). Yet, the social worker instantly comes back 
to the positively labelled new behaviour the client did manage and asks her to 
evaluate herself (line 5 and 7). Within the difficult situation the client finds 
herself in, the social worker attempts to make space for a positive evaluation of 
her newly learned behaviour. According to her utterance in line 27, the social 
worker aims at raising the client’s awareness of certain processes in her personal 
life. It is not until she has done this that the social worker comes back to the 
topic of why the client thinks it is so difficult to talk to her husband. 

Confronting the client
The next passage from an encounter with a client illustrates how a social wor-
ker can confront a client. The extract is from the fourth meeting they have 
with each other. Before that, the client had had three meetings with another 
female social worker who had changed jobs, as a result of which the case was 
handed over to this social worker. The conversation at this point in the mee-
ting is about the question as to whether the 21-year-old client had reached 
closure about her relationship with her former husband. The topic is initiated 
by the social worker, who recalls that the client still keeps a photograph of this 
man in her purse. The social worker gradually builds up the intensity of the 
confrontation and appears to let the client herself reflect on the situation in 
her own terms before she states her professional opinion about carrying pho-
tographs of the man who has abused you in your purse.

Fragment 27, Session, CASE 16: 
[The client is in divorce procedure. In this fragment they discuss both her current 
feelings for her former partner and the past in which the client had been abused by 
the husband and his family]
1  SW  (...) but it is closed for you, that period? .. because… what what what 
I   say but uh… you keep carrying his picture in your wallet, don’t you
2  C yes
3  SW like how do you need that to or have you closed that already, how   
  does that work with you
4  C what what do you mean I do not understand it so well
5  SW wellll, look uhm... all these memories of him
6  C yes
7  SW they... keep returning because you see his picture when you open your  
  wallet, right?!
8  C yes
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9  SW ... umm... I am thinking like uhm uhm if you really want to close 
  some thing, you know just close the book like now that whole affair is  
  over ... and I am going to continue with my life... whether or not with  
  a partner that is of course totally your own choice
10  C yes
11  SW but I think that closing that book... that that is hard when you are still  
  seeing his face in your wallet every day.
12  C yes but yes that is... with me it’s like I have I have always had a hope 
  that things would work out well again
13  SW do you still have that?
14  C yes, still have that (laughs)
15  SW and would you want that it would work out with the real (name of 
  former partner)?
16  C yes
17  SW also with the person who put you through all of that?
18 C yes that yes I... yes I simply loved him so I (quietly) yes… it’s just 
  that… that I really uh yes…
19  SW and if you would be back with (name former partner) you know... and  
  you need to live with your parents in law again and again you have to  
  uh…clean the whole day, be locked up at home, uh, be kept an eye on  
  and all, huh, everything you went through… would you choose for 
  that? … to go back?
20  C …. (laughs)
21  SW if (name former partner) would want that?
22  C ... yes, just because I love him
23  SW that would be your sacrifice for him
24  C yes, I really could do everything for him... everything I did was just 
  that I really loved him… and I never wanted to leave him… never…
25  SW so if he had not uh... deceived you by sending you back to Surinam 
  you would have stayed with him?
26  C yes
27  SW than you would never have left?
28  C no because I uh, yes I just loved him and I simply did not see what 
  he what they uh uh were doing uh to me like so I I just did everything  
  for them…
29  SW  mmm mm
30  C and what they were going to say was always good for me, yes is right, I  
  never had my own opinion
31  SW and where, but where is your, where is your anger then, because these  
  people just abused you and they hurt you enormously.... rejected…
32  C yes
33  SW where are your anger and pain?
34  C ... yes I uh... when he had deceived by sending me to Surinam… then 
  I was really angry… but I don’t stay angry with people for long, I can  
  not stay angry with people…
35  SW why not?
36 C I forgive people very quickly
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37  SW  mmm mm. 
38  C I don’t know, I just cannot stay uhm angry with someone for long...
39  SW Okay

In this meeting the social worker seems to use the photograph of the former 
husband in the client’s purse as an opportunity to talk about closing a period 
in her life. On the one hand, the social worker appears to value the client’s con-
tribution by encouraging her to express her individual experience by asking 
her “How does that work with you?” (line 3). On the other hand, it seems that 
the social worker insists on guiding the client towards taking a certain position 
in this matter. She raises hypothetical questions concerning decisions that the 
client would make under certain (future) circumstances like “and would you” 
and “so if he had not (…), you then would have (…)” and gradually intensifies 
her insistence. Also, the social worker seems to put in her personal disapproval 
by emphasising the ‘negative and hurtful’ part of the relationship; for instance 
in line 17 calling the ex-husband “the person who put you through all of that”. 
Up to this point, the professional’s remarks on the matter and the client’s view 
on it are somewhat indirect. In line 19, however, the social worker exemplifies 
what would happen if the client would go back to the old situation, and it is 
only in turn 31 that she brings the confrontation to a climax by expressing a 
firm statement “where is your anger, these people just abused you, they hurt 
you enormously…rejected [you]”. She seems to face the client and show her 
the implications of a scenario in which she would return to this man and his 
family. This interaction fragment illustrates once again the relational aspect of 
the profession. Moreover, it shows that the repertoire is process-oriented, and 
that its aim is to raise the client’s consciousness about the things that are going 
on in her life. 

Educating the client 
Another role social workers take in sessions is that of informing and educating 
the client. In the next case a social worker explains what is called in their pro-
fessional jargon “somatising problems”. This category is often used among the 
social workers themselves to define clients with physical complaints that are 
related to psychic problems. The fragment derives from the second meeting 
between this client and his social worker. The social worker is exploring the 
client’s situation and defines this session as an “extended intake”. The client 
file says that the man is “overstrained due to stress from both his work situa-
tion and his situation at home”. The social worker had suggested that the wife 
of the client be present at this meeting, but the man says his wife is ill. As a 
result, the social worker changes his plans for the meeting ad hoc and returns 
to, among other things, what has been discussed in the previous meeting. In 
this part of the conversation the social worker checks to see if the 31-year-old 
client has understood his explanation of the reasons for the client’s physical 
complaints. 

Fragment 28, Session, CASE 8:
1  SW but you you understand last time we explained you know the connec-
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  tion between the uh or in any case uh explained the uh what the mea- 
  ning is of your complaints
2  C yes
3  SW do you remember?
4  C uhhh
5  SW what I said about that?
6  C yes something about stress or so, eh, I think
7  SW yes (unclear)
8  C what we uh 
9  SW (unclear) yes, I explained what uh is the relation between body and   
  mind
10  C yes
11  SW psycho-so-mat-ics. Psycho is mind..
12  C yessss
13  SW soma is body
14  C yessss
15  SW how your mind influences your body, how all the pondering… can 
  lead to a headache
16  C yesss
17  SW or sleeping poorly
18  C yesss
19  SW connection is... it is inseparable and related to each other
20  C yes
21  SW ... that it is important for you to understand how that works
22  C yessss
23  SW and therefore to to understand that you... uhm that it is necessary that  
  you
24  C yes

As we have seen earlier, the social worker uses the conversational tool of pre-
senting a summary of the last meeting, in which he checks whether the client 
remembers his point (line 1). The social worker decides to explain the issue 
again when in line 6 the client says “yes, something with stress”. He starts with 
a formal category “psychosomatic” (line 11) by which he portrays his profes-
sional knowledge and continues with an explanation of this professional judg-
ment. The language this social worker uses fits the role of educator. Making 
use of words like “I explained that…” and “to understand that...” he appears to 
point out to the client that this piece of information is valuable for the client. 
The social worker’s explanation is followed by the client’s affirmative response, 
“yes”, which he repeats eight times in this very short passage of the session (li-
nes 9 to 24). Each “yes” response of the client is related to a fragment in which 
the social worker appears to explain that “soma is body” (line 13) and “that it 
is important for you to realise how it works” (line 21). 
 As the conversation unfolds, it becomes clear that the social worker tries 
to convince the client that it is important to talk. The social worker uses va-
rious forms to explain to the client that it would be good for him to express 
himself to other people. In the fragment above, the social worker explained 
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that not expressing oneself leads to physical complaints such as a headache 
and difficulty sleeping. Here the social worker explicitly uses a professional 
category to frame the client’s stress complaints as psychosomatic. At the end of 
the session the social worker uses another tool; he reflects on the session and 
asks the client to give feedback on what he himself experienced during the ses-
sion. 

Fragment 29, Session, CASE 8: 
1  SW ... how is it for you to ... today to talk and to have something to say  
   today
2  C uh yes, that feels good
3  SW feels good to me
4  C yes it feels good to me
 SW&C (small laugh) 
5  C it is such uh
6  SW look, you can also learn to try to do that in a friendship
7  C yessss

The social worker corrects the client in line 3 by emphasising that the client 
could better say “feels good to me” instead of the general and impersonal “that 
feels good” that the client had used. In line 6 the social worker expresses his 
aim: he wants to show the client that talking helps and that in a friendship you 
can also learn to do this. In doing so he seems to encourage the client to extend 
and intensify – or, more to the point, personalise – his “social network”. This 
case also illustrates how social work is not only about raising the client’s con-
sciousness of certain processes, but also about offering practical suggestions, in 
this case to make friends.

First things first
Social workers particularly pay attention to processes in daily life and bringing 
about a change. The next case I present shows a social worker that apparently 
tries to convince his client that she should take one step at a time, illustrating 
the process-orientedness of social work. The social worker seems to steer the 
client towards taking action on the topic of the moment – in this case the topic 
is relaxation. As we will see, the social worker’s agenda is to find solutions wit-
hin reach and to pursue a first-things-first approach, whereas the client appears 
to locate her solutions to her problems in a far-away future. The fragment 
shows how they negotiate these diverging scenarios. 
 About the case: The 25-year-old female client has been living in the Ne-
therlands for five years. She emigrated from Turkey because of her marriage 
to a Turkish-Dutch man with whom she has one child. She recently became 
in contact with the social work organisation as a result of a company doctor’s 
advice. The following fragment derives from the second meeting between this 
client and her two social workers – one is a trainee (SWB), and the other is 
the trainee’s supervisor and a native speaker of Turkish (SWA). In the meeting 
the client says to have problems with her former partner and her mother-in-
law. The intake report describes her as “somewhat nervous” and “looking like 
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she can burst into tears at any time”. She says she is in the middle of getting a 
divorce. 
 In this passage, which took place at the end of an over 60-minute talk in 
which mainly SWA and the client communicate in Turkish, SWA talks to the 
woman, and the client expresses her worries. During the meeting she announ-
ces that she is thinking about moving to Germany where her brother lives, 
and she appears to visualise Germany as a “liberation” (line 5). Below, SWA 
appears to encourage the client to not see Germany as the only solution to her 
problems and to take smaller issues into account. He wants her to be realistic 
about leaving the Netherlands after her divorce. He seems to primarily focus 
on practical answers so as to release some of the perceived stress. 

Fragment 30, Session, CASE 26: 
1  SWA peki eh soyle kucuk seylerden baslarsak, bu anlattiklariniz sorunu orta-  
  dan cozmek icin buyuk If we start with small things, is that what you   
  say significant for solving the problem
2  C  evet yes
3  SWA  keske olabilse if it were possible | degil mi Almanya’ya gitseniz de her-  
  halde bir senede herhalde Almancayi ogrenmek lazim ogrenmeniz la-  
  zim is bulmak lazim meslek ogrenmeniz lazim bilmem ne surec right?   
  Even if you go to Germany then it is essential that you learn German  
  within a year, find a job, learn a trade and such processes
4  C  | evet yes
5  C  ya evet yeni bastan basliyacam mesela buraya geldim ilk nasil basladim   
  oyle olacak | ama ben orayi kurtulus goruyom simdi I have to start 
  over with everything so like I started here back then | but I see it there  
  now as liberation
6  SWA  | ama yesss but yesssssss
7  SWA  peki sorunlari kucuk burada kaldiginiz boyutlarda cozmeye calisabilse-
  niz neler yapabilirsiniz? But what if you would try to solve problems at 
  a smaller scale with in the possibilities of your stay here, what would 
  you do?
8  C  hicbir fikrim yok ki I really do not have a clue
9  SWA  yes
10  C  hicbir fikir | yurutemiyorum I really can’t think
11  SWA  | yes
12  SWA  mesela diyelim ki herseye ragmen biraz daha Hollandaca ogrenmeye   
  calissaniz What if despite everything you try for instance to learn some  
  more Dutch
13  C  yaa bunu biliyorum bende biliyorum ama kafamdaki o sorunlardan 
  kurtulamiyorum ki I know that too I know that too but I can’t get rid 
  of the problems that are going through my head
14  SWA  yes
15  C  yani hicbirsey dusunemiyorum gece uykularimda, gezerken, o mesela   
  en mutlu oldugum anda bile o kafamdan gitmiyor surekli ayni seyler   
  ma birsey yapamiyorum ben de biliyorum sade dusunmekle kaliyor I   
  can’t think of anything at night in my sleep, if I am walking around   
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  somwhere, even at moments that I am happy I can’t get it out of my 
  head they are always the same things but I can’t do anything about it I  
  know it but it is limited to thinking about it
16  SWA yes yes uh buraya konusmalara geliyorsunuz eh fizyoterapiye gidiy-
  orsunuz you are here to talk to us, you are undergoing physical the-  
  rapy
17  C  evet yes
18  SWA  sonra kaset dinleyeceksiniz acaba onlar size biraz sey yaparmi biraz 
  mesela hafifletir mi and you are going to listen to the cassette [relaxa-
  tion excercises - MvdH] could these things for instance perhaps make  
  things a little easier for you?
19  C  bilmiyorum (laughs) I don’t know (C puts her hands over her face)
20  SWA  yes [to SWB] uhm... she says that uhm yes I said to her what you are  
  saying there are the big solutions | considering your problems | then 
  for instance for solving your problem you think, understandably,   
  about relocating to | Germany
21  SWB  | hmmm mm | yes
22  SWB  | Germany | yes
23  SWA  but I say that if you would for instance try is those small problems ta-
  king small steps to to what more and to reduce your problems and   
  you you have for instance difficulty sleeping |
24  SWB  | hmmmm
25  SWA  what what what stress you have you could uh take small steps against  
  it
26  SWB  yes
27  SWA  [to SWB] well she indeed says that I hope that I hope that I that just 
  that little conversation that was held here that that maybe will help   
  her and maybe I’ll give her that cassette as an example maybe she will  
  hope that that will also help her a little |
28  SWB  | yes
29  SWA  and she has physical therapy
30  SWB  yes

The social worker in this fragment moves away from the client’s distant future 
solution towards the here and now. In line 7 he asks her to think about soluti-
ons within the possibilities of her stay in the Netherlands; in his formulation he 
focusses on developing an active attitude in the client, asking her what she can 
actually “do”. The client seems to move from her idea of “liberation” to everyday 
reality and replies passively in line 8 that she does not know of anything. She 
then repeats in her next turn “I really can’t think” (line10). The social worker 
proposes that she “learn some more Dutch” (line 12). She replies affirmatively 
with “I know”, but continues to explain that she cannot get rid of the problems 
going through her mind (line 13 and 15). In lines 16 and 18 he summarises 
that she talks to social workers, she has physiotherapy, and is given a tape with 
relaxation exercises and asks her if these things could “relieve” her. The last turns 
of the fragment above consist of his translations into Dutch for the trainee. In 
his interpretation, the social worker reformulates the story of the client as “big 
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solutions” versus his own version of “small problems, small steps”. 
 In the next few turns, the social worker makes clear that the meeting is 
coming to an end. He asks the client in Turkish what time it is and tells her that 
he wants ‘to round up’. Then he mentions to her that she is in a process and 
accentuates the transitoriness of her problems. These could be interpreted as 
encouraging words. Moreover, he aims at stimulating her to think about things 
that could relieve her emotional tension. Again, he tries to focus on her day-to-
day reality. 

Fragment 31, Session, CASE 26: 
31  SWA  [to SWB] and this is how far we were saatiniz kac? What time is it?
32  C  on var ten till
33  SW Ayavas yavas toparlayalim (unintelligible) we will slowly start wrap-
  ping up (unintelligible) so that is uhm… peki bunlarin bu icinde 
  bulundugunuz sorunlarin azalmasi icin bir surec yasadiginizin farkin-  
  damisiniz? Okay, are you aware that you are going through a period, 
  so that the problems that you are having will become smaller?
34  C  bilmem I don’t know
35  SWA  dusun dusunuyor musunuz onlari hangi ortam icerisinde bulundugu-  
  nuz yasadiginizin farkinda misiniz? Do you realize are you aware of   
  your situation in which situation you are living?
36  C  ya ben hayati nasil degerlendiriyorum biliyor musun gun baslayip o 
  gun problemsiz bitsin diye dusunuyorum daha ilerisini hic dusunmuy-
  orum cunku oyle alismisim ki her gun birsey yasanmasina problemsiz
  gectiginde oh diyorum bugun hic birsey olmadi | yani benim icin 
  guzel bir gun Now you know how I view life, I am thinking about the  
  day that I can start and finish without problems, I do not think 
  further beyond of the future because I am so used to something hap-
  pening every day, if a day passes without a problem I tell myself with  
  relief that nothing happened | so that it was a nice day for me
37  SWA  | yes
38  SWA  yes yes ama bunlari hic arastirmak bunlari biraz dusunmek biraz ken-
  dinizi bu konuda sorunlardan kurtulmak icin guclenme yollarini ara-
  mak hic akliniza geldi mi | But thinking about this, looking for ways 
  to make yourself stronger to solve your problems did you think about  
  that?
39  C  yok kendimi ben hic guclu gormuyorum ki | No I do not see myself as   
  strong at all
40  SWA  | istiyor musunuz guclu olmak Do you want to be a strong person?
41  C  tabii ki isterim ama hic guclu gormuyorum Of course I want that but 
  I do not see myself as strong at all

In lines 31 and 33 the social worker makes clear that the session hour has come 
to an end. He marks the change towards rounding up the session by saying 
“Okay” (line 33) and making the evaluative statement that she is in the middle 
of a problematic situation, but it is a phase that will pass. This utterance can 
be interpreted as comforting and empathic. Line 38 marks the social worker’s 
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accent on empowerment, which we have seen as an important issue in social 
work through the interview accounts earlier in this chapter, when he speaks of 
“ways to make yourself stronger”. 
 Some turns later, not included here, the social worker asks the client: “What 
can you do to distance yourself from these tensions?” Until the actual end of the 
meeting he continues to ask questions and to suggest all sorts of options (like 
“What can you do outdoors?”) to the client, who keeps turning them down be-
cause she appears to see “significant barriers” in her daily life situation. All frag-
ments illustrate that the social worker asks her to reflect; he says “Are you consci-
ous of…?”, and “Have you thought about that?”. It could be said that this social 
worker wants his client to act, in this case to “take steps” in the here and now. 

5.3  Categorising clients and accounting for cases as backstage  
 activities
In this last part of the chapter I focus on the way social workers make use of ca-
tegories when accounting for their practices backstage – that is, to people other 
than the client him/herself. I will discuss two cases in two different settings: first, 
a social work story of a professional accounting for a decision concerning a client 
in an interview; and second, a team meeting in which social workers categorise a 
client on the basis of a case description and discuss various social work styles. 

Accounting for the decision to intervene: constructing an “irresponsible 
mother”
When social workers account for their decisions and interventions they usually 
reframe the client’s case into a coherent story. Hall, Sarangi and Slembrouck 
(1997) argue that social workers “weave together events and characters, devi-
ance and normality into professionally competent performances”, constructing 
a professional discourse, and establish and re-establish professional legitimacy 
and control. They appear to suggest that social workers use their accounts to 
justify their decision-making, actions and interventions; in recent work Hall, 
Slembouck and Sarangi even speak of a “process of ‘translation’, taking the 
listener through the sites of social work practices as the ‘obligatory rite de pas-
sage’ (Latour) to talk about social work, social work decisions and social cate-
gories” (Hall, Slembouck & Sarangi 2006: 52). 
 As I argued earlier, I take these narrative accounts as forms of social prac-
tice (Hall, Sarangi & Slembrouck 1997) and as instances of professional identity 
construction. Moreover, Edwards has demonstrated, in his analysis of a session 
between a counsellor and a couple, what people actually ‘do’ with “even the 
most ostensibly obvious, factual, trivial, demographic kinds of people-identify-
ing categories” and how such categories are “made relevant” in people’s accounts 
(Edwards 1998: 23).49 Accordingly, I subsequently look into this categorising 
and its use in justifying their professional practices in these accounts. 

49 Note that I only selectively refer to Edwards (1998) here, as his discursive psychological approach 
to analysing interaction data diverges from the approach used in this study. I do use his claim that 
meanings in talk and social action are always situational and “action-performative and rhetorically-
oriented” (Edwards 1998: 18).      
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 The account of the social worker I present below is her reply to my in-
terview question of whether she could recall a situation in which her frame of 
reference as a professional and/or as a person deviated from that of her client 
to such an extent that it created a complex situation for her. Moreover, her 
approach allows us to observe how professionals account for their decisions in 
so-called difficult cases. 
 In her reply, the social worker accounted for an intervention she made, 
which consisted of reporting a case as child abuse to the authorities. The ac-
count will demonstrate how the practitioner selected pieces of information 
from the case, made them relevant (Edwards 1998) and present them as argu-
ments to construct a convincing case (Hall, Sarangi & Slembrouck 1997).
 

Fragment 32, Interview with SW, 10.11.2003: 
1  SW yesss, that that, once it happened one time here that I really reported 
  to the AMK [child abuse hotline MvdH] uh the client also knew 
  about that uh…
2  R you did uh say that
3  SW yes I said so, yesss, because I worried, the system was closing its doors?
4  R  mmm mm 
5  SW aaaand that was a very young mother... and she had a child from a 
  Turkish friend she was divorced from him she lived in a small apart-
  ment, wellllll a mess and what I always consider disgusting, but that is 
  my own norm, if the air is heavy with smoke I find that so filthy, with  
  a TV that is on all the time, no toys, she had a very highstrung friend, 
  and he would for instance start roughhousing with that little boy, will 
  kids they can’t stop you need to do that as an adult and that guy could 
  also not stop so that boy was covered with bruises… and he that was 
  reported, gone to the doctor and that I reported because she kept 
  allowing that friend in but then that guy would be sitting on the 
  couch in a house that was totally blue with smoke, while yes we would 
  go play ball with such a kid outside that boy he he he also needed to 
  get rid of his energy but they did not know what to do with him.
6  R  mmm mm. 
7  SW and that boy started to exhibit behavioural uh problems, well that 
  simply was a very weak pedagogic climate
8  R mmm mm. 
9  SW and that made, that went very much against my intuition and that 
  they they what I simply but that is my own norm what I sometimes 
  come upon, that that lady, uh of that little boy well she she was well 
  she did not take her responsibility she just was really really fat but 
  uh yes but I just don’t eat anything she did not take uhm she did not 
  take responsibility for anything, everything was due to others.
10  R mmm mm.
11  SW she had totally no self-reflection, well also such a full ashtray when I 
  came there one time she had forgotten the appointment, a very full 
  ashtray well, that is really filthy, I don’t know if you smoke?
12  R no (laughs)
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13  SW and a baby lives there and a child well that boy had asthma, ah and I 
  do say to her like I can keep it to myself, I am not going to say ooh 
  that is bad for your child because they probably will do that at the 
  consultation office, I did ask like gee, would you put that ashtray away 
  because it rather smells well you really smell uh, yes that is very far 
  removed from you
14  R yes yes yes. Mmm mm.
15  SW and these are also parents who hit their children and so forth I can 
  understand that from impotence but to put it all with your childe and 
  not yourself like what can I do about it (...) that I yes I just find it ter-
  rible if a child is raised in that
16  R yes...
17  SW that people play no games, that you simply don’t do anything with   
  these children these people do take all kinds of pets who come in the 
  house and so on, the last time I was there Yes, we have a puppy again 
  (laughs) they simply can’t handle it, I think you don’t deal with dogs 
  like that you know because when it is too much a dog like that will be 
  done away again.
18  R yesss
19  SW yes... these are a little bit the weaker families and that is also kind of 
  double, you know, because they also are the least attractive people to 
  work with, but it actually also is the target group that we have lost and 
  that we need to get to work with and (…) this was also a very poorly 
  functioning family with debts… with fights with neighbours and (…) 
  trouble with ex-partners (…) and these children really are getting 
  stuck….
20  R yes, but you said that these were a bit out of the picture uh now
21  SW in my sense yes, because they are the clients that I do not have many 
  of (…) and that are again the people that we need to start reaching 
  out to because especially they need help the most and then indeed 
  look much more like how can you connect to them and place your 
  goals low (…) … the multi problem families. 

In explaining this difficult case, the social worker refers to professional catego-
ries phrased in formal social work jargon, but she also uses informal labelling. 
First, the jargon she uses indicates that she frames the case in professional 
categories like a “weak pedagogic climate”, “very poorly functioning family”, 
and finally naming them a “multi-problem family”. Also, she uses a formal and 
institutionally accepted argument in line with the psychosocial perspective to 
justify her decision to call the hotline: “the system was closing its doors” (line 
3) which relates to a state of social isolation which, in its turn, is perceived as 
critical in a situation like this with a “very poorly functioning family”. Else-
where I explained that a social network is one of the signals for a social wor-
ker. 
 In her account, the social worker also takes the client’s measurement 
in terms of those characteristics that she usually encourages in a client, like 
responsibility and self-reflection. In the social worker’s view, the client scores 
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negatively on both of them. Furthermore, she demarcates her profession by 
stating that to discuss the client’s smoking behaviour while having an asthma-
tic child is a task of the children’s consultation bureau (consultatiebureau) by 
which she distances herself from medical issues (line 13). She does still use the 
“medical voice” herself (after Hall, Sarangi & Slembrouck 1997); in her ac-
count of the bruises of the child (line 5). 
 Besides formal social work labels, however, this story also contains a lot 
of colloquial talk providing “a more lay and intuitive understanding” (Scour-
field & Pithouse 2006: 330) of the situation. The social worker portrays the 
client’s case in detail and makes judgments about the home conditions; she 
tells that the female client is “fat” and that once when she went on a home visit 
the client appeared to have forgotten the appointment and she found ashtrays 
full of cigarette stubs and the air was “heavy with smoke”, which she calls 
“filthy” and “it stinks”. According to Scourfield and Pithouse, the assessment 
of “home conditions as indicative of domestic disorder and child neglect” can 
be traced back to a “social work’s history of preoccupation with dirt, disorder 
and smell” (ibid: 329-330; see also Chapter 3 on social work being rooted in 
poor relief ). Likewise, she notes that the television is on all the time and that 
they do not have toys for the kids. She appears to use these images to justify 
her intervention to report the case to the child abuse hotline. The social wor-
ker also presents moral judgments about the client’s behaviour and explicitly 
formulates her personal disapproval: “I just find it terrible if a child is raised 
in that [situation - MvdH]”. Descriptive stories about clients are never merely 
accounts of daily life. Social workers make use of these observations in their 
problem analysis of their clients. 
 According to Pithouse and Atkinson, a social work case is a ‘bricolage’, 
in which bits and pieces are picked out and reassembled into the narrative 
format of so-called case-talk (1988: 194). The practitioner selects pieces of 
information from the case (the social worker’s observations) and presents them 
as conclusive arguments to construct a convincing case. In this case, both the 
formal and the informal or colloquial labels applied to the client’s situation 
and behaviour support a one-dimensional picture of the client as an “irrespon-
sible” mother (line 9) incapable of “self-reflection” (line 9). Marking the cli-
ent’s behaviour as deviant, in contrast to perceived normality, is also noticeable 
in her formulation, “while we would play ball with such a child” (line 5). In 
this phrase the use of “we” is used as an undefined group of people who would 
have a ‘normal’ pedagogical interaction with a child. Somewhat further in the 
story, the social worker again refers to a distance between her own frames of 
reference and those of the client when she comments on her picture of the 
client case herself: “that is very far removed from you” (line 13). Doing so is 
functional in the narrative of the social worker when we consider her intention 
to convince the researcher that her decision to report the case to the authorities 
was right. Besides, in this interview fragment the social worker is quite consci-
ous of taking a moral stance herself. She says twice “but this is my norm” (line 
5 and line 9). 
 Hall, Sarangi and Slembrouck argue that accounting takes place at two 
levels; in this case the moral character of the mother is judged, so as to cate-
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gorise her as an irresponsible mother and also to justify the institutional and 
professional stance (1997: 274). Besides, they claim that in this kind of case 
a “prospective-retrospective interpretation” in which the case description is 
presented by the social worker by linking elements of the case into a coherent 
story, cumulating in the professional’s obvious decision to take action (ibid). 
The rhetorical devices used in these kinds of stories are characteristic for the 
accounting part of the professional activity in social work.
 The last part of her account is dedicated to an explanation of “those weaker 
families” being clients that “we” social workers should deal with more often be-
cause they “need help most”. She reframes them into the recognised social work 
category “multi-problem family”. She admits that she finds these persons “not 
so very attractive to work with”. Apparently, the way to approach such clients is 
still “to link up” with them, but to “have limited aims” (line 21). 

Socialising a new worker
The next fragment shows how a group of social workers socialise a new col-
league into being a professional at Balance. The text is derived from the weekly 
meeting of one of the three social work teams50 in which new cases are distri-
buted among the social workers (see Chapter 4). This meeting between profes-
sionals can be considered as a “back stage activity within the organisational set-
ting” in which “professional and client identities are brought into play” (Hall, 
Sarangi & Slembrouck 1999). I will focus my analysis of the following text on 
the latter quote. The team members discuss the new case in detail and seem to 
express to the new worker how they deal with cases like these. Moreover, the 
text reveals some instances of a preferred work style of some members in this 
team, as opposed to the work styles that could be observed in the past.
 On this morning in November 2003, six workers of Team South are 
present. The meeting starts at 8.45 a.m. and is scheduled, as usual, to take up 
to 45 minutes. Both the social worker who presents the new case (SW1) and a 
recently employed social worker (SW3) have indicated to have “space in their 
caseload” for a new client (see Chapter 4). At this point in the meeting the new 
case, written by a social worker (SW5) who is not present at the meeting, is, 
as always, read aloud, so as to be discussed and allocated to one of these two 
social workers. 

Fragment 33, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003: 
SW1 (reads the report out loud) Ms. (name) lives in the (address) and is born in 

1948. In January I took my son of 30 with (…) his family into my house (…), 
because they did not have a house anymore, but I can not handle it anymore, 
I get into arguments with my daughter in law all the time who lets my son do 
everything and she sits on the couch all day. They have twins of almost three, 

50 I asked the representative of each of the three teams to characterise their team’s working district. 
The representative of this team wrote me an e-mail saying, “District (name) is a typical common 
neighbourhood. A lot of people in the lowest income group and a lot of allochtonous people, in 
particular Turkish people. Problems then are also often family-related (multi-problem, nuisance, 
drug use, relation and education, debts and housing). (Name village that is part the working district) 
actually is a separate village where the middle class people live” (source: E-mail 26.11.2003)    



127

127

Being a Professional at Work

I already talked to my daughter in law, she is 20, but what goes in one ear goes 
out the other. By now I am taking six or seven tranquillisers per day while I 
should actually have only three, I can’t handle this any longer. 

According to the case description from the registration report, the 55-year-old 
woman had had help from the institution before and now seeks assistance 
from a social worker with writing a letter to the housing corporation for her 
son and his family. They moved into her home after they lost their own. Such 
an issue would normally be categorised as practical social work. But, as we 
will see further in the fragment, there are also voices that propose that the case 
should be reframed as psychosocial counselling. Even though this is the initial 
registration of the case, it proves an example of Nikander’s (2003) claim that 
case descriptions like these are used to position the client and to evoke specific 
actions from professionals. 
 The following fragment starts with the last question on the standard 
checklist, which asks the woman’s preference in being helped by a male or female 
social worker. The woman had responded that she had had help before, and 
from a male social worker (SWX). This statement triggers the team members’ 
comments on the work style of this specific social worker, who by now has left 
the organisation. They contrast it with the way the rest of the team works and 
presently appear to advise the new worker on how to deal with this case. 

Fragment 34, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
1  SW 1 (reads the report out loud) What do you want to achieve with social   
  work? I want you to help me write a letter to (city). Does it matter 
  to you whether you will get a man or a woman? No, but I have always 
  been helped by SWX [former colleague - MvdH] and that always 
  went very well | (laughs)
2 SW 2 yes I can imagine
3  SW 1 and there he is again 
4  SW 2 Then this lady have from SWX back when I already heard the name |  
  (laughs) 
5  SW 1 | yess (laughs)
6  SW 2 I took over from SWX, SWX was, yes he simply was great
7  SW 3 (smiles) 
8  SW 2 uhm and this lady also said that to me, yes, I let her come here and   
  SWX did not do that and then I also said to her but one like that 
  you’ll never get again
9  SW no
10  SW2 You have had a very good one
11  SW yes
12  SW2 but you’ll never get him/her again
13  SW1 a very special one in any case

The applicant’s response to the question from the standardised form (line 1) 
brings on at least three story lines: first, the interpretation of a case in a team 
meeting and deciding upon a preferred intervention; second, defining diffe-
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rent work styles; and third, the socialisation by the team members of a newly 
employed. 
 The social workers start discussing the case and react strongly to the 
client’s account, written in the report, that “SWX had helped her very well”; 
some laugh, and SW2 notes that she knows this woman and that she counsel-
led the woman after SWX left the organisation. SW2 takes the floor to explain 
to the team what kind of client this woman is.

Fragment 35, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
14  SW 2 and uh I actually do have, it is well, it is a bit a bit a weak, a weak
15  SW1 yes
16  SW2 lady, I think, if you, ask, she asks for direction and if she says a letter, 
  well, limit yourself to a letter… make sure that she does the work 
  as much as possible because she also is a little spoiled
17  SW1 by SWX
18  SW2 yes, not by me
19  SW1  (laughs)
20  SW2 (smiles) not by my
21  SW1 No but this is also typical, | typical something for SWX
22  SW2 | yes but
23  SW1 he could deal really well with this type of people and he would pet 
  them left and right and
24  SW4 yes yes
26  SW1  drink another cup of coffee with each other and
26  SW4 yes yes
27  SW2 give them something extra and | yes yes that did spoil her a little

SW2 portrays her as “a bit of a weak lady” (line 14). She continues her ac-
count, however, with stating that this woman needs “steering”, which is used 
as a bottom-line argument (Nikander 2003: 131) for her suggestion of the 
restricted kind of social work action that was needed, namely to “limit oneself 
to a letter” (line 16). This also seems to refer to the current social work focal 
point of demand-oriented work, meaning to fulfil the client’s request, in this 
case writing a letter to the housing cooperation. 
 A second piece of advice in the same turn is underlined by the use of an 
imperative “limit yourself to a letter” and “take care that she herself does the 
work”, saying that the social worker who takes the case should insist that the 
woman take action herself. This could be related to emphasis in the welfare 
sector on the client’s ability to manage for oneself; the role proposed by SW2 
resembles that of an educator. SW2 also claims, however, that the client is 
“somewhat spoiled” by the approach of SWX, which was “petting them [this 
type of client] left and right” (line 23), “drinking coffee” with them or “giving 
them something extra” (line 25 and line 27). 
 Thereupon, the story about SWX is moved to the fore. The switch to the 
topic of work style is made when SW1 reacts to SW2’s account by saying that 
it is “typical for SWX” (from line 21 onwards) because he was very good with 
“this type of people”, an act by which the individual case of the woman is ge-
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neralised into a specific client category – “this type of people” (line 23) – that 
later on in the conversation is explained as consisting of caravan dwellers and 
people who are “lowly skilled, socially weak” (line 52). In this fragment, SWX 
is portrayed as a representative of a certain work style which, as we will see, is 
regarded as dissimilar to the one that is preferred by the key characters in this 
conversation. The dis-identification presented by some of the social workers 
specifically focusses on an approach that might be interpreted as being too 
patronising for their current aim of increasing clients’ self-reliance. 
 After this, the topic of the conversation returns to the client case. SW1 
starts by commenting on the behaviour of the family in colloquial language. 

Fragment 36, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
28  SW1 yes but this is of course another stupid action, you know, be-
  cause the daughter in law is twenty so her son will not be a 
  whole lot older I suppose; with twins, of course they have had 
  all kinds of stuff due to which they lost their house and moved 
  in | with her 
29  SW2 | yesss
30  SW1 is of course also pretty smart
31  SW3 (smiles)
32  SW2 yes, it often is part of their environment like Well come along | 
  then I’ll take care of you
33  SW4 & SW1 yesss
34  SW2 and then in the end they can’t handle it, so I also think that 
  if you limit yourself to what is necessary with respect to writing 
  the letter, write the letter and finish up
35  SW1 yes SW5 [social worker that wrote the application - MvdH] no-
  tes for us (SW1 reads notes) the question is whether Ms. should 
  solve the problem in the way she sees fit, I understood her son 
  and daughter in law are willing to participate in the conversa-
  tion so therefore I did not make an MSIC out of this… so uh 
  uh SW5 does not regard it as MSIC but he sees it as coaching, 
  a case of process coaching
(Mumbling among the social workers)
36  SW2 Well that could of course be an idea, you know, put the whole 
  lot together and who is going to take action, because why 
  would mother need to be there again
37  SW1 Well she is high and dry, those kids are in no hurry, they are in 
  a fine place
38  SW2 yes

The story line returns to this specific client when SW1 gives a recapitulation, 
thereby reframing the action of the client as “a silly action” (line 28). SW2 
comments on this judgment and states that “it is often in the environment” of 
these clients to take care of the family (line 32). With this account the social 
worker claims to refer to a recognisable behavioural pattern, and confirms the 
remark of SW1 some turns earlier, who characterised the client as fitting into 
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the category “this type of people” (line 23). In doing so, she reframed the indi-
vidual case into a general category of clients (Nikander 2003: 131). Also, she 
repeats her professional preference of “limiting oneself to what is needed” and 
subsequently closes the case (line 34).
 Next, SW1 brings in a new element to the story, which appears to mo-
dify this proposal. She reads aloud a note from the social worker (SW5) who 
wrote the application interpreting this case not as pragmatic assistance, but 
as a counselling case. This note starts off with the comment “the question is 
whether the problem should be solved in the way the client herself suggests”. 
Apparently, SW5 doubts that giving practical help will suffice in this case. The 
institutional category of this client, as given by MSIC – an interdisciplinary 
commission that evaluates the urgency of individual applications for housing 
– indicates the help plan of SW2’s suggestion, writing the letter and closing 
the case. SW2 does not reject the idea, and as we will see in the next fragment, 
SW1 and SW2 continue to argue in favour of dealing with the case in this 
pragmatic and clear-cut way. Next, the case is allocated to the new worker. 

Fragment 37, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
39  SW1  [to SW3] uhhh you or me?
40  SW3  Well, that looks like a challenge to me
41  SW2  yyyes
42  SW1  yes uh, then keep it indeed very limited
43  SW3  yes
44  SW1  writing a letter or whatsoever, but do no go process-oriented uh
45  SW3  noooo that is too |

SW1 and the new worker SW3 are faced with the choice of who will take the 
case. SW1 says: “you or me” (line 39). SW3 replies that he will take the job 
and adds that he considers it “a challenge”. Again SW1 and SW2 overload him 
with suggestions to limit his intervention in helping this woman to a practical 
solution (the letter), saying that this would be the best thing to do. Despite 
the note of the social worker who handled the application, SW1 advises him 
to not regard it as a process-oriented counselling (line 42 and line 44), under-
pinning this suggestion once more with a judgement of the work style of the 
former colleague. 

Fragment 38, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
46  SW1 | because generally clients of SWX, with all respect, can be enormous 
  leeches
47  SW3 Yes?
48  SW1 yes, they chat up a storm and
49  SW3 (unclear)
50  SW1 well SWX he was very caring and he could really, he could keep 
  people for years
51  SW3 yes
52  SW1 and these people had, really place him upon a pedestal, you know 
  SWX was more the guy who worked with the people in the camps uh 
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  uh with people who were really lowly uh… skilled, socially weak and 
  so SWX really had a soft spot for them
53  SW2 he also was really really really |
55  SW1 | really good at
55  SW2 yes! A real | strong quality of him
56  SW4 | old-fashioned social worker
57  SW1 really an old-fashioned one yes | but oh well
58  SW2 yes | still an old-fashioned field worker
59  SW4 yes precisely |
60  SW3 | yessss exactly
61  SW2  and that is for some clients really terrific, they make much less use of  
  us
62  SW4 yes

This time SW1 more explicitly distances herself from the way SWX performed 
social work. She presents the clients in his caseload as demanding and SWX 
as “very caring” (line 50). As a result, SW1 says that the counselling process 
could take “years”, something that is not common in social work any longer. 
Finally, SWX is evaluated as “really an old-fashioned social worker” by another 
team member (SW4) who enters the discussion. All issues raised appear to be 
in contrast to the work style that team members SW1 and SW2 advocate. In 
line 61 the result of the difference in working styles is summarised by these 
clients getting along “worse” with “us”. 
 In the final part of this fragment, SW2, who has herself counselled this 
woman in the past, convinces the new social worker that “structuring” helps; 
SW2 had a few “contact moments” with the client, “since then I have not 
heard from her again” (line 66). 

Fragment 39, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
63  SW2 | but there also are simply clients and then it is important that 
  you structure it
64 SW4 | yesss
65  SW3 yes indeed
66  SW2 because she can do it, I mean in the past year I had a few con-
  tact moments, but since then I have not heard from her again.
67  SW3 could take care of herself
69  SW2 so I will now assume that you
70  SW3 yesss exactly
70  SW2 otherwise she would have called in because she knows the way
71  SW1 yes indeed
72  SW3 So set clear boundaries
73  SW2  yes

In the last part of this interaction, the new colleague shows that he has heard 
their advice and also understands their way of performing social work. He 
responds to the suggestions of his new colleagues by also referring himself to 
the self-sustainability of the woman, “she could take care of herself ” (line 67). 
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He even makes a second remark, which could be interpreted as him having 
understood their accounts: “so, clearly demarcate” (line 72). Ultimately, he 
joins in with the language used by the other social workers and with this act 
appears to comply with his new colleagues. 

5.4  Conclusion 
This chapter has discussed: 1) the ways social workers present themselves and 
talk about their everyday work practices in interview accounts; 2) the roles 
they enact in interactions with clients in sessions, including their agenda-set-
ting in the interactions; and 3) the way social workers account for their work 
practices, the profession itself and the organisation in their case-talk and inter-
professional interaction. 
 As illustrated by the use of observations and interviews, social work is 
a relational profession; the practical repertoire focusses on communication, 
which emphasises that clients need to verbalise problems. In this case study 
social workers appear to be mainly process-oriented in the social assistance, 
which indicates that the “focussed transaction” (Gastelaars 1997; see Chapter 
4) – the psychosocial help social workers provide to clients – deals with brin-
ging about a change in the client’s situation and evaluating this intervention. 
In their relationships with clients, the social workers in this study formulated 
their principles to “link up with where the client stands”, to “place individual 
clients in their social contexts”, and to close the relational gap between them-
selves and their clients in their everyday interactions. The relationship between 
social workers and clients is presented by the social workers to be preferably 
non-hierarchical, by which they also demarcate their profession from other 
more hierarchical professions, such as doctors and psychologists, in terms of 
being ‘easily accessible’ for their clients. This is also stressed in the type of com-
munication used in the interactions with clients, which are not particularly 
formalised and show a mixture of both institutional talk (including profes-
sional jargon) and ordinary conversation (after Drew & Heritage 1992). The 
professional’s dominant role in the interactions with clients is most explicitly 
seen in the asymmetry of professional-client conversations, because the social 
worker is always the one to determine the topic and set the agenda. Then 
again, the attention given to the client’s own contribution to the sessions and 
to the clients’ own interpretations of their situation reflects the starting point 
of client-centredness as well. 
 As part of their professional expertise, social workers evidently reframe the 
client cases into their professional categorisations, relating individual cases to ge-
neral and recognisable patterns in case-talk and in client files. Yet, in the following 
chapter, the fieldwork data will also demonstrate that social workers are aware of 
the constraining effects of using fixed client categories in their daily practice. Besi-
des, in accounting for their constructions of clients, they appear to draw on both 
social work knowledge and understandings derived from wider societal discourses 
– for example, the currently dominant, ‘normal and acceptable’ way of raising 
children. That is to say that the meaning-making of social workers is situated in a 
socio-cultural and historical context as well (see also Bulcaen & Blommaert 1997; 
Pithouse & Atkinson 1988; Hall, Sarangi & Slembrouck 1997). 
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 To return to the professional-client relation in face-to-face interactions, 
the effort to have a more or less symmetrical relation in which negotiation 
about the interpretation of issues related to the client’s help question is flanked 
by quite a strong empowerment agenda. Both the quoted accounts and the 
observed professional meetings show that social workers appear to focus on 
encouraging the self-reflection, self-realisation and self-reliance of their clients. 
These conditions, which seem to frame the route of change in the client’s 
situation into a predetermined direction, seem to relate to the script of a mo-
dern, responsible and autonomous individual, which is very much the current 
cultural framework in the Netherlands in general, and the current version of 
‘programmed change’ of social work in particular (see Gastelaars & Van der 
Haar 2007). Moreover, the image shows similarities with the starting-points 
of the Dutch Welfare Law (Welzijnswet) and the mission of the Dutch Social 
Employers Group, MO-groep, as discussed in Chapter 3. That is, the accounts 
and practices of the social workers at Balance reflect the profession’s public task 
as defined by the government. 
 At the practice level, one may assume that the empowerment agenda 
could in some cases contradict the starting point of client-centredness, which 
underlines the need to individualise each social work case. This may also in-
dicate a bounded space for client diversity. I will consider this issue in the 
following chapter, in which I elaborate on the social workers’ dealings with 
so-called allochthonous clients, relating their accounts and practices to the 
social work starting points previously discussed. I will focus on the use of the 
argument of culture in relation to their professional role, in this respect.
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After having approached the everyday work practices from a social work dis-
course perspective, in which the characteristics of institutional and profes-
sional talk (see Chapter 2) were highlighted, this chapter now looks at social 
work practices as instances of so-called intercultural communication. From 
a theoretical point of view, singling out culture is a risky business. Scholars 
have criticised, and rightly so, the essentialist and reified explanatory models 
used in some anthropological and more sociolinguistic, pragmatically-orien-
ted approaches to intercultural research, especially the “analytic stereotyping” 
they appear to rely on (Baumann 1999; Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999; Sarangi 
1994). Sarangi has warned us against the celebration of cultural differences in 
studies of miscommunication analysis. He points out the difficulty of isolating 
culture as a factor in the interpretation of texts. It appears to assign an “over-
powering explanatory value” to “contextualisation cues” (Gumperz, as noted 
in Sarangi 1994: 412). 
 Sarangi’s main claim is that “analytic stereotyping” risks circularity (1994: 
413): looking for culture is finding culture. His concern with these studies is 
“the trap of the binary bias and the homogenisation of a group’s ‘cultural’ 
practices” (1994: 423). He argues for a discursive-analytical approach that in-
terprets interaction in terms of both the “cultural attributes of the participants 
and in the context of their societal and institutional role-relationships” (ibid: 
424). In this study the latter relates to the specific role-relationship between a 
social worker and a client. 
 Following a similar line of thought, Bulcaen and Blommaert also criticise 
the gap-thinking of scholars using dichotomist schemes and refer to the ‘com-
plex contextual web’ within which intercultural communication takes place 
and in which a much wider range of contextual factors than ‘culture’ alone 
act on the course of communication (1999: 141). Elsewhere they emphasise 
that the socio-cultural embeddedness of each communicative act should not 
be conceived of as determinist or deductive, but that one should focus on 
how context becomes manifest in each unique communicative act (Bulcaen & 
Blommaert 1997: 11-12). 
 As we have seen in Chapter 1, Baumann (1999) also suggests in his dual 
discursive approach of culture that both essentialism and constructivism can be 
attributed to the people we study, and that both context and situation should 
be included in the analysis of meaning-making processes. Acknowledging both 
the essentialist – or culturalist – and constructivist sides in meaning-making 
might result in a more balanced analysis of cultural diversity. He argues that 

6
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researchers need to “find out why, when and how the people we study may 
reify in some contexts what in others they are aware of creating themselves 
(Baumann 1996: 204)”.
 Departing from this idea that culture is often used to categorise and 
identify self and others, Benhabib argues that “(c)ultures provide us with nar-
ratives as well as practices, sayings as well as doings. We encounter each other 
and ourselves as others through such processes of doing and saying (Benhabib 
2002: 14)”. In interactions, the participants themselves may construct and 
enact both ‘real’ and imagined differences with the intention of ordering in-
formation, making sense of it and understanding each other. Wikan confirms 
this: “such differences may be emphasised or ignored, depending on the situ-
ation (Wikan 2002: 164)”. For instance, in the setting of an intake meeting 
between an individual and a social worker, it may very well be the case that the 
client or the social worker underlines a specific identification or membership 
of a group. 
 In this chapter I will present precisely this tension: when does the fact 
that one is an allochtonous client affect social assistance, and in what way is 
this ascribed identity used by the clients themselves and by the social workers? 
Continuing with the example, it could be the case that the formal situation of 
the intake and the unequal power relationship in the interaction between the 
professional and the client leads the client to present a specific version of his 
or her identity. On the other hand, the social worker in his/her role of profes-
sional, which prescribes to turn the individual into a client, may use (static) 
categories to label the client in order to put together the pieces of the puzzle 
and make a logical, publicly and professionally legitimate case of the client’s 
situation. 
 As shown in the previous chapter as well, categorising clients is a routine 
part of the professional repertoire, and most social workers are well aware that 
categorisation can be risky, if only because it can easily lead to stigmatisa-
tion. We have seen in Chapter 1, as Bulcaen and Blommaert indicate (1999: 
140), that social workers usually have a well-developed reflexive consciousness 
about their professional practice, and appear to seriously consider the power 
issues that are at stake, and, as a rule, criticise self-evident explanatory schemes 
(ibid).51 Yet these authors show that, in the case of allochtonous clients, social 
workers do make use of so-called “black-white schemata that identify ‘cultures’ 
and oppose these to one another” (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999: 141). They 
point out how social workers’ categorisations of clients in terms of culture 
influence the professional’s decision-making process and even pre-structure 
the actions taken in the assistance: “The categorisations, which in essence are 
forms of definitions and naming (Mehan 1996), are linked to a series of ac-
tion- and counselling schemata. When a case is settled, machinery is set in 
action in which ‘typical’ practices are proposed (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999: 
142)”. 

51 Bulcaen and Blommaert recall that social workers in women’s shelters have to deal with and 
struggle against the ‘stereotype of the underprivileged, poorly educated and isolated woman’ (1999: 
140).
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 Although the authors acknowledge the tension between categories and 
individual stories to be an “old problem of social assistance” (ibid: 144; see 
also Scourfield 2002), they stress that in intercultural settings the component 
of the perceptions about migrants and culture from society at large adds an ex-
tra dynamic to this “categorised thinking and acting” (Bulcaen & Blommaert 
1999: 144). 
 This chapter presents, first, the perceptions of social workers about dea-
ling with allochtonous clients and the way they categorise them. I will look 
into the arguments and rhetoric that are used in the accounts of the social 
workers. Second, the chapter shows how social workers relate to allochtonous 
clients in their professional-client interactions, the ‘sessions’. In the analyses, I 
will focus on how the social worker’s constructions about allochtonous clients 
are negotiated in the actual communication. I will relate the accounts and the 
observed interactions to some elements from the social work discourse as pre-
sented in the previous chapter. 

6.1  Constructing allochtonous clients as difficult
In various ways, the everyday practice of social workers is filled with dealing 
with diversity. Already, the main approach of social work in this case study, 
which includes ‘linking up where the client stands’ and ‘placing every indi-
vidual in his/her social context’, marks the importance of differentiating bet-
ween clients. Nevertheless, a general tendency in the interview responses of the 
studied social workers is that they experience difficulties when dealing with 
cultural diversity in their work practice. Words like – and here I paraphrase 
from the interview material – difficult, tough, complex and hard were used 
when referring to the actual social work practice. They dominated more po-
sitive connotations such as “fascinating”, “nice but also ambiguous” and “spe-
cial”, that were used as well. 
 As a result of these social workers’ vision of a client-centred approach, 
one could argue that cultural identifications are merely part of the client’s 
social context. Despite this individualising approach, it appeared that the in-
terviewed social workers quite often reduced ‘people with another culture’ – in 
most cases the interviewees themselves referred to allochtonous clients – to a 
relatively homogeneous group. In many cases they subsumed the whole range 
including a diversity of allochtonous clients under one client group. Moreover, 
they categorised these clients in terms of culture and ascribed the difficulties 
they experienced in the assistance to ‘their culture’. 
 In general, the interviewees were not very specific about whom they 
labelled under this perceived common denominator. Although they did not 
point out in detail which people they referred to when they talked about al-
lochtonous clients, the social workers repeatedly referred to “women with 
stress”. And even more explicit, they talked relatively often about women with 
a Turkish background. This is explicable by the fact that allochtonous clients 
of Turkish origin form a considerable group of inhabitants in the city where 
the research was conducted. That they more often talked about female clients 
can be related to the social workers’ impression that when allochtonous clients 
asked for help, they were usually women. 
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“Completely different cultures”
To illustrate the accounts that expressed that dealing with allochtonous clients 
is different from working with autochthonous clients, I include an interview 
fragment of a social worker. This account demonstrates that when social wor-
kers were asked to reflect on dealing with diversity in general terms, they often 
raised the issue of allochtonous clients themselves, and reinforced their argu-
ment by explaining differences and difficulties in terms of culture. In this part 
of the interview I first asked the social worker how he experienced working 
with a diversity of clients. The fragment I present below is the social worker’s 
reply to my question as to whether he could recall a difficult situation in which 
his frame of reference as professional and/or individual diverged from that of 
the client. In the part before this excerpt he mentions that dealing with a diver-
sity of clients is “not so difficult”, and he illustrates that he has no problems of 
adapting to the “language of mobile home dwellers”, but then he continues: 

Fragment 1, Interview SW, 23.10.2003: 
(…) Only what I do find difficult is uh people of completely different cultures…
uhm……I for example have had a Turkish couple of whom that woman uh was 
relatively integrated and spoke Dutch well and that man absolutely not, and I 
found it dreadfully difficult to counsel him. That woman alone would in itself be 
all right, and it was also in their relationship, and there just came almost nothing 
out of that man except “I suffer from stress and headaches” and…and then I find it 
difficult to take up to that, say...then I do not get any further than a couple of pie-
ces of practical advice, and that is what is asked for, but that, and it helps anyhow..
but I would want to offer more than only that (…) so it is more uh multicultural 
in that sense that uh uh people who really come from another country that I think 
that I can find more difficult than uh different cultures within our society..uh at 
least from a Dutch background (…) I mean if someone is a farmer or uh..or uh pfff 
bank manager or uh it doesn’t matter..or a military man or..that does not interest 
me much from which class uh

This fragment indicates that the social worker finds it more difficult to work 
with allochtonous clients than with different people “from a Dutch back-
ground”, using “class” as a differentiating marker. Although I come back to 
many of the issues raised in the above interview extract later in this chapter in 
more detail, I do want to highlight some of them already. 
 First, the social worker explains that he experiences difficulties with 
“completely different cultures”. Note that he refers to an abstract concept and 
not to human beings. Baumann (1999) noted on this matter that cultures do 
not meet, but people do. In the first lines of the fragment the social worker 
exemplifies his statement by bringing a Turkish couple to the scene and poses 
a dichotomy; the woman who is “relatively integrated and spoke Dutch well” 
and the man “absolutely not”. Besides, he raises the fact that ‘integration’ and 
‘mastering the Dutch language’ are conditions that he values when giving so-
cial assistance. The social worker continues to problematise the man by telling 
that he accentuated his physical complaints, like “stress and headaches”. A bit 
further in the interview (fragment not included here) the social worker ex-
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plains that, according to him, these issues formed a barrier for providing help. 
The social worker explains that he could not make himself clear to the male 
client who apparently suffered from work-related problems – and here I quote 
from a later part in the interview; “it was mainly headache, pain in his neck, 
sick and tired and…while this was just somatising his psychic problems”. 
 Continuing his explanation of why he experienced difficulties with this 
couple, the social worker also says that “it was also in their relationship”; later 
on in the interview he elaborates on this issue by saying: 

Fragment 2, Interview SW, 23.10.2003: 
(…) look I also have difficulties with uh uh the way the position of the woman is 
seen, for example, but…I mean this goes against, often this goes against a lot of 
norms and values that we have of course (…) we social workers..what we think 
would be a good life (…) or would be a good relationship……. 

In this account the social worker stresses differences in views on “the position 
of the woman”, “a good life”, and “a good relationship” and opposes them to 
“a lot of norms and values we have of course”, specifying this immediately by 
adding that he refers to “we social workers”, in this way placing the statement 
in the professional discourse. Yet following Bulcaen and Blommaert (1999), 
as discussed in the introduction of this chapter, it can also be argued that he 
refers to norms and values from discourses on these issues currently dominant 
in Dutch society that are also reflected in the Dutch social work discourse (see 
also Hall, Sarangi & Slembrouck 1997). 
 In the first fragment, the social worker concludes that he could not offer 
more than some pieces of practical advice, whereas he seems to want to “offer 
more”, indicating that he is not satisfied. He later comments, referring to the 
same case, that: 

Fragment 3, Interview SW, 23.10.2003: 
The first request for assistance was posed rather superficially and I could do some-
thing with that but well, you are done with it quickly and then you see that there 
are more problems but then if they cannot put into words very well what they want 
exactly then… yes, what do you do then? (…) as social worker, well, then it kind 
of stops, or they need to formulate a request for assistance in a good way but that 
I find very difficult then (…)

Here, the social worker seems to draw on the policy of client-oriented social 
work, indicating that linking up with where the client stands also means that 
the social worker does not force his interpretation of the situation on the client 
(“then you see that there are more problems going on”), but in fact this creates 
a professional dilemma too (“then what do you do?”). Also, this account repro-
duces the social work emphasis on verbalising problems (“put into words”), as 
discussed in Chapter 5. 

Despite the tendency to evaluate providing social assistance to allochtonous cli-
ents as difficult, none of the social workers would avoid including allochtonous 
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clients in their caseloads. A look on a given day in the computer registry system 
during the fieldwork period in 2003 indicated that all social workers had, at that 
moment in time, at least some allochtonous clients in their caseload. Neverthe-
less, two interviewees specifically mentioned that they would rather not work 
with allochtonous clients. One of these interviewees, who has an allochtonous 
background himself, strongly differentiated between allochtonous clients with 
a background based in one of the previous Dutch colonies and allochtonous 
clients who did not have such a background. In his view – and here I paraphrase 
his account – the problematic situation of allochtonous clients with a Turkish or 
Moroccan background was very much influenced by the fact that people in these 
groups often marry partners who are also from Turkey or Morocco. Secondly, he 
mentions that an element in these cases is the “different cultural socialisation” of 
those people raised in the Netherlands and those raised in Turkey or Morocco, 
which would explain what he perceives as the problem, and he specifically refer-
red to the issue of power relations in marriage and family life. About the group 
of clients who enter the organisation with problems in their relationships, he 
argues: “Yes, I find it difficult…I eh would rather not help those people myself. 
I let it pass by because uh yes, it is something that recurs, recurs, recurs. It is 
the same theme over again, drama, drama, drama” (SW 5.11.2003). The other 
social worker claims to rather not work with allochtonous clients either: “Well, 
by coincidence I now have some Turkish uh people again, I have to honestly tell 
you that it is also not my favourite group” (SW 10.11.2003). 
 Four social workers in the organisation were asked to specifically reflect 
on the way in which they perceived that the organisation and their colleagues 
deal with the cultural diversity of clients, because they had expressed that they 
were especially concerned with allochtonous clients, as a result of having an 
allochtonous background themselves and/or having worked with specific eth-
nic-cultural groups in the past, when a categorical policy was still feasible in 
Dutch social work (see Chapter 3), and also in this organisation (see Chapter 
4). The two social workers that used to have a specialised function, dealing 
with either Turkish clients or Antillean/Surinamese/Moluccan clients, both 
supported the integral way assistance to allochtonous clients is currently orga-
nised. Moreover, they both indicated that they experienced some sort of pres-
sure when doing this specialised work at the time: a lot of work and working 
very individually with a specific group of clients (“I was very much focussed 
on my own little shop, me and my allochtonous clients”, SW 1.12.2003). 
 Referring to the current daily practice in the social work department, a 
trainee with a Turkish background, looking back at her traineeship at Balance, 
suggested: 

Fragment 4, Interview SW, 2.12.2004:
(…) some people dealt very well with foreign people, but what I also sometimes 
saw in my team was that uhm some foreigners remained left over, that it was very 
much like Yes uh..well uh yes because (name SW with a Turkish background) uh 
has experience so (idem) can do it, or (name trainee SW) (…) that they really so-
metimes had difficulties, let’s say (…), that they thought like Well let’s leave it and 
we will distribute it next week again
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The trainee argues that besides seeing cases that she described as being “very 
good”, she observed that during the distribution of new cases “sometimes” 
people did not include allochtonous clients into their caseloads and reasoned 
that the allochtonous social workers had “experience”, indicating that they 
should therefore take these cases. Likewise, another so-called allochtonous so-
cial worker perceived the work of his colleagues (note that the social work 
department only has two social workers with a so-called allochtonous back-
ground) towards allochtonous clients in some cases as being “very good”, but 
he also referred to other cases in which he perceived his colleagues as “preju-
diced”. Although he says that he values his colleagues’ approach towards al-
lochtonous clients, he also remarks: 

Fragment 5, Interview SW, 1.11.2004:
(…) sometimes what I see is that certain colleagues that they say Well you should 
do that…I know better what is good for you (…) that they [allochtonous clients 
- MvdH] for example immediately should uh distance themselves from their own 
milieu whatsoever (…) that is what they possibly could think….sometimes I also 
think that, but is that from their own frame of reference, if that is a solution for 
that client, well ok (…)

The example this social worker gives about social workers that apparently sug-
gest that clients “distance themselves from their milieu” was heard more often 
during the fieldwork study and will be discussed later in this chapter in more 
detail. 
 To conclude, the social workers with an allochtonous background were 
attentive to the actions of their colleagues concerning allochtonous clients, but 
– marked by the use of “some” in both cases – they spoke in a balanced way 
about the professional attitude of their autochthonous colleagues in the social 
work department. 

6.2  Using culture as explanatory factor 
Besides the categorisation of all diverse allochtonous clients into one client 
group, the interviewees explained themselves by ascribing specific characte-
ristics to allochtonous clients. Interviewees typified their problems related to 
working with allochtonous clients in terms of their professional categories, 
using their professional jargon or formal language: their clients – and here 
again I quote from my interviews – talk about their problems in a “psycho-
somatic” way, are “passive”, have “little self-reflection”, have “a victim men-
tality”, are “theatrical”, “isolated”, “limited or not emancipated” and have 
“other norms and values” (for example, with regard to gender relations). 
Some interviewees also referred to a “language problem”, often meaning that 
they perceived the clients’ language competence as inadequate for counsel-
ling. Others mentioned that these clients appeared not to be used to talking 
about emotional problems or feelings with others at all. With regard to the 
social service, some interviewees mentioned that allochtonous clients have 
“other expectations”, or that these clients are not familiar with the pheno-
menon of social work.
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 I illustrate one of the explanations mentioned above with an account of a 
social worker who explicitly preferred not to work with allochtonous clients. 

Fragment 6, Interview SW, 10.11.2003: 
(…) what I found difficult about it [dealing with allochtonous clients -MvdH] is 
uh the victim uh mentality, that that making it so theatrical (…) I found it dif-
ficult working with foreign people because they keep sticking in Oh, Oh I am so 
pitiful instead of what can you do about it yourself…that might seem somewhat 
black-and-white (…)

Like the fragment above illustrates, it appears from the interviews that social 
workers construct a ‘classical case’ where allochtonous clients are concerned. 
Creating a classical case – that is, the transformation of an individual story into 
a professional case (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999: 141) – is part of the profes-
sional repertoire, and this in itself is an explicable activity, but insofar as this 
activity confuses the distinction between general classifications and individual 
characteristics in these cases, we also perceive the pitfalls of essentialism (see 
also Verweel 2001). As a consequence, social workers may neglect the indivi-
dual story of the client. 
 The main explanation the interviewees gave for the categorisation of al-
lochtonous clients is ‘culture’. And, conversely, if a client is identified as al-
lochtonous, the expectation is that these characteristics will indeed perfectly 
fit the case. These generalisations are based on a universalistic interpretation of 
the allochtonous client group, which could result in using culture as a determi-
nistic instrument as well. Zooming in on idiom use, interviewees recurrently 
organise their accounts in terms of “cultural agreement” or in terms of “that 
other culture”, the “culture aspect”, and “from their point of view”, “in their 
own set”, “because of their culture”, “embedded in the culture” and “it is so 
interwoven in that culture”. 
 The following account of a social worker illustrates this phenomenon of 
identifying the otherness of allochtonous clients in terms of their culture and 
relating this directly to the categories of the social work jargon. At this point 
in the in-depth interview I asked her if she felt that dealing with a diversity of 
clients was a challenge or a dilemma. She responded that she finds the diversity 
of clients a challenge, and right after that she pointed out that it creates dilem-
mas.

Fragment 7, Interview SW, 7.10.2003:
(…) Although I have to say…uh that I for example with uh now I have, lately 
I have had a uh a lot of Turkish clients, a lot of Turkish women (…) and that is 
strenuous in a completely different way than working with Dutch women, this is a 
very big difference indeed (…) Uhm, I think from culture…there are many stress 
complaints and also little self-reflection, at least with the women I have seen up 
till now (…) and for me that is very difficult because people constantly say ‘yess 
but my leg hurts so much’ or ‘I have such pains in my stomach’, and then you are 
thinking ‘Yesss, I know why your leg hurts so bad, that is because you do not talk 
about your feelings and all of that goes into your leg’, and that, you can say it, you 
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can explain it, but it is quite difficult to take steps with those people…To me, I 
think that is very difficult 

This fragment, moreover, shows that these ‘cultural differences’ are also expe-
rienced as “obstacles” to the preferential social work practice. Other intervie-
wees also said that “it is difficult to make steps”, that they have to “repeat a 
lot”, that you have to “create a lot of conditions” and that they have to “involve 
the context” (family, religion). 
 To illustrate this, I present a second account from the same social worker 
in which she more exactly explains why she experiences difficulties when dea-
ling with, in this case, women with a Turkish background. In this account, the 
social worker claims that culture is the reason for not being able to perform her 
profession the way she would like to. 

Fragment 8, Interview SW, 7.10.2003: 
(…) It is (…), uh the limitations that they [SW refers to women with a Turkish 
background - MvdH] have in their culture hm, for example when you observe 
homesickness in a woman, is very limited in all her doings because she is under 
the pressure of her husband which again is a cultural arrangement, then it is very 
difficult for me to work on standing up for yourself or making choices of your own 
while that is what they want to learn, but that just is not possible because they do 
not get any space, because of cultural aspects (…) So then you are stuck (…)

Even more sharply posed are words like “impediment”, “barrier”, “obstacle” 
and, as in the latest fragment, “limitation”, used by several social workers in 
this study. These evaluations often refer to a frozen situation; the cultural con-
text of the client is perceived as being fixed and constraining by definition. In 
another part of the interview, the same social worker rephrases her viewpoint 
and explains her actions in everyday practice: 

Fragment 9, Interview SW, 7.10.2003:
(…) Sometimes I do accept those cultural boundaries and sometimes I also think 
Well yes, without choices I can not help you, so also within your culture you will 
have to, and then that freedom I also give 

From this account it could be interpreted that the social worker intends to 
open up the counselling for the client’s point of view by saying “sometimes 
I accept those cultural boundaries”, but the “cultural boundaries” appear to 
remain, and are even reinforced, as her quote “within your culture” demon-
strates. 
 To elaborate more on this perception of culture as marking a fixed iden-
tity, I include an excerpt from the written intake report as it appears in the file 
of a 26-year-old female client with a Turkish background. The client’s situa-
tion is defined by a social worker, a man with a Turkish background, who has 
been working together with a trainee, a woman with a Dutch background. 
According to the client file, the client is in a divorce procedure and has pro-
blems with her husband, from whom she lives separated, and with her mother-
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in-law. Although her husband and her mother-in-law appear to frustrate the 
divorce, she appears to be determined to remain separated from her husband. 
The woman was on sickness pay but returned to her job, says the report. The 
company doctor referred her to social work. Under the report category ‘first 
impression of the intaker’, the woman is framed as a “modest, culture-boun-
ded client”. 

Fragment 10, from Intake Report of a client with Turkish background, 
CASE 26: 
First impression of the intaker: 
Modest, culture bounded client. The client has been in the Netherlands already 
for five years, but she speaks no Dutch. Ms. seems somewhat nervous, afraid, not 
knowing what will happen. Looks like she can burst into tears any time. 

In the client file, this categorisation is neither motivated nor exemplified. If 
we isolate this combination of phrases from the client file in order to follow 
the professional’s reasoning and relate the label “modest, culture-bounded cli-
ent” to the second phrase of the report, it could be argued that not speaking 
the Dutch language after a five-year stay in the Netherlands is an indication of 
being constrained by ‘her culture’. The question here is what is being accom-
plished by ascribing this client identification. What we can see is that culture 
is highlighted in this first problem analysis, and in a particular way, this client 
appears to be encapsulated into something defined as culture. 
 A second fragment exemplifies the problematisation of ethnic-cultural 
background of clients in a more overt way. The excerpt is from an intake re-
port of a 26-year-old female client with a Moroccan background. This client 
is a divorced mother who appears to have contacted social work at her general 
practitioner’s advice. She is searching for a new home and has troubles with her 
ex-husband and former in-laws. 

Fragment 11, from intake report of client with Moroccan background: 
Relevant biographical information: 
Cl. [client] is Moroccan by birth, but raised in a modern way and grown up in 
[Dutch city]. She fell in love with a boy of Berber descent. 

First impression of the intaker: 
A young woman having a ready tongue, who knows what she wants, but sees 
herself placed before considerable difficulties.

Problem analysis:
Cl. [client] is a Moroccan woman who is modern, and she is the ex-wife of a man 
of Berber descent. This makes her position extremely precarious. However, it seems 
that she manages very well, has a nice job and is well prepared for her role as a 
mother. 

This fragment shows a more explicit argument by a social worker about why 
ethnic-cultural background matters. First, the first phrase points out an op-
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position between ‘Morocco’ and ‘modernity’ (she is articulate and knows what 
she wants). By using the word “but”, the intaker negates the possibility of a 
positive relation. It could even be argued that ‘Morocco’ stands for its counter-
part, ‘non-modernity’. A tension is created. 
 In the third item, the case of modernity is repeated and is reinforced by 
relating the modernity of the individual client to her ex-husband being a Ber-
ber, presumably defined as non-modern as well. In the intake report the female 
client is portrayed as modern and emancipated. According to the organisati-
on’s protocol the intake report has to be written in first person and so it states: 
“That is when I thought I was going to realise myself ”. In this account, written 
down by the social worker in the report, it seems that she complies with a cli-
ent role that is highly valued in social work, namely to actively work towards 
self-realisation. Whereas her environment is portrayed as non-modern, and 
here I quote the client file: “They [in-laws - MvdH] come from a small Berber 
village and think of everything as dangerous here [most likely referring to the 
Netherlands - MvdH]”. The problem seems to be constructed in terms of a 
modern client versus a traditional environment.
 I have to mention that referring to ‘culture’ as explicitly as we have seen 
in the examples above is not very habitual in the written reports, as far as I 
observed. Moreover, it should of course be kept in mind that the reports are 
written as the result of an interaction between two parties. Note that Mehan 
refers to files as text-artefacts (1996: 258) and that according to this author, 
files “become institutionally isolated from the interactional practices that ge-
nerated them in the preceding events (Mehan 1996: 259)”. On the basis of the 
last client file, we do not know who started the cultural framing.
 However, these texts do make explicit that some social workers use ‘the 
culture of the client’ to, for example, explain why the counselling does not 
proceed the way the social worker wants, or to reduce the problem of the client 
to a cultural problem. Moreover, in the accounts of the social workers, culture 
tends to overrule other identity markers of the client, like being a woman, a 
mother, a neighbour or an employee. They seem to de-individualise clients as 
a consequence. 

6.3  Other voices: “culture is only a packaging” 
Although many of the interviews demonstrated that culture is apparently fre-
quently used as an explanatory category (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999), other 
voices were also heard. Some social workers did use ‘culture’ as a descriptive 
category (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999), but were more attentive to using it as 
an explanation in their accounts. Here, a more relativist stance on the use of 
culture was used. 
 Interviewees mentioned that, “Culture is only a packaging, or some-
thing like that…human beings do not differ fundamentally, I think…it often 
is about the same things” (SW 8.10.2003), and “I think it is nonsense to say 
that…that culture justifies everything” (SW 22.10.2003) and “An exaggerated 
amount of respect for culture…you constrain people if you only walk on that 
map [their culture - MvdH]” (SW 17.10.2003). More precisely, the latter so-
cial worker made the statement that “we as white social workers” should not be 
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too “afraid” and “prudent” in the case of dealing with allochtonous clients. She 
toughens her statement about social workers who “almost have an exaggerated 
kind of respect for the culture” of their clients, by saying that this could also 
impose restraints on the social workers. However, it is interesting to notice 
here that this social worker emphasises an essentialist category, and relates to 
the position of other women. 
 I illustrate this outlook by a fragment between two social workers (SW1 
and SW2) from a formal meeting of the social work department’s working 
group on refugee clients. In the interaction, SW1 brings in a case of an asylum 
seeker from Armenia. The fragment shows how the two social workers dis-
cuss the “classical pattern of mistreatment” and compare allochtonous women 
with autochthonous women. The fragment starts with an evaluative remark 
by SW1 of an earlier contact with the client, on the basis of which the social 
worker brings in the category of “classical mistreatment”. In lines 3 and 4 the 
classical pattern is related to a Dutch situation; SW2 talks about Piet, a com-
mon male first name in the Netherlands, and SW1 refers to “Dutch women”. 

Fragment 12, Meeting Working Group Refugees, 4.12.2003: 
1  SW1 (...) the first conversation she [asylum seeker from Armenia - MvdH] 
  was talking a lot about that he so was due to uh... contacts with the 
  police and torture or something… but her whole story was so typically 
  abuse
2  SW2 yeah
3  SW1  situation in which uh, you can uh, Piet could also do... not really uh 
  situation
4  SW2 it is it is not different than uh, of Dutch women
5  SW1  no really not
6  SW2  yeah, sure 
7  SW1 (laughs) really not different
8  SW2 no, no
9  SW1 exactly the same pattern
10  SW2  yes, yes 
11  SW1  so in that sense at least I think so
12  SW2  no I also sense that
(Telephone rings, it is for SW2 who has desk duty, refers it on to another social worker 
who also is on duty)
13  SW2  Yes! No but I recognise what you say uh (name SW1), that uh that I 
  also have been discovering throughout the years, actually started with 
  Turkish women and later with refugees... I think yes… there just is a 
  general, you know, a general – with all women it manifests itself uh 
  regardless of culture you know… how it psychoso – how they psycho-
  somaticise it uh… that psychosomaticising is also a way is not only 
  determined by culture but is also a way to vent your frustration and 
  Dutch women don’t do that differently from uh, from an uh, yes from 
  an Iranian or Armenian.
14  SW1  sure
15  SW2 yeah, yesss so that we all have, I think,
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16  SW1  yes, right
17  SW2  in common with each other, yessss, yes yes, but is it for you also, yes 
  does this give you also some handles so you know like hey these 
  patterns I recognise, so from from my approach for Holland for 
  Dutch women I can also handle this?
18  SW1  ye-es (…)

 
At the start of the extract, the client is turned into a “classical case of maltreat-
ment”. With this conclusion, the social workers include the case on the basis of 
a gender-related problem (male abuse of women) into their existing repertoire 
and define it in terms of a universal pattern (all battered women show the same 
pattern). 
 Secondly, the fact that the social workers are both women is also sig-
nificant in their labelling of the situation, as they might themselves identify 
with the woman. SW2 states explicitly that she identifies with the client in 
being a woman, as she uses the expression “we”: “(…) yes so that we all have, I 
think, (…) in common” (lines 15 and 17). Moreover, she rejects the possibility 
that the coping pattern of the client (explaining the behaviour of the husband 
through experiences with police and torture and somatising, the latter being 
a category that is frequently used in cases that involve allochtonous clients) 
has to do with the specific refugee background of this couple, framing this as 
culture: “there just is a general, a general with all women it manifests itself uh 
eh regardless of culture, you know” (line 13). 
 Another example of a social worker who does not primarily identify any 
differences working with allochtonous clients is a social worker whose area of 
special attention had been ‘Turkish people’ in the former period of a catego-
rical policy. She says, “To my mind I work indeed with Dutch people I work 
the way I deal with allochtonous, I think” (SW 1.12.2003). Nevertheless, she 
does make some differentiations, as she continues her account: “Maybe I am 
a bit faster with Dutch, somewhat more direct…I do notice there actually is a 
difference. With uh, I do have that more often with allochtonous yet more uh 
a bit more uh…yes, that I do focus more on the confidence indeed…but well, 
with some Dutch families I do the same”. It appears from her account that 
this social worker only perceives differences in a functional way. That is, for 
her, being allochtonous might be related to certain differences with respect to 
‘Dutch’ clients, but she defines this in terms of the individual social context of 
the client and relates to it in a situated way. At least, she does not à bout portant 
determine the client as a ‘cultural other’. 
 At a slightly different level, however, and related to the theme discussed 
above, I include some reflections of social workers on their own backgrounds. 
Occasionally they questioned their own background during the interviews 
themselves; one male social worker identified himself as a Christian and a ho-
mosexual, and all three so-called allochtonous social workers talked about their 
allochtonous background in relation to their professional work and to their 
motivation to be a social worker. As noted before, one female social worker 
discussed her being “white” when she talked about her experiences with dea-
ling with a culturally diverse clientele. From these accounts, it could be argued 
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that the studied social workers more specifically refer to their own background 
when they themselves experience, in certain contexts, their own identifications 
to be different from those of clients and/or colleagues.

6.4  The use of the category ‘migrant’ in policy on group 
 sessions 
Next I discuss two cases concerning an item in the social work department’s 
policy paper on group social work that emphasises the fact that in a group, cli-
ents need to ‘mirror’ with other clients present, and this is particularly relevant 
to migrant clients. Note that in this protocol the organisation uses the term 
‘migrant’ instead of ‘allochtonous’, which the client registry system uses. The 
protocol, written by a social worker who coordinates the group social work 
and who is allochtonous himself, says: 

Fragment 13, from Balance’s Policy Paper on Group Work:
For a participant of migrant origin, it is advisable to identify with a group member, 
who can be equally considered to be originating from a migrant group. The previ-
ous also goes for a participant with a homosexual inclination. 

This line of thought stresses the impact of the position of migrant clients on 
the assistance programme. 
 The following client cases illustrate some of the de-individualising conse-
quences of the use of the category ‘allochtonous’ in an essentialist way, thereby 
possibly locking some clients into their culture. In the case of a 19-year-old girl 
from Bosnia-Herzegovina, it was the social worker that stressed the “migrant” 
client category as he wrote down his answer on the question from the applica-
tion form as to whether she would be willing to participate in group sessions, an 
optional item in the application form and only asked if it applies to the case.

Fragment 14, from Application Form, CASE 21: 
Are you willing to possibly participate in conversations in a group?
Did not ask; in theory it is a good thing to learn to express oneself in a group, it 
is important, however, that she can see herself in another migrant participant as a 
frame of reference.

 
The girl’s biography as noted in the client file tells that she fled with her fa-
mily from Bosnia-Herzegovina because of the war in the 1990s. At that time 
she was twelve, which indicates that she spent most of her puberty in the 
Netherlands. Already in the first contact with social work, the individual is 
categorised without even having had a discussion. In the application form, the 
social worker wrote down that the girl applied for help because she had pro-
blems with her mother and that she felt insecure after the ending of a one-year 
relationship with a boyfriend. Even though her problems could just as well be 
related to her being an adolescent, the social worker appeared to single out her 
identity as a migrant, following the policy. 
 Another case suggests that the policy to “mirror” does not always work 
out. Here, a social worker suggested to her 22-year-old Afghan female client, 
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with whom she has had individual counselling sessions for some time, that it 
would be a good idea to participate in the group sessions for women who have 
experienced violence that are offered at the social work department. During 
the observed professional-client interaction (CASE 20), which I will discuss 
extensively later on in this chapter, the client answers – and I paraphrase from 
the session – that she does not want to participate if other Afghan women 
will be joining the group sessions as well. The client makes clear to the social 
worker that she is afraid of the gossiping of these women and also hints at the 
possibility that her former partner might find out where she lives. The social 
worker replies she cannot guarantee the non-attendance of Afghan women 
in the group and advises her to discuss this matter with the two female social 
workers who lead the group sessions. In this case, the client seems reluctant to 
join the group sessions when other women with an Afghan background might 
be participating. She perceives the other allochtonous participants as a kind of 
danger, not as the encouraging ‘mirror’ from the protocol. 
 With these two examples, I want to point out that, as a rule, the protocol 
prescribes some identifications above others. Although it might have been the 
intention of the protocol to include clients of allochtonous background, when 
dealing with it in everyday practice, it also appears to exclude clients on the 
same grounds. 

De-individualising mechanism and distancing mechanism 
At this point I want to argue that the way social workers perceive their allochto-
nous clientele frequently results in a process of ‘othering’. A set of generalisati-
ons is used to define the allochtonous clientele, as if the allochtonous client is 
first and foremost determined and explicable by culture. Besides, the so-called 
homogeneous group of allochtonous clients is classified as one group showing 
an invariable behavioural pattern. Subsequently, it is this culture-thing that 
represents an absolute ‘otherness’ (see also Anis 2005) that prevents the social 
workers who reason along these lines from performing their jobs as they are 
used to doing with non-allochtonous clients. The generalisations result in the 
de-individualisation of these clients, by means of which they become invisible 
members of a homogeneous group of other cultures. This use of culture as a 
de-individualising mechanism contrasts with the social work starting-points of 
linking up with where the client stands, taking each client as an individual and 
placing them in their unique social context, as discussed in Chapter 5.
 Secondly, it could be concluded that this way of interpreting or ascribing 
a general pattern to clients via culture generates a considerable distance bet-
ween the social worker and the client. I refer to this process as using culture as 
a distancing mechanism. 

6.5  Negotiating to find practical ways out 
Social workers define several answers for working with allochtonous clients 
in the cases they perceive as difficult. In the next fragment, the social worker 
explains how she deals with the perceived limitations in interactions with cli-
ents. Having identified a divergent frame of reference between herself and the 
client (here, a woman with a Turkish background), this social worker mentions 



150

150

Ma(r)king Differences in Dutch Social Work

that she encourages her client to formulate “a solution herself within her own 
cultural boundaries” (SW 7.10.2003). 

Fragment 15, Interview SW, 7.10.2003:
(…) Uhm, then I for example say, Well, we in the Netherlands are used to dea-
ling with that in this way, but how does it work in your culture, how would you 
yourself deal with this, so again call on their own… self-reflection (…)

The fragment shows that the social worker does not only refer to the indivi-
dual, but also to a cultural frame (“what we are used to in the Netherlands” 
versus “your culture”) in order to explain the situation (see also Wikan 2002). 
On the other hand, she activates the client to also reflect on her own frames of 
reference, which serves the social work purpose of promoting the self-reflec-
tion of the client. 
 Although this attempt could be framed as a methodological tool to cre-
ate a dialogue with the client (after Anis 2005), it can also be argued that the 
differences in terms of cultural identification are confirmed once more. Then 
again, this intervention by the professional can also be interpreted as an act of 
proximity (gaining trust by being empathic). This fragment shows two sides of 
the coin. One side represents the idea that the allochtonous client is still per-
ceived as and addressed in terms of cultural otherness, and more specifically as 
‘generalised other’. The other side, however, shows a negotiation of meanings 
and confirms an individualising approach. 
 A second example of the negotiation of ‘culture’ in daily practice is pre-
sented through the account of a social worker on dealing with the issue of 
divorce in the case of Islamic women. The social worker tells that she knows 
about Islamic norms surrounding marriage. She says that clients tell her that 
the religion does not allow divorce, that this is in the Koran, and she reprodu-
ces: “a divorce is in fact not allowed” (SW 1.12.2003). However, she mentions 
that she nonetheless – and here I paraphrase her account – observes a tendency 
that divorce is becoming more common among women with a Turkish back-
ground in the Netherlands. Despite that perceived tendency, she states in her 
account that she does not encourage her female clients to get a divorce when 
they refuse on religious grounds. In these cases, she says that “in some way, as a 
result of culture or religion, the person is not ready for it yet” (SW 1.12.2003). 
From that starting point, the social worker searches for other ways of helping 
the client. She argues her next actions as: 

Fragment 16, Interview SW, 1.12.2003: 
(...) and then I also really take a look like so that is not an option, divorce is not an 
option, but in what way, which options are there so you can be a bit more comfor-
table (…) That perhaps you start doing some things for yourself or uh yes that she 
can handle it a little more easily… yes (…) so I do not keep going about like Gee 
my husband is so difficult and this and that, that I’m being beaten and uh. Then I 
really take look like Gee how can you take a different position in that relation, like 
What do you need in order to feel a bit better. (…) Yes, yes, so I think like yes, so-
meone is simply not ready for that (…) Yes… but all right, I also see that in Dutch 
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families, you know, in Dutch families it does not always have to do with religion, 
also with other factors, fear of remaining alone or something and then uh… I also 
deal with it like that, you know.

 
In her argumentation she also makes the comparison with ‘Dutch families’ 
(“here, not in all cases, religion is involved but also other factors like the fear of 
being lonely” SW 1-12-2003) and says that she deals with allochtonous clients 
in the same way.
 In the end, she explains that she also sometimes uses Islam in the process 
of helping. 

Fragment 17, Interview SW, 1.12.2003: 
(...) sometimes I also use religion then I think Well it is important that you pray you 
know, or ‘Go and read the Koran’ or something, people that have a hard time sleep-
ing or something who are somewhat afraid, like, ‘Go read Koran in the evenings’, 
like, that kind of thing, I do not see it as an obstacle or anything like that (...) 

A third example of dealing with diversity in practice emphasises the issue of 
bringing about a change in the client’s situation. In this case, the social worker 
judges the intervention as insufficient, at least when related to the general so-
cial work aims of empowerment and change. I refer to an interview fragment 
of a social worker about her experiences with group work for “migrant women 
with stress”. This group work certainly is an item, because two other social 
workers also mention these group sessions for “migrant women with stress” as 
a solution when individual assistance seems to fail; one of them says that in 
some cases she does not find “another route” for helping the client and uses 
the course for allochtonous women as a way out, the other social worker even 
says that she sometimes is “relieved” to be able to direct some of her clients to 
these groups. 
 The following fragment starts with an explanation of the barrier al-
lochtonous women are confronted with in the view of the social worker who 
is experienced with running this group. 
 

Fragment 18, Interview SW, 17.10.2003:
(…) It is I think that is a uh…that is also in their own set a lot of distrust…people 
also are cautious to tell their story...that eh also the own family system eh yes still 
has its limits…the role patterns that take place there…it requires really a lot from a 
woman to yes to to manifest herself strongly and also to really take steps (…) uhm, 
well like I just said, only some succeed, and there is a large group that yes, I notice 
like yes that that it is a pity that we get so little movement in the end (…) that it is 
like this again and again, I have done several groups and you see the same people 
coming back again and again..so you can say well we have really offered them so-
mething good, it is nice, it is safe, it works, but it does not contribute to what you 
really want to achieve (…) 

She mentions that this group work is successful in the sense that the women 
experienced the group as pleasant and felt safe, and tended to keep retur-
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ning. She remarks that the latter “does not contribute to what you want to 
achieve”. 
 She refers to social work’s anchor of change when she talks about “getting 
people to move” and “to really take steps”. This focus on change and movement 
is apparently her way of expressing that social work aims to help individuals 
to become autonomous, active and responsible. A bit further in the interview 
she also mentions a gym club as a possible replacement for group work for al-
lochtonous women who keep returning to social work without ‘really achieving 
anything’. As soon as this social worker gets the impression that her professional 
ambition to change something in the situation of an allochtonous woman is not 
being realised, her task is over and she hands the client over to other workers in 
the social sector. More explicitly, this social worker is not satisfied with just any 
change in the client’s situation; she wants her female allochtonous client to move 
into a context of empowerment and emancipation. In this specific case of the 
gym club, the social worker defined the needs of the allochtonous women as fit-
ting in with community work instead of social work. 
 In the examples they give, the social workers relate perceptions about their 
culturally plural clientele to their professional repertoire. The interviewees do 
take ‘culture’ into account, and search for ways to incorporate it into their reper-
toires. However, by focussing on the prevailing social work discourse that relates 
to clients as modern, responsible and autonomous individuals, they seem to 
restrict the space for diversity. And apparently, in doing so, they do not take into 
account that the social work discourse is itself related to a cultural framework. 

“Our culture is like that”: constructing and deconstructing a homogeneous 
‘we’ 
The next question is: where is ‘culture’ in the counselling room; when do spea-
kers refer to culture and what does it mean? Until now this chapter has been 
based on accounts from interviews and written documents like client files. I 
now move to the face-to-face interactions between social workers and their 
clients, the sessions. In the first case I discuss, I emphasise the way a social 
worker acts when a client raises culture as a compelling factor. Up until this 
point I have focussed on professionals, but it should be mentioned that some 
of the clients also use culture to explain their situations. Here the social worker 
tries to find a way out of the constraining impact of ‘culture’, with the aim of 
activating the client. 
 From the client file and the case-talk of the social worker before the ob-
served meeting, the following case description can be derived. The client – who-
se case I discussed earlier on in the protocol for group sessions – is a 22-year-old 
Afghan woman, who has been in the Netherlands for three years. She migrated 
because of an arranged marriage to an “Afghan man”, to whom she was promised 
at the age of fourteen. During her marriage she apparently was abused and iso-
lated by her husband, and after a period of time she decided to flee to a women’s 
hostel. Both the family of the woman, who live in Afghanistan, and the family of 
the man, including the husband himself, disapprove of her decision. Moreover, 
the woman, who is now living alone after her stay in a women’s shelter, makes 
explicit that she is afraid that her husband will find out where she lives and come 
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to hurt her. For the moment she has decided to not get in touch with her family 
in Afghanistan because this, as she says, distresses her deeply. 
 The focus of the social worker in the sessions is to broaden the client’s 
‘social network’ that according to the social worker is now very limited and to 
help her to start an independent existence. Both are perceived as important 
items in social work, as Chapter 5 shows. Before the observed meeting, the 
social worker explains to the researcher that she works on practical matters 
with the client, and also talks to her about her life in the Netherlands. She says 
that she does not delve into the client’s past, unless the client raises the matter 
herself, “because it is all very insecure in the here and now, so she barely has 
any grip even [about her past]”. At the time of the meeting I observed, the cli-
ent was not officially divorced and had no certainty about her permit to stay 
in the Netherlands. 
 In this session, the assistance has been going on for some months; the 
client’s isolated position is part of the social work agenda. The social worker 
makes several attempts to broaden the young woman’s social network by en-
couraging her to make friends at the Dutch language class and by suggesting 
that she join the group of migrant women who have experienced violence. 
The client has her reservations about talking to people, especially people from 
Afghanistan. In the session, she says that she “cannot trust anybody”, that she 
is “afraid” that people she tells about her personal situation will turn out to be 
Afghan, and that these people might know her husband (“Afghan people know 
each other”) and that he might find her and harm her. When she talks about 
the Dutch language class, she tells that nobody picks her up after school. “I 
am really ashamed, everybody comes, for example mother, father them pick 
up (…) and being at school with his brother, and I all alone”. Besides, she says 
that she thinks a lot about her problems, what she has gone through and “Why 
am I all alone now, without mother, father, brother and family”. 
 For the fragment of the session I will present here, I now go back to the 
client’s perception that especially Afghan people disapprove of the fact that 
she left her husband. She explains her situation as an irregularity, compared to 
what Afghan people think of as acceptable behaviour for a married woman. 
The following excerpt from the 30-minute counselling session shows how the 
social worker introduces some nuances to the client’s narrative of how things 
are in her “culture” by providing alternatives, through which she appears to 
break through this frozen situation in order to convince her client to make 
new contacts. In the first line the social worker introduces the possibility that 
people will not “blame” her, which seems to be a reformulation of what the 
client has called “shame”, but instead feel sorry for her. The client nevertheless 
replies with a firm narrative to reject this possibility, which she opens and clo-
ses with the culture-argument (lines 4 through 14). 

Fragment 19, Session, CASE 20: 
1  SW Mmm..Because could it also be, (name C), that if you tell it eh? That 
  they say like Oh how awful for you?..That they, that they do not 
  blame you right? 
2  C  ..They will blame me and not my parents, not my husband. 
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3  SW  Mm. 
4  C  In our culture is er, if a girl married 
5  SW  Mm mm. 
6  C  she has to stay forever, does not matter if your if her husband is bad or 
  not bad, 
7  SW  Mm mm. 
8  C  must she stay, must not divorce. 
9  SW  Mm 
10  C  and if she goes, she is divorced, they go think oh, er she is er maybe 
  not good wife, was 
11  SW Mm 
12  C With her husband. 
13  SW Mm mm. 
14  C Our culture is like that. 
15  SW Yes. But you did also tell me once isn’t it C, that sometimes it is like 
  that that er that that really is not allowed eh but that other people 
  do also sometimes think that if man is really very bad 
16  C Mm mm. 
17  SW for woman 
18  C Yes 
19  SW then is uh man also not good eh ..because the man is not allowed to 
  hit or that man can not do all those things he did to you isn’t it so? 
20  C Yes 
21  SW Yes 
22  C But er with us can..men do what, women must 
23  SW are not allowed to speak 
24  C say nothing | and 
25  SW | But the last time you told me that your mother, eh | 
26  C Yes. 
27  SW does think about that somewhat different 
28  C Yes!, my mother 
29  SW Is that correct? 
30  C Yes, my mother thinks differently because er..last year when we went 
  to Iran and he hit me there till my parents, and my mother, and my 
  mother saw and then my mother said my mother hates her, him 
31  SW Yes. 
32  C and is my mother also believed not he said How he can hit you 
  like that 
33  SW Yes. 
34  C and then he hit and my mother believed me 
35  SW Yes. 
36  C and said Ohh he really is no good 
37  SW Mm mm. 
38  C then, but not everybody like that. 
39  SW No 
40  C My mother is like that. 
41  SW Yes. But maybe more people like that? Or don’t you think? 
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42  C ..(quietly) I do not know. 
43  SW Nooo…Because what I mean eh C is that now you do not tell any-
  thing eh, because you are afraid that everybody from Afghanistan 
  thinks like that isn’t it? 
44  C Yes. 
45  SW But you think differently, your mother thinks a bit differently eh, so 
  maybe more people who do think differently 

In this fragment the social worker draws the client’s attention to the fact that 
in spite of the disapproval of divorce which might be a dominant way of thin-
king, there are other voices to be heard in this matter (referring twice to her 
mother, in line 25, 27 and 45). In this attempt the social worker copies several 
times the non-native language style of the Afghan woman. The social worker, 
for example, talks double Dutch right after the client has given a sound argu-
ment on why she should not have left her husband saying “that if man is really 
very bad (…) then man is uh also not good” (line 15 and 19, for details on the 
use of Dutch of both speakers I refer to the original fragment in the Appen-
dix). But again the client rejects this and tells about the obedience of women 
to their husbands (“women must (…) say nothing”, lines 22 and 24).
 Secondly, in her attempt to break through the client’s nonnegotiable “our 
culture is like that” (line 14) the social worker does not refer to other situations 
than the Afghan situation the client has created. She does not include the fact 
that the Afghan woman is living in Dutch society now. Moreover, during the 
conversation, both the client and the social worker have placed the situation in 
an Afghan context, which as a matter of fact is most problematic for the client. 
The only references made to the fact that the client is living in the Netherlands 
at the moment are the tax forms and the Dutch language course. But even here 
they primarily discuss “other Afghan girls”. 
 Although during the session the social worker cannot convince the cli-
ent that “maybe more people who do think differently” (line 45), at the end 
of the conversation the client decides she wants to give the group sessions a 
try, in spite of her continuing reservations for which she already formulates an 
answer to defend herself. She tells the social worker; “But Afghan people they 
are going to ask What did you do, Ok, you have to listen your husband this 
and that but I go think oh I also go tell her But why you there, here, Why you 
here then”. 

6.6  Converging and diverging scenarios 
Next, I present two cases of relating to the social workers’ preferred routes of 
change; one case in which the client converges with the social work proposal 
to change, and another case in which the client prefers her own solution and 
goes against the preferred intervention of the social worker.

Converging scenario: standing up for yourself 
The first case concerns a 21-year-old woman with a Hindustani Surinamese 
background. She migrated to the Netherlands as a result of her arranged mar-
riage with a Surinamese Dutch man. She and her husband lived in the house 
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of her husband’s parents, who treated her as a housekeeper according to the 
social worker. Her husband also sexually abused her. In the time she applied 
for social work assistance she was in the middle of a divorce procedure and was 
thinking about going to the police. 
 At the same time she had no permit of her own to stay in the Netherlands 
and had applied for one on humanitarian grounds. The client wanted to stay in 
the Netherlands; in the client file it is noted that the client claims that she ‘is not 
going to be accepted as a divorced woman in Surinam because the culture there 
does not accept divorce’. Her aims with the social work assistance provided her are 
defined in the application form as “to go the police to report the abuse, to become 
assertive and to build up a future in the Netherlands”. In the counselling session I 
observed, she at her own initiative starts to talk about the court session concerning 
her divorce from her husband and raises the issue of ‘standing up for yourself ’. 

Fragment 20, Session, CASE 16: 
1  C (…) he [former husband – MvdH] had never expected me to get a 
  lawyer for real and really uhm …do something like that…but I did not 
  want to I have uhm my mm…social worker in (city) and people my 
  coach coaches etcetera have talked with me thoroughly and like you are 
  just more worthy | come on
2  SW | mmm  
3  C You you can do it and it is simply you must stand up for yourself..and it  
  is possible here | they told me 
4  SW | mmm
5  C ..well then I did it as well 
6  SW and does that feel good?
7  C Yes, it feels very good (…)

According to the social worker the client told her that she is in no position to 
return to Surinam because a divorced woman will not be accepted there. This 
fear of social exclusion is considerable. Big enough, in any case, for her to stick 
to the fact that she wants to stay in the Netherlands even though it means not 
having her mother close at hand, who appears to be an important character in 
the social assistance. Accordingly, the fact that she can defend herself and stand 
up for her rights is clearly related to Dutch society; in Surinam she will not 
be accepted as a divorced woman, but in the Netherlands she can develop her 
personal autonomy. The situation and her newly learned behaviour are under-
lined and legitimated by the sentence “and that is possible here” (line 3). This 
is an example of how the empowerment repertoire can be incorporated into 
the actions of the client. Apparently, some social workers convinced her that 
taking a lawyer equals to standing up for your rights, and that this “is possible 
here” and the client appears to agree. Looking at the language use shows that 
the client does not uses the first person in her account of her action; she refers 
to another social worker and coaches who she says have told her that “you are 
just more worthy” and “you can do it” (again line 3). 
 The social worker checks in her last turn in this fragment how the wo-
man experiences her new behaviour herself (“and does that feel good?”, line 
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6). It is difficult to determine whether she is checking the extent to which this 
course of action has been ‘imposed’ on the client by others. She might also 
have been following the established professional routine, here, of encouraging 
the ‘self-reflection’ in her client. And, in fact, the client complies. 

Diverging solutions: to break out or not to break out of the system
In the following case, I illustrate the tension that follows from a difference in 
the strategies of the client and the social worker in dealing with the situation. 
I will look into the way the social worker finally constructs an argument for 
herself, to be able to accept the client’s choice. A female social worker talks 
about the situation of a 23-year-old Islamic Turkish-Dutch woman, who appa-
rently has been mistreated by both her parents and her husband. The woman 
is born in the Netherlands and, as is noted in the client file, she speaks the 
Dutch language well. At present she is in a divorce procedure, but her husband 
is delaying the process. She left her husband. According to the client file she 
“fled from her husband” without her documents and belongings. “Out of ne-
cessity” she moved back into her parents’ house, where her parents humiliate 
her and do not allow her to do much, according to the social worker. She told 
the social worker that she had married a man from Turkey in order to get out 
of her parents’ house. 
 The social worker has encouraged her client to – as she explains to me in 
a case-talk conversation – immediately “step out of the system”, to move away 
from the family, and has offered her several options including a crisis centre for 
Islamic women in another city about a hundred kilometres away, but the client 
has decided not to go. Instead, the young woman may move out of the pa-
rents’ home but also decide to stay at a close range, as she wants to watch over 
her younger siblings. This client is classified in the intake report as being able 
to express her situation well, but it is added that she explains herself “from a 
victim position” (source: Intake Report), which is a classification that is evalu-
ated as ‘unconstructive’ by social workers in general and is often automatically 
attributed to allochtonous clients, as I demonstrated earlier. The classification 
indicates a passive attitude. However, she is willing to move and change her si-
tuation, and cope with her past; this attitude could also be interpreted as active 
and self-responsible. Here, I present an account of the social worker about her 
client. 

Fragment 21, Fieldnote from conversation with SW about the client (the 
conversation is not taped; the sentences between brackets are rephrased 
but near verbatim): 
SW has ‘started the conversation with her [client]’ to ‘step out of the system’. SW 
explains that she suggested a crisis centre for Islamic women in (city), but the client 
does not want to go. SW says she does not know what she can do for the client if 
she does not want to make that choice. The client does want to move out of the 
house, but she wants to stay close to her parents’ place to watch over her younger 
siblings. SW tells that it ‘really’ was a girl wearing tight clothes ‘like you more often 
see with Turkish girls, but now she is wearing a scarf and became traditional’ [The 
client wears an ankle-length, dark-coloured skirt and a black scarf – researcher’s 
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observation]. According to the social worker, her parents do not allow her to do 
much. By stepping out of the system she could ‘start all over’, the client ‘has been 
through so much, then she would experience something positive’, tells SW. In the 
end, SW says: ‘More and more, I think that the solution of the client is better than 
that of the social worker. (…) I do think it is sad, I thought: Girl what are you 
doing to yourself, but she acts like this especially for her younger siblings, that is 
courageous and admirable’.

In the first sentences of the social worker’s account she tells the story of the 
client’s change from a modern young girl to a traditional woman, clothed 
according to her interpretation of the Islamic dress code. The social worker 
relates her client’s choice to not break out of ‘the system’ to an earlier change, 
performed by the same client. At some point in time she changed from “a girl 
wearing tights clothes like you see more often with Turkish girls” to someone 
who “wear(s) a scarf ” and is “traditional”. The intake report, written by the 
social worker as a first person narrative as the protocol prescribes (see Chapter 
5), suggests that she acted as follows: “I have adjusted myself to the will of my 
parents and I dress in a traditional way now, in this way it is still more or less 
manageable at home” (source: Intake Report). The way of dressing definitely 
is a trigger for the social worker; she also mentions it under the item ‘first 
impression’ when conducting the intake and she then classifies the client as a 
“fairly groomed, traditionally dressed young Turk”. 
 The social worker apparently defines her both as traditional and Turkish, 
although she was born in the Netherlands and has changed her dressing style 
and presumably her religious practice (according to the intake report) for stra-
tegic reasons. Nevertheless, it is not purely a survival mechanism, according to 
the client herself. Already in the application form, she tells that “she believes 
and trusts in God, that he will protect her” (source: Application Form). In a 
report of the second counselling session, the social worker accounts that the 
client tells her that she finds “her place in the community” and attends mee-
tings where they talk about religion (source: Client File). Moreover, the social 
worker writes that she asked the client to formulate her own wishes: it is writ-
ten that she responded that she wants to live “in peace and harmony according 
to the Koran” (source: Client file). In the same social worker’s report, the social 
worker writes that this answers the “question whether she should stay with 
her parents because she [client] also tells that it is always restless at home and 
that her parents do not live according to the Koran” (source: Client File). That 
is, the social worker seems to use this as an argument for convincing that she 
needs to “break out of the system”. The written account ends with a note that 
“as long as C lives at home, we are not going to attempt to start coping with 
the past” (source: Client File). 
 Let us move to the observed interaction, which is the fifth face-to-face 
session between the social worker and the client, which is mostly about the 
practical matter of finding a new home via the local housing cooperation. At 
the end of the half-an-hour session, the social worker asks if the client wants to 
discuss other matters. The fragment I include here starts with the client’s reply, 
which is a “no” at first, but after a short pause she brings to the fore her coping 
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with the past and seems to ask for an explanation of the social worker, referring 
to the agreement from the second session of first moving out and then going 
into the client’s past (line 1). 

Fragment 22, Session, CASE 23: 
1  C no.…yes how is it with uh that I just first wait for the house and then 
  uh with myself say… 
2  SW  yes 
3  C  that I just can go through the points once again 
4  SW  yes 
5  C  because a 
6  SW  well leave that for a sec out 
7  C  yes 
8  SW  yes yes yes yes (laughs) 
9  C  I do my best 
10  SW because that takes a while 
11  C  yes 
12  SW just so much has happened 
13  C  yes 
14  SW  but well we have talked about that before 
15  C  yes 
16  SW  that is just so uh much and then you said well I just stay with my 
  parents and uhm I will see if I from there can find a place of my own 
  well that looks positive now I think 
17  C  yes 
18  SW  uh that is really in the short run I think 
19  C  mm 
20  SW  within half a year I estimate that…and yes then then it really starts, I 
  also told you then then it only really starts because then you step out 
  of the system 
21  C mm 
22  SW  and then you build your own life your parents will deal with you 
  differently..they will go against it that you will be more intangible 
  again because that is what they find difficult with you that you are 
  not tangible then they get 
23  C  yes 
24  SW  into a and they do strange things panic 
25  C  yes 
26  SW  yes well that will be tough I think so we will have to see..how you best 
  can deal with that so as to stay in contact with them because that is 
  what you prefer 
27  C  yes 
28  SW  yes 
29  C  because of my little brother and little sister 
30  SW yes yes well that that in particular is the reason 
31  C  yes 
32  SW  and that you can do your own thing that will be an area of tension 
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33  C  mm 
34  SW but we have to see… 
35  C  well yes I just hope everything will work out all right, because I am 
  really so I do not want to…yes I know uh…I am ok right now for 
  the moment but if that house let’s say uh is ok if that house comes in 
  view that it starts 
36  SW  yes 
37  C  I know that, at home also and when I fill out that form and they see it 
  then I just know 
38  SW  yes 
39  C  well yes 
40  SW  yes yes then they will again scream and yell 
41  C  yesss 
42  SW  yes yes well you know what we will do you just start reacting 
43  C  yes 
44  SW  if something is going on you call me 
45  C  yes 
46  SW  so we just do not make a new appointment before you get a house 
47  C  all right 
48  SW  then you call me and we will start making appointments again I think 
  it is good if you come and that we just look how to best react to that 
  kind of stuff and how to best persevere that seems the smartest thing 
  to do to me I do not know if you have another plan but 
49  C  no 
50  SW  no right no 
51  C if something happens I will call you 
52  SW  then you just call me and then we will just meet 
53  C all right 
54  SW  yes 
55  C  yeah 
56  SW  all right let us do it like that …I will walk with you [guiding her to 
  the main exit - MvdH]……. 
(end of the session)

In the fragment above, the social worker confronts the client several times 
with her decision to not follow the suggested route of change. She refers to the 
client’s diverging solution in line 14 (we have talked about that before”), line 
16 (“you said well I just stay with my parents”) and line 26 (“to stay in contact 
with them because that is what you prefer”). The social worker suggested that 
she should “step out of the family system” to change her situation and to “start 
a new life”. This interpretation had already been fixed in the advice of the so-
cial worker in the intake report – that is, in their first face-to-face contact. The 
social worker claims there that “the current home situation is such that coping 
and counselling is not possible. She shall have to distance herself also physi-
cally from the family system, where all misery started” (source: Intake Report). 
In line 20 of the session’s fragment, the social worker uses also uses the formal 
category when she says to the client, “then you step out of the system”. 
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 A bit further in the conversation, the client once more explains to the so-
cial worker that she has decided to stay with her parents until she finds a place 
of her own because of her “little brother and little sister” (line 29). It seems that 
the social worker does not value this argument and in any case does not interpret 
this looking after her siblings as a strong choice, because she firmly replies “yes 
yes that that in particular is the reason” (line 30) which seems an act to close the 
topic. The client thereupon does not pick it up either, and the session continues 
with the practical matter of how they will arrange the contact until the client 
finds a house. The social worker appears to keep her opinion that ‘coping with 
the client’s past’ can only start when she has moved out of her parents’ home and 
has a place of her own, and they postpone the contact until that moment. Ac-
cording to the social workers herself, this could take about half a year.
 In a later interview with the researcher, the social worker insisted that she 
does not know what she can do for this client if she does not want to instantly 
“break out of the system”, so she can “start all over” and learn to deal with her 
past. In the end, however, she did accommodate the client’s choice. However, 
this does not mean that this social worker relinquishes her preoccupations. She 
keeps insisting to the researcher that the client’s own choices do diverge from 
her ideal route of programmed change. 
 Concerning culture, it can be concluded that whereas this social worker 
did use the category of culture to describe the case to the researcher and in 
the client file, the social worker did not explicitly relate the diverging solution 
to the problem to the client’s cultural background. She did not confront the 
client in this session through a cultural frame, and she did not explain the dif-
ferences in strategy along cultural lines to the researcher, either. 

Narrating client-centredness and acknowledging multiple meanings 
To close this chapter, I present a fragment of an interview with the social work 
student with a Turkish-Dutch background, who had been a trainee at the time 
of the fieldwork study in 2003 and was interviewed in 2004 about her expe-
riences at Balance. In this part of the interview I ask her if it is culture that 
makes social work with allochtonous clients different, as the former trainee 
had remarked before that it has to do with “cultural differences”. She says that 
culture is not everything, but she stresses the importance of having knowledge 
about “those cultures” (line 6). Then she starts a story about a client who de-
cided to have her virginal membrane surgically restored when she was about 
to get married to a man other than her first partner. This story is illustrative 
because she makes clear that in her view a social worker needs to understand 
how important some religious and cultural aspects, in this case virginity, are 
for certain people (“a lot of girls [feel that they] need to be a virgin”, line 10) 
and what, in certain contexts, the consequences might be for the future of a 
girl who has lost her virginity before marriage. This attitude appears similar to 
the social work anchor of ‘linking up with where the client stands’. 

Fragment 23, Interview SW, 2.12.2004: 
1  R  (...) but do you think that that that uh... that that that it was due to 
  culture that that uh… that makes it different to give care uh good 
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  care?
2  SW  I don’t know, I find that difficult yes...
3  R  yes because you immediately said cultural differences
4  SW  yes yes right... I do think that it has to do with that it has much to do 
  with it but I don’t think it’s the only thing.
5  R mmm mm
6  SW  but I do think that it is very important that you uhm do know some
  thing of these cultures
7  R  yes 
8  SW  yes 
9  R mmm
10  SW  for instance about virginity that many girls need to be virgins...
11  R  yes 
12  SW  ... uh because (name SW) and I had a client together... uh well that 
  girl she uh already lost her virginity to her boyfriend, but she would 
  get married in the summer, so that was a tragedy
13  R  with that same boy
14  SW  no with a different boy because that boy he was married with someone 
  else, so in the end he just uh he just like gave her the cold shoulder
15  R  yeah
16  SW  and she could not tell her family
17  R  uh huh
18  SW  because then uh she would be expelled from the family, you know 
  then then she would be embarrassed, her family would not want her 
  anymore and her brothers then would beat that ex-friend of hers so 
  then it would simply become a tragedy and she was really afraid of 
  that
19  R  mmm mm
20  SW  and her new friend he also was very much the jealous kind, so then 
  (name SW) and I looked what we could do for her and in the end she 
  just had her hymen sown together again.
21  R  yess
22  SW  because it was so important to her
23  R  yesss, mmm mm
24  SW  ... and I think as social worker uh you do need to be able to realise 
  how uh how important it is for a person
25  R  yes 
26  SW  because I can also imagine that some people are like Well now, having 
  your hymen sown together, what is that all about… then you just say 
  what happened but it is important
27  R  mmm mm
28  SW  that you also know a little bit of what is behind it
29  R  yes
30  SW  why that person absolutely wants to do it, why it is so important
31  R  sure, sure 
32  SW  in our culture
33  R  yes yes
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34  SW  religion
35  R  yes 
36  SW  so therefore I consider it important that you have background infor-
  mation
37  R  and how did she arrive at this decision, that girl?
38  SW  uh well she had carried it for a very long time, she couldn’t really re-
  solve it and (name SW) and I have helped her with that
39  R  yes
40  SW  yes, that was at that moment the only solution for her, yes.

The case-talk shows a future social worker who appears to explain the client 
case through different angles. She starts off explaining the client’s situation 
as a “tragedy” (line 12); she was about to get married without being a virgin 
and she could not tell this to her family (line 12 to 16). In line 18 the trainee 
explains why she could not tell her family and describes what might have 
happened if the client’s husband-to-be and the family would have found out 
about her loss of virginity; she might have been “expelled from her family”, 
“feel embarrassed”, and “her brothers would beat her former boyfriend”. The 
former trainee presents a scenario commonly narrated in situations like this. 
An essential remark for the underpinning of the client’s choice is provided in 
line 14: the former boyfriend married somebody else and “gave her the cold 
shoulder”. 
 Next to this line of argumentation, the former trainee includes another 
perspective and seems to refer to a generally accepted liberal morality empha-
sising individual freedom (Struijs & Brinkman 1996). In line 26 she says that 
she can “imagine people thinking, ‘what is the use of it?’”, reasoning from the 
perspective of an empowered client who “just tells what has happened and that 
is that”. 
 She continues arguing that it is important to understand “why that per-
son definitely wants to do that, why it is so important” (line 30). Earlier in 
the interview she explained that in social work she highly values linking up 
where the client stands, in this case meaning that a social worker should, in 
her opinion, acknowledge the importance of virginity to this specific girl, who 
is most likely a Muslim. In line 32 and 34 she seems to include herself in the 
same believing community (“in our culture”), and earlier in the interview she 
said that she is Muslim. The former trainee closes her account again by poin-
ting out the importance of having “background information” (line 36), which 
relates to the social work aim to place each client in his/her social context. 
 These two perspectives, the liberal argument and the so-called cultu-
ral argument, could be perceived as contradictory. A firm liberal perspective 
might reject surgery as an option (“what is the use of it”, line 26) and even per-
ceive it as a concession by the girl to cultural and religious rules to enter mar-
riage as a rehabilitated virgin. Nevertheless, the girl’s own wish (line 38 and 40 
make explicit that according to the trainee the girl herself had considered this 
solution) can also be interpreted as a way to stay part of the community, or at 
least of her family. According to this reasoning, her solution can also be seen 
as an act of an empowered client who actively takes her life in her own hands. 
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She might be more self-reliant than those who categorise her as being a servile 
subject of cultural and religious rules might assume. 
 The case-talk of the social work student exemplifies a multiple frame of 
interpretation concerning the decision of the client; she looks at the case from 
the perspective of the individual client, she reproduces a cultural and religious 
argument as an explanation for the situation, and she discusses a particular 
social work perspective as well. In the end, she defends her course of action as 
following the decision of the client. 
 
6.7  Conclusion 
The fieldwork data show that many social workers articulate that they ex-
perience working with allochtonous clients as different from working with 
autochthonous clients. Secondly, when they perceive differences they classify 
this as being difficult. In their accounts the interviewees name ‘culture’ as an 
explanation for this difficulty. 
 The interview accounts furthermore demonstrate that social workers 
tend to polarise between the current social work discourse (as discussed in 
Chapter 5) and the ways in which their so-called allochtonous clients pre-
sent themselves to the social workers. That is, they explain why allochtonous 
clients are different by stressing how they deviate from conditions that relate 
to the social work starting points. For example, associating allochtonous cli-
ents mainly with a passive attitude evidently conflicts with the social workers’ 
need to bring about a change, which they see as their professional emphasis. 
Besides, quite a few social workers define the situation of (some) of their al-
lochtonous clients in terms of their lack of empowerment, which is presented 
as an essential precondition for the preferred route of change. As Bulcaen and 
Blommaert (1999) have already indicated, this study also shows that some of 
the more hegemonic images about allochtonous Dutch from society at large, 
in terms of constructing otherness (like differences in gender relations), are 
incorporated into the social work repertoire.
 This approach leads to the idea of the allochtonous client as an “anomaly 
in the sense that it refers to an irregularity” (Van Dongen 2003). That is, the 
allochtonous client is different, and, on top of this, he or she does not fit into 
the existing professional repertoire. As a consequence, in their accounts some 
social workers describe these clients along the lines of ‘irredeemable otherness’. 
This process can be identified as being a distancing-mechanism and in con-
trast with entering into a relationship with the client. 
Although on the one hand all allochtonous clients are somehow separated 
from the rest of the clientele, they are also equally measured in terms of their 
empowerment and emancipation and incorporated into the client-centred ap-
proach and into professional-client relationships focussed on non-hierarchical 
mutual negotiations. They are expected to fit into the objective of being wil-
ling to ‘take steps’ during the path of assistance that is currently dominant in 
the discourses on social work (Van der Haar 2006). 
 They are reduced to ‘their culture’ and de-individualised; however, much 
of this appears to be in contrast with the prevailing ‘individualising’ anchors of 
social work. The accent on a specific version of empowerment as the preferred 
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route of change can also be interpreted as constraining the space necessary for 
diversity. It may even be argued, after Anis (2005), that the “Dutch way” of 
empowerment is often offered as a taken-for-granted model. Rarely do social 
workers recognise that this route of change is also a hegemonic cultural frame-
work, which could be just as much a determinant as the ‘culture’ they perceive 
as being an obstacle in the counselling process. 
 Bulcaen and Blommaert (1999:158) claim that the stories social workers 
construct about their interactions with their clients and about the clients, like 
the ones presented above, may bring about “a mortgage” that impacts later 
contacts with the clients. They argue that social workers consequently cons-
train their social work practice by this projected client categorisation (ibid). 
Although I did not study social work assistance as a process by following pro-
fessionals and clients throughout the path of assistance and therefore cannot 
make claims about (initial) categorisations as “mortgage”, I do want to remark 
that I observed that social workers at Balance also tend to criticise the essentia-
list vision on culture, for instance by stating that culture should not be treated 
as a mere explanatory factor, but that they emphasised an individualising ap-
proach. 
 Social workers do develop alternative routes in their practical dealings 
with their culturally plural clientele, for instance by using ‘culture’ as a tool for 
dialogue (after Anis 2005). Although it does not imply that the interactants 
do not both make use of reification in the interaction, the interaction data 
does show that the rather essentialist categories explicitly mentioned in the 
interviews and client files are at least differentiated in the actual sessions. For 
example, in the case where an Afghan client relies on ‘her culture’ to explain 
her situation, the social worker tries to make the subject negotiable and to 
open a conversation about how the client relates to that culturally defined way 
of thinking. That is, the dynamic of the interaction between the client and the 
social worker can also provide room for the individual story of the client. This 
shows that meanings are situationally constructed, a process that is often refer-
red to as ‘bricolage’ (see also Baumann 1999).
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The title of this study is Ma(r)king Differences in Dutch Social Work: Profes-
sional Discourse and Ways of Relating to Clients in Context. This is due of the 
fact that the ways social workers relate to a diversity of clients in their everyday 
work practices has been the central focus of this study. I have been particularly 
interested in the question of how social workers relate to allochtonous clients 
and have explored how their dealings with this client group are incorporated 
into the social work discourse. 
 To focus on allochtonous clients means to explore merely one version 
of diversity and one way of ma(r)king differences. Well aware of this selec-
tion, I have singled out exactly this group of clients because of the current 
problematisation in Dutch society at large of allochtonous inhabitants of the 
Netherlands in terms of their culture. The reason behind my “sorting out the 
structures of signification” (Geertz 1973: 9) with regard to social workers’ dea-
lings with allochtonous clients were my questions as to what extent the proble-
matisation of so-called cultural otherness can also be found in the social work 
setting, and, secondly, how this should be understood in terms of the social 
work discourse. 
 The starting point of this study, both in terms of methodology and ana-
lysis, was to find out what happens “on location” (after Gastelaars & Vermeu-
len 2000: 10). I have emphasised the importance of understanding these local 
practices of social workers as being embedded in the larger processes of mea-
ning-making. That is, I have argued that even though local interactions should 
be seen as instances of situated meaning-making, I also assume that the ana-
lyses of these “here and now” practices need to be contextualised in terms of 
current societal, professional and organisational discourses. Considering these 
discourses to be “historically sedimented” (Gunnarsson, Linell & Nordberg 
1997: 2), current practices should also be related to Dutch social and political 
history. 
 In view of that, making use of insights from ethnographic-oriented and 
discourse analytical research, I have investigated the everyday work practices 
of social workers by means of a fieldwork study in the social work department 
of a Dutch social service organisation. I have also conducted a literature study 
on the historical context in which social work developed as a discipline, in 
order to identify a legacy that connects some relevant historical processes to 
the current social work discourse. Tracing back these roots has enabled me to 
profoundly understand the social work practices in the “here and now”. In 
the introduction, I referred to different frames of interpretation, which cor-

7
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respond to the four empirical chapters that form the backbone of this study, 
gradually zooming in from the macro level to the micro-level. 
 In the chapter I based on the literature study, I looked into the changes 
and continuities in the history of social work as a discipline, the relation of 
social work to the state, and the changing perceptions about social work clien-
tele. The three chapters based on the fieldwork study discuss the organisational 
frame within which the studied social workers perform their jobs, the local 
social work discourse, and the discourse on dealing with allochtonous clients. 
This zoom lens is useful in structuring the study and in identifying the diffe-
rent layers that meaning-making entails. The study nonetheless demonstrates 
that more justice can be done to the complexity of meaning making processes 
if we use Bulcaen and Blommaert’s (1999) concept of a “complex contextual 
web” in which all levels of meaning are intertwined. 
 Accordingly, in this concluding chapter I primarily illuminate the in-
terrelatedness of these frames of interpretation in which current social work 
practices in the case of a diversity of clients are embedded. I review the social 
work discourse I encountered at Balance with regard to ways of relating to 
clients and look at the position of categories in the professional repertoire. I 
discuss how the relation between individualising clients and guiding clients 
towards a programmed change shapes their work practices. For that mat-
ter, I discuss the discipline’s inherent tension between the individual and 
the social and take into consideration the specific setting of General Social 
Work and its field of action. Moreover, I point out from a historical perspec-
tive how lifestyle politics, pillarisation, and the social work method of social 
casework can be identified as legacies in the current social work practice. 
I demonstrate that these frames of interpretation are necessary in order to 
put into perspective the case of allochtonous clients in modern social work 
practice.

7.1  Conclusions 
The fieldwork study in a social work department in the Netherlands demon-
strates that in spite of the professional repertoire of client-centredness, which 
indicates the importance of linking up with where the client stands, and des-
pite the fact that the organisation’s policy towards clients is based on an inte-
gral approach that does not differentiate between clients and takes each client 
as an individual, social workers often make use of categories to make sense of 
their clients. 
 This is true even while the two conditions mentioned above would be 
assumed to allow room for an individualised approach. In the case of dealing 
with allochtonous clients, this use of categories appears to be even more ex-
plicit. I found that social workers often are inclined to: first, categorise these 
clients as being different from autochtonous clients; and second as being dif-
ficult, because they are perceived to deviate from the desirable client identity; 
and third, to explain the deviance in terms of culture. I take these findings as 
a starting point to explore the different aspects of the complex contextual web 
in which these meanings should be embedded. I start with a reflection on the 
use of categories in a professional setting. 
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Categories in social work 
Social workers always categorise clients by making use of both professional 
categories and social or everyday categories (Mäkitalo 2002; Pithouse & At-
kinson 1988; Scourfield & Pithouse 2006). This is not new and not neces-
sarily problematic. Categorising, being part of meaning-making, is essential 
in the production of social order (Mäkitalo 2002; see also De Ruijter 2000). 
In the case of social workers, categorising is predominantly an expression of 
“professional vision” (Goodwin 1994); it is vital for providing social assistance 
in terms of making sense of their clients’ problems (after Mäkitalo 2002) and 
legitimising their interventions and decision-making practices in general.
 Throughout the chapters I have presented examples of acts of categori-
sing, taken from the field study, and have demonstrated how social workers 
account for them. Transforming individuals into clients and relating an indi-
vidual case to more general patterns – a phenomenon shown by quotes like 
“this is a classical case of” or “this is common for this type of people” or “this 
is inherent in this environment” – does not necessarily imply that categories 
constrain or determine individuals. What it does do is reproduce and renew 
professional repertoires, and certainly “reinforc(es) institutional realities” (Sa-
rangi & Roberts 1999: 3). Categorising and justifying these categorisations is 
part and parcel of being professional. 

When diversity matters 
Nevertheless, in cases in which social assistance to allochtonous clients is per-
ceived (in interview accounts) as being different, the data from Chapter 6 
show that the cases were often defined in terms of difficulties that used culture 
as an explanatory factor. These kinds of accounts emphasise that some social 
workers use ‘the culture of the client’ as a fundamental explanation for why 
the counselling does not proceed the way the social worker desires, or to re-
duce the problem of the client to a cultural dimension. Culture was used to 
explain why these clients deviated from the desirable client identity, including 
lacking the conditions that would allow them, with the intervention of social 
assistance, to become self-reliant. Social workers motivated this opinion along 
professional lines using social work categories like “being passive”, “not having 
self-reflection”, and “somatising problems”. These categories are loosely related 
to culture, even though social workers identify these categorisations with some 
autochthonous clients, as well. 

Room for an individual approach 
The fieldwork study has taught that, first, social workers do not generally ex-
perience dealing with allochtonous clients as different from dealing with au-
tochthonous clients. The current organisational policy towards clients is based 
on an integral approach, which means that no differentiations are made on the 
basis of certain client categories or target groups and that each client should be 
treated as an individual (see Chapter 4). 
 Second, the professional repertoire of client-centredness, in which each 
client is individualised in terms of linking up where the client stands, stresses 
this observation (see Chapter 5). This starting point derives from the profes-
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sional tradition of social casework (see Chapter 3) which is process-oriented. 
The social work device of ‘linking up where the client stands’ appears to pro-
vide the social work repertoire with an interactive and negotiatory conceptua-
lisation of cultural diversity (Gastelaars & Van der Haar 2007). 
 Third, Chapter 4 also demonstrated that the social workers of Balance 
have a significant amount of discretion to perform social work in the way they 
prefer. That is, social workers not only are allowed to influence the composi-
tion of their personal caseloads to some extent, but this professional freedom 
also has to do with the institution’s tolerance as far as individual work styles are 
concerned.

Despite an institutional and a professional frame that allows space for diver-
sity and an individualising approach, allochtonous clients in this study are 
often homogeneously characterised as ‘others’ that appear to deviate from so-
cial worker’s expectations about clients. This seems to be in contrast with the 
prevailing ‘individualising’ anchors of social work presented here. 

Problematised in terms of culture 
The study shows that allochtonous clients are more often problematised in 
terms of cultural otherness, whereas in the case of autochtonous clients, social 
workers would use different categories to explain the “typical” problems, for 
instance by attributing them to a specific client group, for example to the cli-
ent category “multi-problem families”. Besides, in the case of allochtonous cli-
ents, culture seems to be used to make sense of the client and in general tends 
to override other categories such as being a woman, a mother, a neighbour or 
an employee.

Negotiation: situated meaning-making
I found that social workers, in their personal accounts, are fairly explicit about 
culture being problematic in their dealings with allochtonous clients, whereas 
in the actual encounters between professional and clients in so-called sessions 
‘the cultural’ is not always made explicit and is not always relevant. 
 It also appears that the sessions enforced the negotiation of meanings 
between the two interactants. That is, social workers do develop alternative 
routes, for instance using ‘culture’ as a tool for dialogue in interactions (after 
Anis 2005). 

Between individualising clients and programmed change
On the one hand, the basic starting point of social workers in this study is 
defined as client-centredness. Social workers stress the importance of individu-
alising clients by “linking up where the client stands” and placing each client 
in his/her context by looking at his/her specific social environment. 
 On the other hand, it appeared that the social workers aimed at stimula-
ting the clients’ self-reliance, which is formulated in terms familiar to the type 
of ‘programmed change’ that is directed towards empowerment and emanci-
pation. The latter is the public task of the social service organisation, which as 
a public organisation is related to social policy. 
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 This relation to the state makes social work a political-normative project; 
it intervenes in the lives of individuals so as to perform its social task, in this case 
related to the enhancing of their self-reliance (De Boer & Duyvendak 2004; 
Hasenfeld 1983; Hall, Sarangi & Slembrouck 1997). In the actual performance 
of social work this tension is usually translated in a permanent entwinement of 
the principles of helping people and disciplining people (Waaldijk, Van der Stel 
& Van der Laan 1999). And yet this strategy invariably raises the question: Can 
linking up where the client stands be reconciled at all times with the solid route 
of change that social workers have in mind? This study appears to demonstrate 
that when looking at the way social workers deal with their allochtonous clients, 
the mutual contrast between these starting points is made even more explicit.

Setting: the case of General Social Work
At this point, the type and mandate of this kind of social work needs recon-
sideration as well. As we have seen, General Social Work provides assistance 
to about half a million people per year (VWS 2004) – free of charge, on a 
voluntary basis and without formal strings or sanctions attached. As a conse-
quence, the social workers’ authority concerning intervention in the lives of 
individual clients should be put in that perspective. That is to say, I have the 
impression that the social work discourse at Balance is framed, and its actions 
are bounded, by the fact that General Social Work agencies are not authorised 
to distribute any sanctions whatsoever (after Lipsky 1980: 60). 
 In contrast, in the case of child welfare, for example, the social worker’s 
mandate is explicitly related to a legal framework, and social workers have a 
stronger claim to intervene in family lives (Anis 2005; Hall, Slembouck & 
Sarangi 2006; Oude Breuil 2005; Van Nijnatten, Hoogsteder & Suurmond 
2001; Scourfield & Pithouse 2006). 
 My study has indicated that the specific kind of social work being done, 
in this case General Social Work, may influence the way in which social wor-
kers make use of categories to perform, explain and legitimate their everyday 
practices with clients.

Legacy of lifestyle politics: empowerment 
The current focus on the self-realisation of clients appears to have replaced the 
quite normative ideology of adjusting or assimilating them to hegemonic life 
styles that was relevant until the 1970s. The ‘fight against the unsocialness’ 
in the Netherlands was relevant between 1914 and 1970 and developed from 
categorising people as ‘inadmissible’ to ‘socially deprived’, implying a less nor-
mative label (Dercksen & Verplanke 1987). Nowadays, the latter group would 
be referred to as ‘socially weak’. In the socio-political discourse of the lifestyle 
politics, as discussed in Chapter 3, citizens were categorised on the basis of 
their deviance from the hegemonic life standards, including norms and values. 
This discourse is characterised by the idea of the possibility of the repair of this 
deviance through the re-education of those “who are not quite like us” and is 
aimed at making everyone adjust to the dominant societal norms, and did not 
appear to incorporate or accept alternatives or changes in this dominant value 
system (see Baillergeau & Duyvendak 2001). 
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 According to Rath (1991), the ideology of deviance concerning ‘the un-
social’ has been adopted in the policy toward migrants from the beginning, 
including the aim to adjust this target group to hegemonic norms and values.
 The shifting aim of social work, from moral uplift or ‘the fight against 
the unsocialness’ to emancipation, could indicate that social workers have left 
behind their explicit way of disciplining those defined to be “not quite like 
us” (Gastelaars 1985). Nevertheless, I have shown that an emphasis on empo-
werment and the socio-political demands of being fully-fledged members of 
society may also relate to an ideology of adjustment and that the allochtonous 
clients are targeted as well.

Legacy of pillarisation: a categorical way of thinking 
According to Ghorashi (2006), the legacy of pillarisation is still noticeable in 
everyday life, manifested in the presence of a categorical way of thinking with 
regard to migrants; in fact, this is the dominant discourse in Dutch society today. 
As Chapter 3 has illustrated, the institutional discourse of pillarisation allowed 
for differences between the pillars and autonomy within one’s own circle, but 
assumed internal homogeneity. This discourse can be defined as culturalist, me-
aning that individuals are reduced to membership of one of the pillars, and that 
such specific categorisations are by all means justified. The pattern of dealing with 
diversity can be defined as acculturalist. (Gastelaars & Van der Haar 2007).
 Concerning the governmental policy on social work, the shift from a 
categorical approach towards an integral approach in the early 1990s assumes 
an elimination of the categorical way of organising. However, from my study 
it appears that this institutional shift did not eliminate the tendency of empha-
sising cultural contrasts in the practices of social workers. Here, the categorical 
way of thinking in terms of cultural contrasts and minorisation (Rath 1991) 
continues to be reflected in the accounts and practices of the social workers, at 
least to some extent. 
 These cultural contrasts are explained along common sense images de-
rived from society and on the basis of their professional knowledge that trans-
lates the deviance of allochtonous clients into social work categories (see also 
Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999; Scourfield & Pithouse 2006).

Social workers in this study frame their clients very much via the script of a 
modern, responsible and autonomous individual – which is a current cultural 
framework in the Netherlands itself – and can also be explained as a specific 
historical construction. As a social work practice, however, this emphasis on 
empowerment (and emancipation) as the preferred route of change can be 
interpreted as constraining the space for diversity. Moreover, social workers 
do not very often appear to recognise that empowerment is also a hegemonic 
cultural framework that can be as deterministic as the ‘culture’ they perceive to 
be an obstacle in the counselling.

7.2  Discussion
A study on the tension between the individual and the social in social work 
practice by Scourfield (2002) demonstrates that there is a tendency in social 
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work to use “rigid social categorisation for some problem behaviour in con-
trast to the perception that other types of behaviour are none the less hetero-
geneous” (Scourfield 2002: 12). Scourfield defines social workers to be “torn 
between a reluctance to categorise their clients as a ‘type of person’ and a need 
to understand them in terms of what is known about social trends” (2002: 12). 
This conclusion affiliates with my findings that social workers, in their catego-
risations of allochtonous clients, also draw on common images about migrants 
and culture, and yet are aware of the stereotyping effects of identifying clients 
– something that they intend to solve by the individualising approach (see also 
Bulcaen and Blommaert 1999). 

It could be the case, I would argue, that in order to really ‘link up where the 
client stands’, social workers should reflect more on their own preconceived 
ideas about the relation between the individual and his/her social context, of 
which they may be unaware. On this matter, I recall the opening of Chapter 2, 
in which I cite Fairclough as he argues from a critical perspective that “mem-
bers’ practices are shaped in ways of which they are usually unaware by social 
structures, relations of power, and the nature of the social practice they are 
engaged in whose stakes always go beyond producing meanings” (Fairclough 
1995: 72). 
 From that perspective, I would argue that social workers in this study, 
claiming autonomy to be a determining and essential element in personal 
growth (self-reliance), appear to not reflect on the high and one-sided de-
mands of the individualist discourse they proclaim. As I have mentioned be-
fore, social workers seldom seem to explicitly recognise that even the preferred 
social work version of empowerment is a hegemonic cultural framework. 
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Taking a social constructivist approach, acknowledging the transitory cha-
racter of some meanings and the persistence of others, calls for a reflection 
on the process of interpretation of the researcher as well. Being explicit and 
transparent about every step in the research project ought to be an essential 
element in the trade of interpretive research (see Yanow 2006). Beautiful, 
convincing, and clarifying epilogues have already been written, I just re-
call two that are very close to me. Van de Port’s (1994) observations on 
the ‘narrated reality’ concerning his own writing, following his analysis of 
perceptions on gypsies in Serbia in relation to standing norms and values 
and so-called unreasonable behaviour, and Kunda’s reflection on his Israeli 
background and his “preoccupation with the relationship of ideology and 
the self ” (Kunda 1992: 232) in his study Engineering Culture. 
 In my case, it is no coincidence that I focussed on people’s attempts 
to construct meaningful stories, it relates to a deep personal fascination for 
the way people create orderly understandable worlds. Throughout this study 
I showed that the case-talk of social workers produces coherent stories by 
using rhetoric devices and the same counts for my writing. But how to ba-
lance in a significant way the meaning of interpretive research, avoiding the 
relativist claim that says this is just one of the many stories that can be told? 
Although it may very well be this way, at the same time researchers need to 
take responsibility for a particular academic way of understanding of social 
phenomena and events. 
 During a presentation of my preliminary results for the employees of 
Balance one of the social workers asked me why I emphasized “the problema-
tic” in the professional-client encounters specifically pointing to my results 
of these social workers’ dealings with allochtonous clients. She added; “I 
can give you thirteen cases in which everything went very well”. Of course 
this evaluative account is legitimate, she is right. Or partly. This study is not 
claiming to present representative practices of all social workers or about 
formulating general rules, it is principally about showing the “variety” of 
practices that (may) have occur(ed) (following Peter Svensson, in a personal 
talk). In this sense, every observation of (inter)action is meaningful. On the 
other hand, although every interaction is unique, there are recurring pat-
terns, which are dynamic in themselves.
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Verschillen maken, verschillen markeren 
in het Algemeen Maatschappelijk Werk

Vanaf het begin van het maatschappelijk werk als professie in Nederland ruim 
een eeuw geleden, met als symbolische mijlpaal de oprichting van de eerste 
school voor maatschappelijk werk in 1899, houden maatschappelijk werkers 
zich al bezig met mensen die om een of andere reden niet voldoen aan domi-
nante maatschappelijke standaarden. Maatschappelijk werkers hebben door 
het bieden van psychosociale hulp de traditie deze andersheid te repareren 
door het “managen van het alledaagse leven” (Gastelaars 1985) van individu-
ele cliënten die moeite hebben deel te nemen aan de maatschappij. Ondanks 
vroege pogingen verschil in leefstijlen te respecteren en “aan te sluiten bij 
de cliënt” is de reparatie van afwijkingen van deze dominante normen en 
waarden blijven bestaan – iets wat gezien moet worden in het licht van het 
politieknormatieve karakter dat het maatschappelijk werk als product van 
de welvaartsstaat kenmerkt (De Boer & Duyvendak 2004; Koenis 1993). In 
het verleden lag de focus vooral op de “onmaatschappelijkheidsbestrijding” 
(Dercksen & Verplanke 1987), sinds de jaren vijftig van de twintigste eeuw 
is de publieke taak en daarmee de “geprogrammeerde verandering” (Gaste-
laars 1985) van het maatschappelijk werk verschoven naar individuele eman-
cipatie waarin ruimte voor andersheid mogelijk zou moeten zijn.
 Dit onderzoek bekijkt het vraagstuk ‘omgaan met diversiteit’ vanuit 
het perspectief van het maatschappelijk werk. In deze studie is de allochtone 
achtergrond van cliënten uitgelicht als een van de versies van diversiteit op 
grond van een algemeen heersend beeld in de maatschappij dat allochtonen 
met name als problematisch beschouwt en dan vaak in termen van cultuur. 
De sociale onrust in Nederland en elders die zogenaamde multiculturele 
samenlevingen voortbrengen, vraagt om het bestuderen van dit vraagstuk 
in verschillende arena’s van het alledaagse leven. Het individualiserende re-
pertoire van maatschappelijk werk lijkt uitgangspunten te bieden om met 
allochtone cliënten hetzelfde om te gaan als met autochtone cliënten. Toch 
laten verschillende studies in de sociale sector zien dat professionals wel de-
gelijk moeilijkheden ervaren in de hulpverlening aan allochtone cliënten 
(Anis 2005; Bulcaen & Blommaert 1997, 1999; Oude Breuil 2005). 
 In dit onderzoek staat de professionele setting van het maatschappelijk 
werk centraal en bestudeer ik de alledaagse werkpraktijken van maatschap-
pelijk werkers in relatie tot hun cliënten en de manieren waarop zij hun werk 
in verhalen uitleggen en legitimeren. Ik beschouw de lokale betekenissen die 
de maatschappelijk werkers tentoonspreiden en toekennen aan de alledaagse 
werkpraktijken als gesitueerd en gecontextualiseerd in grotere discoursen (Sa-
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rangi & Roberts 1999). Vanuit dit perspectief is in dit onderzoek ook een ana-
lyse van deze grotere discoursen opgenomen, voor zover deze helpen de lokale 
praktijken te duiden. 

Vanuit deze uitgangspunten luidt de tweeledige onderzoeksvraag: 

(1) Hoe verhouden maatschappelijk werkers zich tot cliënten, en meer speci-
fiek tot allochtone cliënten, in hun alledaagse werkpraktijk en in verhalen over 
hun werk?

(2) Op welke manier verhouden maatschappelijk werkers zich tot hun pro-
fessionele discours en tot andere discoursen in de maatschappij wanneer zij 
betekenis geven aan hun werkpraktijken? 

Om deze vragen te beantwoorden heb ik om te beginnen een literatuurstudie 
op basis van secundaire bronnen verricht naar de veranderingen en continuï-
teiten in de geschiedenis van het maatschappelijk werk. Deze analyse vormt de 
achtergrond waartegen praktijken van het maatschappelijk werk worden ge-
plaatst. Deze praktijken heb ik onderzocht aan de hand van een etnografische 
studie op een afdeling Algemeen Maatschappelijk Werk van een instelling voor 
maatschappelijke dienstverlening. 

Hoofdstuk 2 bestaat uit een theoretisch methodologisch deel waarin ik het on-
derzoeksperspectief uiteenzet. Het tweede deel van dit hoofdstuk bestaat uit de 
methodologische verantwoording van de etnografische studie. De theoretisch 
methodologische uitgangspunten voor dit onderzoek zijn gericht op het ontra-
felen van dat wat er “op lokatie” gebeurt (Gastelaars & Vermeulen 2000: 10). Ik 
beargumenteer dat om lokale praktijken, zoals de dagelijkse interacties van maat-
schappelijk werkers met hun cliënten en de verhalen die zij vertellen over hun 
werk, te begrijpen, deze moeten worden gezien als ingebed in grotere processen 
van betekenisgeving (zie Fairclough 1995). Dat betekent dat hoezeer lokale in-
teracties ook gezien kunnen worden als (unieke) momenten van gesitueerde be-
tekenisgeving, ik tegelijk veronderstel dat de analyses van praktijken in het ‘hier 
en nu’ gecontextualiseerd moeten worden aan de hand van huidige discoursen 
uit maatschappij, professie en organisatie. Deze contextualisering geldt ook in 
historische zin. Dat wil zeggen dat wanneer discoursen worden beschouwd als 
“historisch gesedimenteerd” (Gunnarsson, Linell & Nordberg 1997: 2) de lo-
kale praktijken evenzeer gerelateerd zijn aan de sociale en politieke geschiedenis 
van Nederland. Het “complexe contextuele web” (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999: 
141) waarbinnen de betekenisgeving van lokale praktijken gesitueerd wordt is in 
deze studie uiteengezet in vier empirische hoofdstukken.
 De veldwerkstudie heeft plaatsgevonden op een afdeling Algemeen Maat-
schappelijk Werk van een instelling voor maatschappelijke dienstverlening, die 
ik Balance heb genoemd en is gelegen in een middelgrote stad in Nederland 
(buiten de Randstad). Het veldwerk is uitgevoerd over een periode van drie 
maanden in de herfst van 2003. In dezelfde periode in 2004 zijn aanvullende 
data verzameld. Het interviewmateriaal bestaat uit 15 semi-gestructureerde 
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diepte-interviews met maatschappelijk werkers, 3 interviews met maatschap-
pelijk werkers op basis van een andere vragenlijst, 3 interviews met leden van 
het managementteam (directeur, senior beleidsmedewerker, manager maat-
schappelijk werk) en 2 interviews met andere werknemers. Het observatiema-
teriaal bestaat uit 26 cliëntgesprekken van 16 verschillende maatschappelijk 
werkers met 13 allochtone en 13 autochtone cliënten en een reeks teamver-
gaderingen en andere bijeenkomsten. Daarnaast zijn documenten verzameld, 
waaronder de dossiers van de 26 geobserveerde cliënten en documenten van 
de organisatie zoals het beleidsplan, jaarverslagen, protocollen en het interne 
handboek. 

Hoofdstuk 3 probeert de veldwerkstudie in historische zin te duiden. Aan de 
hand van een literatuurstudie bestudeer ik vanaf de tweede helft van de ne-
gentiende eeuw 1) de verhouding tussen de staat en het maatschappelijk werk 
en diens invloed op de organisatie van het maatschappelijk werk, 2) de ont-
wikkeling van het maatschappelijk werk als professie en 3) de veranderende 
percepties over de doelgroep van deze hulpverleningsvorm. De analyse van de 
wortels van het contemporaine maatschappelijk werk bestaat uit de bespre-
king van een aantal fragmenten uit de geschiedenis die aanknopingspunten 
kunnen bieden bij het begrijpen van veranderingen en continuïteiten binnen 
het maatschappelijk werk. Ik behandel onder andere de ontwikkeling van de 
welvaartsstaat, de verzuiling als organiserend principe en het categorale den-
ken, het zogenaamde moderne maatschappelijk werk en de introductie van 
het social casework als methode en professionele ideologie in Nederland, het 
beschavingsoffensief en de parallellen tussen het beleid rondom “onaangepas-
ten” en de eerste groepen migranten en de verschuiving van het “beschavings-
offensief ” naar een focus op individuele emancipatie. Het hoofdstuk laat zien 
dat de professie gesitueerd is in een complexe arena waarin ontwikkelingen op 
het gebied van staat en maatschappij zorgen voor een voortdurende herformu-
lering van de positie van het maatschappelijk werk. 
 
Hoofdstuk 4 vormt het eerste luik van de etnografische triptiek en behandelt 
de organisatiecontext voor zover deze als relevant wordt beschouwd door de 
bestudeerde maatschappelijk werkers in de dagelijkse uitvoering van hun pro-
fessie. Naast een organisatieschets behandel ik verder de verhouding tussen de 
maatschappelijk werkers en het management van Balance. Uitgaande van de 
klassieke spanning tussen managers en professionals op het gebied van autono-
mie (Gastelaars 1997; Hasenfeld 1983), de veronderstelling dat professionals 
zich meer identificeren met hun professie dan met de organisatie waarvoor 
zij werken (Gastelaars 1997) en het idee dat de oogmerken van street-level 
bureaucrats zoals maatschappelijk werkers en hun managers vaak uiteenlopen 
(Lipsky 1980), bespreek ik deze relatie aan de hand van twee voorbeelden uit 
de veldwerkstudie; de interactie tussen het management en de maatschappelijk 
werkers inzake het behalen van de prestatieafspraken van Balance met de ge-
meente en de meningen over de beleidsveranderingen die tot doel hebben aan 
de hand van onder andere zelfsturende teams een organisatiebrede en gedeelde 
verantwoordelijkheid te creëren. Daarnaast beschrijf ik hoe de maatschappe-
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lijk werk afdeling van Balance de primaire werkprocessen heeft vormgegeven 
door “de gang van de cliënt door de organisatie” (Gastelaars 2006), van het 
eerste contact tot aan het intakegesprek, te schetsen. 

In Hoofdstuk 5 staat de alledaagse praktijk van maatschappelijk werkers cen-
traal en spitst de analyse zich met name toe op de relatie tot de cliënt. Dit 
deel vormt het hoofdluik van de etnografische triptiek en zet het professionele 
discours neer zoals dat bij de bestudeerde maatschappelijk werkers van Balance 
is aangetroffen. Het vraagstuk wat het betekent maatschappelijk werker te zijn 
wordt bekeken vanuit drie invalshoeken. Het hoofdstuk start met de bespre-
king van de manieren waarop maatschappelijk werkers in de interviews hun 
professie construeren en wat ze met de hulpverlening aan cliënten beogen. 
Hierin komen zogenoemde ankers van het beroep naar voren zoals het cliënt-
gerichte devies “aansluiten bij de cliënt”, in de relatie tot de cliënt “laagdrem-
pelig” willen zijn, het aanzetten tot verandering in de situatie van de cliënt en 
het “helpen mensen zichzelf te helpen”. Deze ankers houden verband met het 
streven naar de empowerment van cliënten; maatschappelijk werkers benoe-
men dit vaak in termen van het bevorderen van zelfreflectie, zelfredzaamheid 
en zelfontplooiing. Dit laatste staat in directe relatie tot de doelstelling van 
de overheid om de zelfredzaamheid van burgers te vergroten (zie Welzijnswet 
1994) en de publieke missie van de ondernemersorganisatie voor de sociale 
sector Maatschappelijk Ondernemers Groep (MO-groep 2002). Het tweede 
deel van dit hoofdstuk analyseert de cliëntgesprekken en bestudeert de rollen 
die maatschappelijk werkers gebruiken in de interactie met hun cliënten. Deze 
professionele rollen omvatten bijvoorbeeld empathisch zijn, meebewegen met 
de cliënt, maar ook confronterend zijn en de gespreksagenda bepalen. Het 
laatste deel van het hoofdstuk gaat over de manieren waarop maatschappe-
lijk werkers hun professionele praktijken, de interactie met hun cliënten, hun 
professie en de organisatie legitimeren naar de onderzoeker toe tijdens een 
interview en naar hun collega’s toe in een teamvergadering.

Hoofdstuk 6 richt zich op de manier waarop maatschappelijk werkers met al-
lochtone cliënten omgaan. Waar in hoofdstuk 5 de alledaagse praktijken van 
maatschappelijk werkers worden opgevat als communicatieve praktijken ho-
rend bij een “professionele traditie” (Bulcaen & Blommaert 1997; zie ook 
Goodwin 1994), worden in hoofdstuk 6 de werkpraktijken met allochtone 
cliënten bestudeerd als momenten van interculturele communicatie. Het be-
grip cultuur speelt hierbij een centrale rol. Ik vraag me in dit derde deel van 
de etnografische triptiek af op welke manier maatschappelijk werkers de toe-
geschreven identiteit van allochtone cliënt en het begrip cultuur gebruiken in 
de hulpverlening en in de manier waarop ze over de hulpverlening spreken in 
interviews, in vergaderingen met hun collega’s en in cliëntendossiers. Voorna-
melijk gebaseerd op de interviews behandel ik de percepties van maatschappe-
lijk werkers betreffende omgaan met allochtone cliënten in de hulpverlening. 
Daarnaast bespreek ik, net als in hoofdstuk 5, de cliëntgesprekken met alloch-
tone cliënten. Centraal staat de manier waarop de maatschappelijk werkers 
praten over omgaan met culturele diversiteit en hoe zij hun argumenten uit-
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eenzetten. Ten tweede relateer ik de interviews en de geobserveerde praktijken 
aan een aantal elementen uit het discours van het maatschappelijk werk zoals 
dat uiteengezet is in hoofdstuk 5. 
 De interviewdata laten zien dat veel maatschappelijk werkers omgaan 
met allochtone cliënten als anders ervaren dan het werken met autochtone 
cliënten. De ervaren verschillen worden vaak geïnterpreteerd als ingewikkeld 
en moeilijk. In deze gevallen wordt door maatschappelijk werkers cultuur vaak 
aangemerkt als een verklaring voor andersheid. Maatschappelijk werkers leg-
gen het verschil uit aan de hand van afwijkingen van professionele kenmerken 
die zij belangrijk achten en die ook de route van verandering in de situatie van 
de cliënt ofwel de voorgestelde interventie bepalen. Zo brengen maatschappe-
lijk werkers de allochtone cliënten die zij als problematisch in de hulpverlening 
beschouwen in verband met het somatiseren van problemen, een passieve hou-
ding, een gebrek aan empowerment en zelfreflectie. Deze beschrijvingen staan 
vanzelfsprekend in contrast met het beoogde idee van een verantwoordelijk en 
autonoom individu. Tegelijkertijd zijn maatschappelijk werkers in deze studie 
ook kritisch ten aanzien van een essentialistische en deterministische visie op 
cultuur. Een deel van de geïnterviewden zegt cultuur niet als alles verklarende 
factor (naar Bulcaen & Blommaert 1999) te gebruiken en benadrukt de indi-
vidualiserende benadering van cliënten. 
 In de cliëntgesprekken tussen de maatschappelijk werkers en allochtone 
cliënten heb ik deze nadruk op verschil en afwijken van professionele uit-
gangspunten veel minder waargenomen. In de geobserveerde cliëntgesprekken 
is verschil in termen van cultuur niet per definitie een onderwerp of een pro-
bleem. Daarnaast is in interactie het onderwerp meer onderhandelbaar, waar 
in interviews met de onderzoeker vaker een meer rigide uiteenzetting wordt 
gegeven.

In Hoofdstuk 7 verbind ik verschillende elementen uit de vier empirische 
hoofdstukken. Hier bespreek ik de intrinsieke spanning in het maatschap-
pelijk werk tussen het individu en het sociale of, zoals Scourfield (2002: 12) 
maatschappelijk werkers ziet, als “torn between a reluctance to categorise their 
clients as a ‘type of person’ and a need to understand them in terms of what is 
known about social trends” en tussen een cliëntgerichte benadering en de “ge-
programmeerde verandering” die de professionele werkpraktijken vormgeeft. 
Daarnaast laat ik zien hoe de erfenissen van het sociale beleid, de verzuiling 
(het categorale denken) en het social casework geïdentificeerd kunnen worden 
in de huidige praktijken van het maatschappelijk werk zoals die in de veld-
werkstudie is waargenomen. Ik toon aan dat deze interpretatiekaders nodig 
zijn om de casus ‘omgaan met allochtone cliënten’ in perspectief te plaatsen.
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Appendix 1: 
Transcription conventions 
interview and observation data

C  Client
SW  Social worker
SW?  Unable to trace back the social worker speaking
R  Researcher
(…)  Omitted fragment from original transcription 
|  Overlapping utterances
…  Pause of three seconds, i.e. each point is pause of a second
écht  Example of accentuated word (only marked in original Dutch  
  text)
mmm Humming
(word) Anonymous version of reference to a person
(word) Emotion, or nonverbal/physical action 
[word] Clarification included by the researcher
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Appendix 2: 
Original text fragments in Dutch 

Chapter 4

Fragment 1, Interview with Managing Director, 6.11.2003: 
(…) iedereen die kan binnenlopen zij het dat we daar wel eh prioriteiten in geven wij aan 
ehm kwetsbare groepen..ehh ja en wat zijn dat dan kwetsbare groepen ja dat is een beetje 
diffuus maar dat zijn wel over het algemeen mensen met met lagere inkomens, minimum-
inkomens eh mensen met eh die weinig kansen eh op de arbeidsmarkt, mensen in sociaal 
isolement..eh eh eh mensen die om een of andere reden ja niet echt goed voor zichzelf 
kunnen kunnen zorgen eh mensen die verdwalen in het woud van wet- en regelgeving 
(…)

Fragment 2, Interview with Social Work Manager, 27.11.2003: 
(…) dat integraal werken lukt gewoon niet altijd nou dan moet je het ook niet kosten 
wat kost doorzetten dan moet je het ook gewoon via een andere vorm moet je dat gaan 
doen…en ik moet zeggen ik vind dat we daar de wens van de klant ook wel belangrijk in 
(…) als de klant zegt nou ik heb toch liever een eh Christelijke maatschappelijk werker 
zou je eigenlijk ook wel identiteitsgebonden hulpverlening aan kunnen bieden, waarom 
niet?(…) …Kijk maar als ie zegt van nou ik wil liever een eh man of een vrouw dan denk 
ik van eh in eh in de praktijk is dat vaak helemaal nog niet zo´n probleem (…)

Fragment 3, Interview with Policy Maker, 13.10.2003:
(...) wij hebben nu een budgetovereenkomst met de gemeente die loopt eind volgend jaar 
af dus voor volgend jaar blijft het ongeveer nog hetzelfde, maar er wordt nu al aangekon-
digd dat we maar rekening moeten houden dat het na volgend jaar toch wel een tien pro-
cent bezuinigd zal gaan worden. En dat terwijl we de afgelopen jaren dus eh een hele slag 
hebben gemaakt vanuit de MO-groep naar het Ministerie van VWS om eh eh het maat-
schappelijk werk meer te stimuleren en zeiden toen van het moet gewoon uitgebreid want 
d´r zijn allerlei factoren in de samenleving waardoor je zegt eh daar kan maatschappelijk 
werk heel veel betekenen op het gebied van eerstelijnsgezondheidszorg nou noem maar op. 
En er is dus een stimuleringsregeling ingezet waarin tot uitbreiding komt van wat was het 
ook alweer vijftien procent meen ik het levert ja precies, want bij ons heeft dat uiteindelijk 
bijna drie formatieplaatsen extra opgeleverd. En die groei loopt tot en met dit jaar dus dit 
jaar hebben wij ook nog eh een formatieplaats maatschappelijk werk extra gekregen en dan 
gaat het ook om structurele formatieplaatsen om maatschappelijk werk beter op de plank 
te brengen en nu wordt er bezuinigd en nu zie je onmiddellijk weer aankomen dat er dus 
sprake van zal zijn dat wij mee moeten gaan inleveren (…)

Fragment 4, Interview with SW, 22.10.2003: 
(…) op papíer is alles wel helder maar of iedereen het in de praktijk allemaal wel even 
doorheeft want weet je, ik snáp wel welke resultaten ik moet boeken, ik moet 75 cli-
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entcontacten (…) en ik denk dat ik als één misschien van degene binnen Balance het 
béste door heb van hoeveel zijtaken erbij komen wat er allemaal bijkomt en hoe je dat 
kunt verrekenen ik snáp dat allemaal wel…maar ik heb er geen ene flúit aan voor mijn 
beroepspraktijk ..ik snap allemaal wel weer al die regeltjes, hoe en waarom ze dat inzích-
telijk willen hebben (…) 

Fragment 5, Team Meeting, 4.11.2003: 
1  SW1 (…) dat is allemaal in het kader van ja zeg maar om die caseload te halen wat 
  met de gemeente is afgesproken, we moeten er nog iets van 340 ofzo, 350 
  dacht ik 
2  SW? 1200 hebben we er nu 
3  SW? kunnen we het ook per team eh
4  SW1  ja mijn vraag is gewoon heel even van hoe gaan we daar mee om eh
(…)
5  SW2  ja maar ik wil toch effe effe toch op reageren kort, ik snap het allemaal, maar 
  uiteindelijk dit jaar de situatie is wél zo dat de gemeente strénger op | op de
6  SW3  | ja dat is juist
7  SW2 trajecten gaat kijken, dit kán gevolgen hebben voor |
8  SW3 | subsidie
9  SW2  de toekomst en uiteindelijk als er minder geld binnenkomt betekent dat er op  
  een gegeven moment 
10  SW4 | ontslagen
11  SW2  gewoon minder banen zijn, dat is een andere context
12  SW3  niet-cliëntgerichte activiteiten teruggeven, uit je handen laten vallen en 
  klanten draaien 
13  SW5 Ja maar dat wérkt niet (SW2), want dat wordt toch een zooitje
14  SW3 ja 
15  SW2 ja maar wat er | zijn twee dingen 
16  SW3  | ja maar het gaat wél om de subsidie hoor, écht we worden héél streng afgere-
  kend, écht
17  SW5 ja nee ik kán er even niks mee, moet ik heel eerlijk zeggen want ik kán toch 
  onmógelijk nú allerlei dingen allerlei dingen áfzeggen dat vind ik gewoon 
  héél slordig 
18  SW3 ja is ook 
19  SW2  maar in wezen wat er gebeurd is van, het management overgooit ons met 
  allerlei projecten | 
20  SW5  ja 
21  SW2 met allerlei zaken, nú moeten ineens ook de aantallen gehaald worden, dus 
  het is ook een managementprobleem, het énige wat je dan kunt doen is dat
  je zegt van nou ik kies hiervoor of ik kies daarvoor. Alleen, ik wil even de 
  context van de cijfers dat is dus wél belangrijker dan elke keer dat wij erover 
  spreken, uiteindelijk
22  SW4 ja
23  SW6 dan vind ik (SW2)’s conclusie héél logisch van doe dan alsjeblieft cliënten 
24  SW4 jawel |
25  SW2 | want anders gaat het een van ons de baan kosten (…) 

Fragment 6, Account Social Work Manager, Team Meeting 12.11.2003: 
(…) In principe hebben we de afspraak gemaakt met de gemeente dat we dit jaar eh 1540 
trajecten afsluiten..nou we zitten nu op 1200, we zitten nu op ruim 12 en een half en eh 
nou dan zie ik dat en dan dan weet ik het zélf ook niet of we het redden of niet. Nou is een 
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is een getal een raar gegeven. Maar in principe stuur ik op kwaliteit, die cijfers zeg-
gen wel wat maar het is niet maatgevend, ik vind kwaliteit van werk belangrijker als 
kwantiteit maar aan de andere kant heb je gewoon ook wel met de cijfers te doen en 
je maakt daar met de gemeente een afspraak over, die afspraak is ook 75 klanten op 
jaarbasis waaronder ook de MSIC rapporten zitten..nu is dat niet zo hoog, ik weet 
dat organisaties wel op 90 of 100 zitten dus ik denk van in principe moet dat kunnen 
want ik heb ook met de gemeente al de afspraak gemaakt we doen 75 klanten per FTE 
en daarin heb ik ook eh bedongen dat we ook het wijkgericht werk vorm en inhoud 
kunnen geven (...)
 
Fragment 7, Interview with SW, 29.9.2003: 
(…) ik vind het eigenlijk heel prettig om in een organisatie te werken waar je dus al een 
structuur hebt, ik bedoel je hoeft niet je eigen rekeningen te sturen en eh je eigen cliënten 
te werven ze komen gewoon vanzelf binnen en je salaris wordt vanzelf gestort (…)

Fragment 8, Advisory Report Community-Based Work 2002: 
(H)et (is) naar de mening van de werkgroep van groot belang dat de medewerkers van-
uit een team werken, dat verantwoordelijk is voor de operationalisering van het hulpver-
leningsbeleid in bepaalde wijken. Dit vraagt een cultuuromslag. Vanuit een organisatie 
waarin de individuele medewerker veel vrijheid heeft om zijn/haar werkzaamheden naar 
eigen inzicht inhoudelijk vorm te geven, is het nodig te groeien naar een organisatie waar-
in de medewerkers in en vanuit een team opereren. 

Fragment 9, Interview with SW, 7.10.2003: 
(…) omdat die ook een álgeméne instelling is hè kijk als je nou een levensbeschóuwelijke 
instelling heb of een Molukse instelling dan heb je gewoon een hele andere identiteit als 
instelling (…) maar wij hebben hier een hele álgemene kíjk en wordt er ook op dít moment 
héél veel vrijheid gegeven aan eh..de manier waarop jij zélf eh hulpverleent (…) Maar er zijn 
ook weer kaders geplaatst.…is een tijdje geleden, bleek dat heel veel collega´s ook met eh 
met reiki bezig waren of met astrologie en dat soort dingen en daar zijn wél kaders gepláátst 
zo van we zijn een álgemene instelling, zo ook vanuit mijn Christen-zijn is het dus niét de 
bedoeling dat ik met cliënten ga bídden want dat is gewoon iets wat je dóór moet verwijzen 
naar naar de pastorale hulpverlening want daar ben ik gewoon niet voor. Maar óók zo voor 
reiki-cursussen, dat dat dat kunnen wij ook gewoon niet eh hier binnen de instelling doen 
(…)

Fragment 10, Interview with SW, 5.11.2003: 
(…) als ik iemand voor het eerst zie eh, geef ik een hand en..en vraag of koffie wil, enne 
thee wil en dan loop ik mee naar boven, dan eh heb ik de kamer zorg ik in ieder geval eh 
de de de hoe nou je dat het klimaat óptimaal is, dus de stoel recht zetten…raampje een 
stukje ópen, verwarming goed dat jezelf, voor mézelf ook hoor (…) ordelijk uitzien, ik ga 
altijd tegenóver dé cliënt zitten (…)

Chapter 5

Fragment 1, Interview with SW, 5.11.2003: 
(…) de emancipatorische visie ehm waar vanuit maatschappelijk werk werkt is eh mensen 
bewúst te maken van van de…eh…van het probleem van hun situatie…bewust maken 
dat ze dus eigen kéuzes hebben, ……en ehm..steunen bij het creëren van een andere situ-
atie zowel in de persoon als in de situatie (…)
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Fragment 2, Interview with SW, 17.10.2003:
(…) De rol van de cliënt is voor mij dat ze aan het werk moeten (…) ik vind het ook wel 
een taak van een maatschappelijk werk je dat je dat je mensen activeert (…) dat je mensen 
weer het vertrouwen gaat geven en wellicht ook wel de mogelijkheden gaat aanreiken om 
ja invloed te gaan uitvoeren op hun eigen léven (…)

Fragment 3, Interview with SW, 1.11.2004: 
(…) dat je mensen ondersteunt of een stukje op weg helpt om de om hun eigen problemen 
weer..op te pakken aan te kunnen eh oplossingen te verzinnen, dus dat je eigenlijk de de 
stagnatie die is ontstaan hè dat mensen gewoon even niet meer weten hoe ze verder moe-
ten dat je helpt daarin weer wat beweging te krijgen dus niet dat je dingen echt óverneemt 
maar dat je iemand helpt om het weer zélf te gaan doen (…)

Fragment 4, Interview with SW, 2.10.2003: 
(…) dat je samen met ze gaat werken naar een groeimoment (…) Nou en dat is eigenlijk 
wat hoe je hulpverlening ook wel zou kunnen noemen, je persoonlijk ontwikkelen, ook 
al heb je schulden het is toch persoonlijke ontwikkeling dat je zorgt dat die schulden niet 
meer krijgt, dat is op zich een praktisch probleem..en zo heb je natuurlijk ook andere 
problemen die je, dus dat dat is wat me het meeste inspireert in het vak

Fragment 5, Interview with SW, 17.11.2003: 
(..) we staan in ieder geval maar we staan in ieder geval héél veel dichter bij dan andere 
hulpverleners, waardoor mensen véél meer het gevoel krijgen van ondersteuning (…) 
ehm dat ze zich gehóórd voelen in díe zin…..en ehm..de de knowhow die we hebben is 
juist de de de adviezen en eh de hulpverlening naar de hele dágelijkse dingen toe in eh 
in gezinnen of in werk of gewoon daar waar mensen diréct mee te maken hebben (…) 
want het gaat over familierelaties over eh liefdesrelaties over gezins- eh relaties werkre-
laties nou dat dat zijn dingen het is echt werkelijk de directe omgeving van mensen van 
een persoon (…)

Fragment 6, Interview with SW, 17.10.2003:
(…) voor mij heeft dat te maken met op de plattegrond van iemand gaan lopen (…) dus 
dezelfde terminologie gaan hanteren om ervoor de zorgen dat je weer in de ja in het denk-
patroon van de ander gaat komen (…)

Fragment 7, Interview with SW, 8.10.2003:
(...) náást iemand gaan staan doe je denk ik door eh áán te sluiten bij de ander, dus 
eh te starten waar de ánder is, contáct te maken ehm en dat zit ´m vaak niet eens in 
moeilijke dingen doen maar gewóón contáct máken..hoe is het met je, wíe bén jij, 
wat wat drijft jou, wat voor mens ben jij, wat vind je belangrijk, wat voor gedachten 
heb je, ja…

Fragment 8, Interview with SW, 22.10.2003: 
(…) de bedoeling is om de klant hélpen hierna béter te kunnen functioneren in wisselwer-
king met z´n omgeving en personen in z´n omgeving (…)

Fragment 9, Interview with SW, 10.11.2003: 
(…) het bekijken van sociale netwerken van mensen vind ik ook wel belangrijk dat ze eerst 
kunnen kijken van zijn er mensen in je omgeving hè die je vertrouwt en die je wellicht 
kunnen helpen met iets wat je nog niet gelijk voor elkaar krijgt..zodat mensen ook leren 
om die eh hulpbronnen zeg maar in hun omgeving aan te spreken (…)
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Fragment 10, Interview with SW, 1.12.2003: 
(...) soms zie je wel gewoon dat de waarden en normen anders zijn en dan denk ik van 
ja dan moet je dan toch eh bij neerleggen, bij aanpassen van goh iemand zit op die en 
die lijn, op die, die waarden en normen zijn belangrijk voor voor die persoon om daar 
eh ja om niet je éigen waarden en normen eh...ja hoe zeg je dat eh om dat eh over te 
brengen, maar dat je dus bij de cliënt blijft, van waar díe staat (...) dat is voor mij het 
állerbelángrijkste, je moet je ook aan kunnen passen een beetje aan de taal van de klant, 
zeg maar, ja. (...) zoals bij die mensen waar wij toen op huisbezoek zijn geweest weet je 
wel dat je dan van eh ja hoe gaat het ermee, niet eh niet te zákelijk opstelt van eh hallo 
hier ben ik en niet te autoritáir ofzo maar dat je een beetje...ja eh je houdingen en je 
eh taal eh zeg maar ook aanpast aan aan aan het gezin of die cliënt, ja.....Bij een andere 
cliënt ga je weer anders eh weer anders mee om dus eh heel wisselend...ja, dat je je een 
beetje bij aansluit (...)

Fragment 11, Interview with SW, 22.10.2003: 
(…) doordat je zóveel dingen ziet is dan ook soms wel een beetje dat ik soms de neiging 
heb ook weleens soms op de automatische piloot te kunnen gaan (…) ookkkeee wéér een 
vrouw tussen de 44 en de 50 die niet zo lekker in d´r vel voelt spanningen..medicatie van 
de huisarts van ik weet het allemaal niet meer en d´r ex-man die niet meewerkt denk ik 
okéée (lacht) dus dat is dan ook van ehm eh..kijk want er zíjn heel veel sóórtgelijke patro-
nen dat óók voor mij als maatschappelijk werker (…) maar ieder zit met z´n éigen verhaal 
daar en je moet íeder verhaal weer serieus nemen maar soms moet ik daar éven de knop 
voor omzetten…. 

Fragment 12, Interview SW, 23.10.2003: 
(…) wat we willen vermijden is dat wíj de deskundigen zijn en eh dat de cliënt de af-
hankelijke hulpvrager is…..wat natuurlijk vroeger wel gebeurde dat de hulpverlening 
dat waren de doktoren zeg maar vanuit het médische beeld gezien de mannen met de 
witte jassen en eh als hulpvrager was je dan een pátiënt was je ónkundig ónwetend en 
dat bevordert je zelfredzaamheid juist níet natuurlijk als je zo´n eh benadering krijgt 
dus wat wíj willen proberen is náást de mensen gaan staan en met ze méé kijken vanuit 
de situatie waar ze in zitten en daarin zo mín mogelijk eh..hiërarchisch zijn zeg maar 
(…)

Fragment 13, Interview with SW, 23.10.2003: 
(…) maar ja ánderzijds ben jíj natuurlijk wel de hulpverlener en heb je gewoon nét ietsje 
meer verstand van zaken en heb je gewoon een andere rol..dus..eh gelijkwáárdigheid is 
er natuurlijk is natuurlijk een illusie (…) ..maar je probeert wél zo veel mogelijk die 
gelijkwaardigheid te betrachten, (…) ik zou ook níet snel in pák eh bijvoorbeeld het 
gesprek in gaan dat schept dat creëert meer áfstand ook de manier waarop we zítten zo 
[refereert naar de inrichting van de spreekkamer -MvdH] dat dat hè dat is al ánders dan 
dat ik achter een bureau zou zitten of eh er zou een táfel tussen staan of jij [praat over 
de onderzoeker - MvdH] zou op de sófa liggen of wat dan ook dat maakt het allemaal 
al héél anders (...)

Fragment 14, Interview with SW, 8.10.2003: 
(…) in wezen doe ik níks ánders in het contáct dan de buurman of de buurvrouw, dénk 
ik (...) maar omdát het dus een rare setting is (...) dat je naar een gebóuw toe moet waar 
mensen werken die jouw tíen gesprekken met jou meelopen vind ik het lógisch dat je vier 
jaar daar voor naar school moet om te leren hoe hou je professionele afstand, hoe zorg je 
dat je zorgvuldig omgaat met de ongelijkwáárdigheid (...)
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Fragment 15, Interview with SW, 10.11.2003: 
(...) het [is] belangrijk om mensen te erkénnen hè dat ze een probleem mogen hebben dat 
dat ook gewoon de belangrijkste ingang is om contáct te maken met cliënten want pas 
als je contáct hebt en je heb een bánd met iemand dan kun je ook pas confronteren (…) 
confronteren kun je niet in het eerste of tweede gesprek hebben want dat píkken mensen 
gewoon niet van je..nee dan moet je écht eerst een band hebben (…)

Fragment 16, Interview with SW, 7.10.2003: 
(…) ik denk dat het het een héle lástige balans is want enerzijds moet je de véiligheid van 
een vriendin hebben, je moet de afstand van een hulpverlener hebben, en daar balancéér 
je dus tussen (...)

Fragment 17, Interview with SW, 22.10.2003: 
(...) soms voel ik me ook wel eens een beetje een lerares en niet in de belerende rol maar 
eigenlijk heb je het steeds over ópvóeden, of het nou gaat over van hoe kun je fatsoenlijk 
een huis krijgen of hoe ga je fatsoenlijk met je kinderen om. Mensen zélf na laten denken 
over hun éigen opvoeding (...) en soms betekent dat dat je daarvoor mensen wel eens de 
mes op de keel moet zetten van zó ben je bezig en als je zo doorgaat..dan is dit en dit de 
consequentie, daar mag je voor kiezen maar dan kan ik óók niks voor jou betekenen.

Fragment 18, Interview with SW, 10.11.2003: 
(...) wat je vroeger zag dat bijvoorbeeld die oude garde die álles gingen regelen voor eh kijk 
dáár zijn we gelukkig een beetje van af, die níeuwe (...) die veel meer de verantwóórdelijk-
heid bij de cliënt zélf leggen (…) vroeger was véél meer de tendens alles uit handen nemen 
en het gaan regelen en dat zie je inderdaad eh een verandering in dat mensen veel meer 
kijken wat is de verantwoordelijkheid van de cliënt en wat kun je zelf doen, vroeger deed 
ik ook véél sneller bellen hè voor een cliënt, nú doe ik veel meer van Gá zélf maar bellen 
en je kúnt het zélf goed (...) ik zie daar wel een verandering in van mentaliteit

Fragment 19, Interview with SW, 5.11.2003: 
(…) in de jaren tachtig, zeventig helemáál niet eh, tachtig was het ook nog niet eh eh ge-
professionaliseerd dat je ..eh eh ja ehm dat heeft verschillende kanten maar eh dat er geen 
uniformiteit was in wat je aanbiedt aan cliënten…iedereen deed waar ie wat ie vond dat 
goed was ..en ehm…ja, toen..het zal wel zijn effect hebben, maar het was niet meetbaar, 
controleerbaar (…)

Fragment 20, Interview with SW, 1.11.2004: 
(...) ik kan me herinneren dat nou ja toen ik pas de opleiding deed dat dat nog wel 
een beetje de ja daar ontstond ook zo´n allergie voor ook onder maatschappelijk werkers 
(lacht) van dat kon absoluut niet meer geitenwollensokken (...) niet al té socio eh dus juist 
een soort tegenbeweging he (...) ja, dus eh korter eh meer gericht op het resultaat dus het 
was echt een cultuurverschuiving en dat heeft zich wel een beetje doorgezet ook vind ik 
ook nu nog wel…(...) ja, dat eh ook als je bijvoorbeeld kijkt naar registratie hè systeem 
dat alles wat meer gericht is op eh doelstelling, resultaat dus het is wat…ja misschien ook 
meegegroeid met de tijd is natuurlijk ook nu zo bijvoorbeeld wat kan je hier halen, en dat 
ik vind dat ook wel goed, dat zoals het vroeger was eh dat je eindeloos gewoon maar he 
over van alles (lacht) in gesprek ging dat vind ik ook niet goed, dus zoals het nu is is ook 
veel beter maar dat is wel een cultuurverandering (...)

Fragment 21, Session, CASE 15: 
1  SW Oké..ehm…ik ben heel benieuwd hoe het met je is, (naam C)?
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2  C Ehh, vorige keer dat ik hier zat had ik me ziek gemeld
3  SW Ja, naar de huisarts geweest
4  C Toen ben ik naar de huisarts geweest, ik eh was donderdags bij jou, toen ben 
  ik vrijdagsmorgens naar de huisarts geweest
5  SW ja
6  C Ehh verteld dat ik met jou gesproken had en vervolgens gezegd tegen haar 
  van Nou oké ik ben nu thuis, hoe nu verder? Eerste reactie was van Tjoh, je  
  hebt het nog redelijk lang weten te rekken 
7  SW (lacht)
8  W (lacht)
9  C Maar goed, wat nu verder? Eh..eh toen zij ze van Nou je gaat je gaat eh hou 
  maar rekening met drie tot zes maanden…
10  SW zooo, dat was schrikken denk ik
11  C Ja dat viel tegen 
12  SW jaaa
13  C Valt nog steeds tegen (…) 
[de cliënt vervolgt zijn account over wat er in het gesprek met de huisarts is gebeurd]

Fragment 22, Session, CASE 17: 
1  SW  Heb je Ramadan gehad?
2  C  Ja, gisteren Suikerfeest. Alles zelf regelen dus, met Ramadan, dat wordt een 
  beetje..moeilijk, maar ja 
3 SW  En je hebt het gered?
4  C  Ja, tuurlijk, hahahahahaha, maar eh, moes ik eigenlijk tot halfvijf werken, 
  maar mijn baas zij zegge mij (naam C), je moet om dríe uur naar huis, haha
  hahaha
5 SW  moch je
6  C  ..ik word zo uitgeput dus (haalt neus op)
7  SW  Je hebt wel een goeie baas nu he, deze?
8  C  Ja (verzuchtend), heb ik in..zal ik eh vanaf één december een contract van 
  een jaar bij hun hebben. 
9  SW Oh wat héérlijk!
10  C  Ja dat loopt goed. 
11  SW  En je vindt het leuk daar ook he. 
12  C  Tuurlijk.
13  SW  Dus het is beter eigenlijk. Goed dat die andere baas zo stom was, dan heb je 
  ha..ha..ha nou ten minste een goeie baas. 
14  C  Niet áltijd (mompelt) stomme mensen, die zijn ook goed 
15  SW  Goed eh, goeie ontwikkeling
16  C  Ja, ja, klopt ja. 
17  SW  En hoeveel dagen ga je dan in dienst?
18  C  Moest ik eigenlijk 21 uur werken..maandag, donderdag en vrijdag. En dins-
  dag ga ik naar eh Nederlandse les..dus eh
19  SW  En eh kom je daar nu ook mee verder? Zit je nou op een goed niveau? Van  
  les?
20  C  Ja...pffff, ja op gegevens, op gegeven monent voelde ik dat ik blijf hangen, dat 
  mijn Nederlandse taal níet verbeteren wordt dus, maar nu vanaf twee weken 
  ben ik met een apárt les met mijn eh die dócent van mij geeft les en eh het 
  gaat beter, dus. Ik hoop dat gaat veranderen 
21  SW  Ok. 
22  C  (zachtjes) Doe mijn best om
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23  SW  En spreek je dan nog veel? 
24  C  Ja, waar ik werk moet ik goed spreken mensen moeten...ik maak fouten, 
  tuurlijk maar ja ik probeer om te luisteren, om altijd eh, te schrijven..Dus ja 
  en ik vraag het altijd (lachend) wat heb jij net gezegd dus eh, maar ja...
25  SW  En hoe is het met eh de de...grote kwestie? [SW refereert aan de omgangs-
  regeling voor het kind van de cliënt - MvdH]

Fragment 23, Session, CASE 12:
1  SW  (...)…Hé (naam C) (…) jij belde me pas he met gedoe van eh nou goh ik 
  krijg nog steeds veertig euro in de week, ik red het niet, hoe zit het allemaal, 
  moet erbij 
2  C  ja
3  SW  want dit gaat niet nou toen zei ik tegen je ja dat moet onderhand eens een 
  keer geregeld zijn nou toen heb ik contact opgenomen met (gemeentelijke 
  kredietbank), (naam professional) die verwees me weer naar…
4  C  mevrouw (naam professional)
5  SW  mevrouw (naam professional) eh die had mij een budgetplan toegezonden via 
  de mail maar goed dat is allemaal niet goed overgekomen want ik zag een 
  heleboel tekentjes maar ik kon er weinig wijs uit worden 
6  C  die heb ik hier ook meegenomen
7  SW  precies, nou hartstikke goed en wat nu eigenlijk een van de dingen is van dat 
  we even de bedoeling is van dat kijken van hoe dat budgetplan er nu eigenlijk  
  uitziet om samen met jou te kijken van he hebben we nog dingen van waar 
  we misschien extra..
8  C  ja een ding vond ik niet zo, vond ik zo | zo
9  SW  | zullen we daar zometeen even op door gaan dan, (naam C)
10  C  ja 
11  SW  dus dat is eigenlijk effe waar we het over moeten hebben, ik denk dat we het 
  dan ook even moeten hebben over want ik begreep van (naam professional) 
  ook van dat ze met jou een meningsverschil had over ehhhhh de toelage of 
  zeg maar eh het wezengeld wat (naam kind van C) krijgt 
12  C  ja 
13  SW  en dat zij dat meerekent als inkomen, ik denk dat we moeten kijken van nou 
  waar kunnen we eventueel kijken waar we wat extra als er extra krijgen is waar 
  we wat extra hebben geldbronnen kunnen aanboren ehhm ja en ik ben ook even
   benieuwd hoe het effe gegaan is deze week, daar zou ik even mee  willen starten

Fragment 24, Home Visit, CASE 5: 
1  C  Ik wéét ik mag het niet zeggen maar volgens mij was ik beter af in het inter-
  naat, eerlijk waar, daar had ik me vrijheid, ik kon doen en laten wat ik wou, 
  alleen d’r waren gewoon hele duidelijke regels van, van ok weet je, je gaat 
  maar weg maar denk er wel aan je bent zo en zo laat thuis
2  SW  mmm mm.
3  C nou ben je niet, kom je gewoon de volgende dag kom je gewoon de hele dag 
  nie weg 
4  SW  mmm mm
5  C Nou, wat is het hier, kom je de week, kom je bijvoorbeeld een keer te laat 
  dan zegt ie já je krijgt nóg een kans nou ok, kom ik wéér te laat zegt ie ja zegt 
  ie van ja blijf nou maar een half jaar binnen. Dat sláát gewoon nérgens op.
6  SW  mmm mmm, maar heeft dat te maken met dat de regels gewoon niet duide-
  lijk zijn hier?
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7  C Nee
8  SW  Ja, dus er zouden duidelijke regels moeten komen? 
9  C Ja

Fragment 25, Home Visit, CASE 5: 
1  SW  (…) maar goed zullen we afspreken dat één keer in de week koken of niet?
2  C ja
3  SW  of is dat teveel? Één keer in de week?
4  Peuter  mam, ik wil die.
5  Zus  nee. 
6  SW  lukt dat denk je (naam moeder), of nie?
7  Moeder  ja, als zij zich aan de afspraken houdt
8  SW  ok wat |
9  Moeder | míj zal het wel lukken 
10  SW welke dag?
(korte pauze) 
11  C  wat zullen we afspreken?
12  Moeder  wat?
13  C  ehhh
14  Vader  ja nou spreek je dat af, volgende week weer | denkt ze bekijk het maar
15  Moeder  | ja maar (naam SW) belt |
16  C  |’s maandags!
17  SW | ik hou contact met haar, | ik hou even heel contact met haar
18  Moeder  | SW belt af en toe weleens op hoor, als het zo is
19  SW  lekker gegeten?
20  C  ze kan mij ook bellen, ze heeft mijn telefoonnummer ook
21  Moeder  jaha
(5 seconden pauze) 
22  Vader ik kon wel nagaan wie er was
23  SW  welke dag dan?
24  Moeder (naam SW) in de Rover 
25  Vader (onduidelijk)
26  C ‘s maandags!
27  Moeder  zo´n grote auto 
28  SW  oh, érg hè
29  C  ‘s maandags
30  Moeder  hè, weet je nog (gebruikt afkorting van naam SW), dat (naam zoon) laatst 
  tegen jou zei heb jij een vríend, weet je dat nog? Hij vroeg Zeg, heb je wel 
  een vriend?, nee zeg (naam SW)
31  Vader waarom dat dan?
32  Moeder weet niet maar hij zeg, (naam SW) zegt Nee mijn vriend is weg, Oh zegt ie
33  Vader  (lacht)
34  Moeder  nou dat wíst ie niet
(korte pauze)
35  SW  nou één keer per week koken, wat voor dag? 
36  C  ’s maandags
37  Moeder  ’s maandags 
38  Vader  dan eet ik wel bij (naam zoon) (lacht)
39  Moeder kan jij beter bij (naam vaders zoon) eten.
40  SW  Maandag, twee keer per week ga je naar vriendinnen | op woensdag en 
  vrijdag 
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41  Vader | hij doet het zelf, kookt ie een pan met macaroni of rijst ja maar rijst hm, 
  pan eet ik de hele week van 
42  Peuter oma moet ook een kusje?
43  Moeder  oh. Moet je een kusje van mij?
44  SW maar ik denk voor het huishouden is het belangrijk om gewoon even táken 
  dan af te spreken anders blijft het allemaal zo vrijblijvend en algemeen
45  Moeder ja maar het is net als ik tegen haar zeg (naam C) he | 
46  Vader | heb je nog shag gehaald?
47  Moeder  nee, moet ik nog doen, ben nog helemaal niet weggeweest (…)

Fragment 26, Session, CASE 11: 
1  SW wat góed van je, | hoe
2  C | ja, alleen het gesprek met mijn man (lacht) 
3  SW  ja 
4  C  dat vind ik zó moeilijk, gewoon | 
5  SW  | maar heel even terug hier bij he |
6  C  | ja sorry ja 
7  SW  je hebt hier een stap terug in gedaan, hoe is dat voor jou om | daar wat 
  minder 
8  C  | ja gewoon wat rustiger ja..
(…) 
24  C  en ik merk gewoon dat het wel wat meer rust, het zit er nog wel steeds |
25  SW  tuurlijk 
26  C  af en toe van oh
27  SW  maar het feit dat je er bewust van bent en dat je even jezelf op de rem zet, | 
28  C  | ja 
29  SW  hartstikke goed 

Fragment 27, Session, CASE 16: 
1  SW (…) maar is het voor jou afgesloten die periode?..want..wat wat wat ik dus 
  zeg maar eh..je blíjft z’n foto in je portemonnee dragen he
2  C  ja
3  SW  van hoe wat heb jij nodig om daar of is dat al voor jou afgesloten, hoe werkt 
  dat bij jou….
4  C wat wat bedoel je ik snap het niet zo goed
5  SW  noouu, kijk ehm…alle herinneringen aan hem
6  C ja
7  SW  die..blijven steeds opkomen door dat je z´n foto ziet als je de portemonnee 
  opendoet hè?! 
8  C  ja
9  SW  ...ehm…..ik zit te denken van eh eh als je écht iets wil afsluiten hè gewoon 
  daar een punt achter zetten van nou dat hele gebeuren met is gewoon 
  klaar….en ik ga verder met mijn leven…al dan niet met of zonder partner 
  dat is natuurlijk geheel jouw keuze 
10  C ja
11  SW  maar ik denk dat dat die púnt erachter zetten…dat dat lástig is op het mo-
  ment dat je nog élke dag zijn gezicht in je portemonnee ziet…
12  C  jaha maar ja dat is…bij mij is het zo van ik heb ik had ook altijd een hoop 
  dat het weer goed komt…
13  SW  heb je dat nog steeds?
14  C jaa, dat heb ik nog steeds (lacht)
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15  SW  en zou je willen dat het goed komt met de echte (naam vorige partner) dan?
16  C ja
17  SW  ook met degene die jou al die alles jou heeft aangedaan?
18  C ja dat ja ik….ja ik híeld gewoon van hem dus ik..(zachtjes) ja…het is ´m 
  gewoon..dat ik echt eh ja..
19  SW  en als je nou terug zou terug zou zijn bij (naam vorige partner) hè…en je 
  moet weer bij je schoonouders in huis wonen en je moet wéér eh..de héle dag 
  schoonmaken, opgesloten zitten in huis, eh, geslagen worden en alles hè, alles 
  wat je al mee hebt gemaakt...zou je er dan voor kiezen?…om terug te gaan?
20  C …. (lacht)
21  SW als (naam vorige partner) dat zou willen?
22  C …jaa, omdat ik van hem hou gewoon
23  SW  dat zou jouw offer zijn voor hem
24  C ja, ik kon echt álles voor hem doen..alles wat ik deed was gewoon dat ik écht  
  van hem hield…en ik wóu nooit bij hem weg..nooit...
25  SW  dus als hij jou niet eh..die streek had geleverd door je terug naar Suriname te  
  sturen had je gewoon bij hem gebleven?
26  C  ja
27  SW  dan had je nooit weggegaan?
28  C  nee omdat ik eh ja ik hield gewoon van hem en ik zag gewoon niet in wat hij  
  wat zij eh eh aan mij eh wat zij deden gewoon dus ik ik deed gewoon álles 
  voor hun….
29  SW  mmm mm
30  C  en wat zij gingen zeggen was áltijd goed voor mij, ja is goed, | ik had nooit 
  mijn eigen mening
31  SW  | en waar, maar waar zit jouw, waar is jouw boosheid dan, want deze mensen 
  hebben gewoon misbruik van jou gemaakt ze hebben je gigantisch veel pijn 
  gedaan….afgewezen..
32  C  jaha
33  SW waar zit jouw boosheid en je pijn?
34  C ……ja ik eh…toen ie die gemene streek had gehaald door mij naar Suriname 
  te sturen..toen was ik wél heel erg boos…maar ik blíjf niet zo lang boos op 
  mensen, ik kán niet zo lang boos blijven op mensen…
35  SW  waarom niet?
36  C ik vergeef mensen héél snel
37  SW  mmm mm. 
38  C ik weet het niet, ik kán niet zo lang ehm kwaad zijn op iemand..
39  SW oké

Fragment 28, Session, CASE 8:
1  SW  maar je je snapt wel vorige keer hebben we uitgelegd he verband tussen het 
  eh of in ieder geval eh uitleg gegeven aan ehm…wat de betekenis is van je 
  klachten 
2  C ja
3  SW  weet je dat nog?
4  C  ehhhh
5  SW  wat ik daar over gezegd heb?
6  C  ja toch iets met stress ofzo he dénk ik dan ook zelf 
7  SW  ja (onduidelijk)
8  C wat we zo eh 
9  SW  (onduidelijk) ja, ik heb uitgelegd wat eh het verband is tussen lichaam en 
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  geest 
10  C  ja
11  SW  psycho-soma-tiek. Psycho is geest..
12  C  jaa
13  SW  soma is lichaam
14  C jaa
15  SW  hoe je geest je lichaam beïnvloedt, hoe je hoe dat piekeren..kan leiden tot 
  hoofdpijn 
16  C  jaa
17  SW  of slecht slapen 
18  C  jaa 
19  SW  zit verband staat..het is onlosmakelijk het heeft verband met elkaar
20  C  ja
21  SW ..dat het belangrijk is voor je om het in te zien hoe dat werkt
22  C  jaa
23  SW en dús om te om te begrijpen dat je …ehm dat dat nodig is dat je je uit
24  C ja

Fragment 29, Session, CASE 8: 
1  SW  …hoe is het voor jou om zo..hier vandaag te práten wat te vertéllen
2  C eh ja doet je toch goed 
3  SW  doet míj goed
4  C ja het doet mij goed 
 SW&C (klein lachje) 
5  C dat is toch zo eh 
6  SW  kijk dát kun je dus in een vriendschap ook leren om dat proberen te doen
7  C jaa

Fragment 30, Session, CASE 26: 
1  SWA peki eh soyle kucuk seylerden baslarsak, bu anlattiklariniz sorunu ortadan 
  cozmek icin buyuk Als we met kleine dingen beginnen, is hetgeen wat u ver-
  telt groot om het probleem op te lossen
2  C  ja evet ja
3  SWA  keske olabilse als het maar kon | degil mi Almanya’ya gitseniz de herhalde bir 
  senede herhalde Almancayi ogrenmek lazim ogrenmeniz lazim is bulmak 
  lazim meslek ogrenmeniz lazim bilmem ne surec toch? Zelfs als u naar Duits-
  land gaat dan is het ook noodzakelijk dat u binnen een jaar Duits leert werk 
  vindt een beroep leert en zulke processen 
4  C  | evet ja
5  C  ya evet yeni bastan basliyacam mesela buraya geldim ilk nasil basladim oyle 
  olacak | ama ben orayi kurtulus goruyom simdi Ik moet met alles opnieuw 
  beginnen dus zoals ik destijds hier ben begonnen | maar ik zie het daar nu als 
  een bevrijding
6  SWA  | ama jaa maar jaa
7  SWA  peki sorunlari kucuk burada kaldiginiz boyutlarda cozmeye calisabilseniz 
  neler yapabilirsiniz? Maar wat als u zou proberen om problemen op een 
  kleinere schaal op te lossen binnen de mogelijkheden van uw verblijf hier, 
  wat zou u kunnen doen? 
8  C  hicbir fikrim yok ki ik heb echt geen idee
9  SWA  ja
10  C  hicbir fikir | yurutemiyorum ik kan echt niet denken
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11  SWA  | ja 
12  SWA  mesela diyelim ki herseye ragmen biraz daha Hollandaca ogrenmeye 
  calissaniz wat als u ondanks alles toch probeert om bijvoorbeeld wat meer 
  Nederlands te leren
13  C  yaa bunu biliyorum bende biliyorum ama kafamdaki o sorunlardan 
  kurtulamiyorum ki Dat weet ik ook ik weet het ook maar ik kom niet af van 
  de problemen die door mijn hoofd gaan
14  SWA  ja
15 C  yani hicbirsey dusunemiyorum gece uykularimda, gezerken, o mesela en 
  mutlu oldugum anda bile o kafamdan gitmiyor surekli ayni seyler ama birsey 
  yapamiyorum ben de biliyorum sade dusunmekle kaliyor Ik kan nergens aan 
  denken ’s nachts in mijn slaap, als ik ergens rondloop, zelfs op momenten dat 
  ik erg blij ben krijg ik het niet uit mijn hoofd het zijn altijd dezelfde dingen 
  maar ik kan er niks aan doen ik weet het ook maar het blijft alleen bij het 
  eraan denken
16  SWA  ja ja eh buraya konusmalara geliyorsunuz eh fizyoterapiye gidiyorsunuz u 
  komt hier om met ons te praten, u volgt fysiotherapie
17  C  evet ja
18  SWA  sonra kaset dinleyeceksiniz acaba onlar size biraz sey yaparmi biraz mesela
  hafifletir mi en u gaat naar de cassette [ontspanningsoefeningen - MvdH] 
  luisteren zouden deze dingen u een beetje bijvoorbeeld kunnen opluchten?
19  C  bilmiyorum (lacht) ik weet het niet (C slaat handen voor haar gezicht)
20  SWA  ja [tegen SW B] ehm….zij zegt dat ehm ja ik zei tegen haar wat je dat zegt 
  dat zijn de gróte oplossingen | gezien jouw problemen | dan bijvoorbeeld die 
  om jouw probleem te kunnen oplossen denk je aan, begrijpelijk, om te vesti-
  gen naar | Duitsland
21  SWB  | hmm mm | ja
22  SWB  | Duitsland ja
23  SWA maar ik zeg als jij dat zou bijvoorbeeld proberen start is die kleine problemen 
  kleine stappen nemen om om wat meer en te verminderen van jouw proble-
  men jij jij hebt bijvoorbeeld last van slapen | 
24  SWB  | hmmm
25  SWA  wat wat wat spanning heb jij zou je daarover eh kleine stappen kunnen 
  nemen 
26  SWB  ja
27  SWA  [tegen SW B] nou ze zegt inderdaad dat ik hoop dat ik dat even gesprekje 
  hier eh gevoerd is dat zal dan misschien haar helpen en die cassette geef ik 
  dan misschien als voorbeeld misschien hoopt ze dat dat ook haar beetje zal 
  helpen |
28  SWB  | ja
29  SWA  en fysiotherapie heeft zij
30  SWB  ja

Fragment 31, Session, CASE 26: 
31  SWA  [tegen SW B] en tot zover waren wij saatiniz kac? Hoe laat heeft u het?
32  C  on var tien voor
33  SW Ayavas yavas toparlayalim (onverstaanbaar) we zullen langzamerhand afron-
  den (onverstaanbaar) nou is dat eh ehm… peki bunlarin bu icinde bulundu-
  gunuz sorunlarin azalmasi icin bir surec yasadiginizin farkindamisiniz? Oké, 
  bent u er zich van bewust dat u een periode doormaakt, dus dat de proble-
  men waar u in zit minder zullen worden?
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34  C  bilmem ik weet het niet
35  SWA  dusun dusunuyor musunuz onlari hangi ortam icerisinde bulundugunuz
  yasadiginizin farkinda misiniz? Denk Denkt u eraan aan heeft u in de gaten 
  in welke situatie u zit in welke situatie u leeft?
36  C  ya ben hayati nasil degerlendiriyorum biliyor musun gun baslayip o gun 
  problemsiz bitsin diye dusunuyorum daha ilerisini hic dusunmuyorum 
  cunku oyle alismisim ki her gun birsey yasanmasina problemsiz gectiginde oh 
  diyorum bugun hic birsey olmadi | yani benim icin guzel bir gun Nou weet 
  u hoe ik het leven zie, ik denk eraan de dag te beginnen en af te kunnen ron-
  den zonder problemen, ik denk niet verder aan de toekomst want ik ben er 
  zo aan gewend geraakt dat er elke dag wat gebeurt, als een dag zonder 
  probleem voorbij is zeg ik opgelucht tegen me zelf dat er niks is gebeurd | dus 
  dat het een leuke dag is geweest voor mij
37  SWA  | ja
38  SWA  ja ja ama bunlari hic arastirmak bunlari biraz dusunmek biraz kendinizi bu 
  konuda sorunlardan kurtulmak icin guclenme yollarini aramak hic akliniza 
  geldi mi | Maar het denken hieraan, het zoeken naar manieren om uzelf ster-
  ker te maken om u problemen op te lossen heeft u daaraan gedacht?
39  C  yok kendimi ben hic guclu gormuyorum ki | Nee ik zie me zelf ook niet als 
  een sterk persoon
40  SWA  | istiyor musunuz guclu olmak Wilt u een sterk persoon zijn?
41  C  tabii ki isterim ama hic guclu gormuyorum Natuurlijk wil ik dat maar zo zie 
  ik mezelf helemaal niet

Fragment 32, Interview with SW, 10.11.2003: 
1  SW jaaa, dat die, ooit dat is één keer hier geweest dat ik het écht aan het AMK  
  [meldpunt kindermishandeling - MvdH] heb eh doorgegeven daar wist de  
  cliënt ook van eh
2  R  dat heb je wel eh gezegd
3  SW ja heb ik gezegd ook, jahaa, want ik maakte me zórgen, het systeem ging zich  
  sluiten
4  R  mmm mm 
5  SW  eeen dat was een héle jonge moeder …en zij had een kindje van een Turkse  
  vriend daar was ze gescheiden van ze leefde in een flatje, nouuu een bénde 
  en wat ik altijd ontzéttend smerig vind, maar dat is mijn eigen norm als het 
  blauw staat van de rook vind ik zóó vies, mét een tv die de hele tijd aan, géén 
  speelgoed, ze had een zéér opgefókte vriend, en die ging dan bijvoorbeeld 
  stoeien met dat jongetje, nou kinderen die kunnen zichzelf niet stoppen dat 
  moet je als volwassene doen en die die man kon zich óók niet stoppen dus 
  die jongen zat dan onder de blauwe plekken..en die d´r is toen ook wel aan-
  gifte gedaan, bij de huisarts bij geweest en dát heb ik toen geméld want zij 
  blééf die vriend binnenhouden maar dan zat die vent zoo op de bank in een 
  huis eh door rook helemaal blauw, terwijl ja wij zouden gaan ballen met zo´n 
  kind buiten dat jongetje dat dat dat moest ook z´n energie kwijt maar zij zij 
  kónden helemaal niks met die jongen
6  R  mmm mm. 
7  SW en die dat jongetje ging gedragsproblemen eh vertonen, nou dat was gewoon  
  een héél zwak pedagogisch milieu 
8  R mmm mm. 
9  SW  en daar maakte, dat ging héél erg tegen mijn gevoel in en dat die die wat ik 
  dan ook gewoon maar dat is mijn eigen norm waar je dan wel eens tegenaan 
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  botst, die die mevrouw eh van dat een jongetje nou die die was ook nou die 
  pakte de verantwoordelijkheid niet die was gewoon hartstikke hartstikke dík 
  maar van eh ja maar ik éét gewoon helemaal niks die pakte daar ook ehm ja 
  die pakte nérgens de verantwoordelijk voor, het lag allemaal bij ánderen 
10  R mmm mm.
11  SW die had totáál geen zelfreflectie, nou ook zó´n volle asbak ik kwam daar één 
  keer toen was ze de afspraak vergeten, een héle volle asbak nou, dat is écht 
  heel smerig, ik weet niet of je rookt?
12  R nee (lacht)
13  SW  en daar leeft dan een baby en een kind in nou dat jongetje had astma, ah ik 
  zeg dan wél tegen haar zelf van dan kan ik het bij mezelf houden, ik ga niet 
  zegen ooh dat is slecht voor je kind want dat zullen ze op het consultatiebu- 
  reau wel doen, ik heb toen wél zelf gevraagd van goh zou je die asbak even 
  wég willen zetten want ik vind het nogál stinken nou je stinkt echt eh, ja dát 
  staat dan heel ver van je af 
14  R ja ja ja. Mmm mm.
15  SW en dat zijn ook ouders die slaan enzo dat dat kan ik wel begrijpen uit on-
  macht maar het állemaal bij je kind leggen en daar zélf niet van wat kan ik  
  daar aan doen (…) dat zijn ja dat vind ik gewoon afschúwelijk als een kind 
  daarin opgroeit
16  R jaa… 
17  SW  dat mensen géén spelletjes, dat je gewoon níks met die kinderen ondernemen 
  die mensen nemen dan wél weer allemaal húisdieren die er dan weer in ko-
  men enzo, de laatste keer dat ik er was Ja we hebben weer een jong hondje 
  terwijl (lacht) ze kúnnen het gewoon helemaal niet aan, ik denk ook zo ga 
  je ook niet met honden he want als het weer te veel is wordt zo´n hond weer 
  weggedaan 
18  R jaaa
19  SW ja..dat zijn een beetje die zwákkere gezinnen en dat dat is ook best wel dúbbel 
  hè want het een het zijn ook de minst aantrekkelijke mensen om mee te wer-
  ken, maar het is eigenlijk ook wel weer de doelgroep die we kwíjt zijn en 
  waar we mee aan de slag moeten en (…) dit was ook een héél laag functio-
  nerend gezin met met schulden…met ruzies met buren..bonje met ex-part-
  ners (…) en die kinderen komen echt in de knel……
20  R ja, maar je zei dus die zijn eigenlijk wel een beetje uit beeld eh nu
21  SW voor mijn gevoel wel, want dat zijn tóch de cliënten die ik ook niet véél heb 
  (…) en dat zijn wél weer de mensen die we moeten gaan bereiken want die 
  hebben juist de hulp eh het hárdste nodig en dan inderdaad veel meer kijken 
  van hoe kun je áánsluiten en je dóelen laag stellen (…)…de multi-problem-
  gezinnen

Fragment 33, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003: 
 SW1  (leest de aanmelding voor) Mevrouw (naam) woont aan de (adres) en die is 
  geboren in 1948. In januari heb ik mijn zoon van 30 met (..) zijn gezin in 
  huis genomen (...), omdat ze geen woning meer hadden, momenteel echter 
  trek ik het niet meer, ik krijg steeds ruzie met mijn schoondochter die mijn 
  zoon alles laat doen en zij zit de hele dag op de bank. Ze hebben een tweeling 
  van bijna drie jaar, ik heb mijn schoondochter, ze is 20, er al op aangespro-
  ken, maar het gaat ene oor in andere oor uit. Ik neem inmiddels wel zes of 
  zeven kalmeringstabletten per dag terwijl ik er maar drie mag hebben, ik hou 
  dit niet meer vol. 
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Fragment 34, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
1 SW 1 (leest de aanmelding voor) Wat wilt u met het maatschappelijk werk bereiken?  
  Ik wil dat jullie mij helpen om een brief te schrijven naar (naam stad). Maakt  
  het u uit of u een man of een vrouw krijgt? Nee, maar ik heb altijd hulp 
  gehad van SWX [voormalige collega - MvdH] en dat ging heel goed | dus  
  (lacht) 
2 SW 2  ja dat kan ik me voorstellen
3 SW 1  en daar is ie weer 
4 SW 2  Deze mevrouw heb ik toen van SWX destijds toen ik de naam al hoorde |  
  (lacht) 
5 SW 1  | jaa (lacht)
6 SW 2  heb ik van SWX overgenomen SWX was, ja was die was gewoon geweldig 
7 SW 3 (glimlacht) 
8 SW 2 ehm en dat zei deze mevrouw ook tegen mij ja ik liet haar hier komen en dat  
  deed SWX niet toen heb ik ook tegen haar gezegd maar zo eentje krijgt u 
  nooit meer,
9 SW  nee
10 SW2  u hebt een hele goeie gehad 
11 SW  ja
12 SW2  maar die krijgt u nooit meer 
13 SW1  een hele bijzondere in ieder geval
 
Fragment 35, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
14  SW2  en eh ik heb éigenlijk het het is wel, ja het is een beetje een beetje een zwak-
  ke, een zwakke 
15  SW1  ja
16  SW2 mevrouw ik denk als je, het vraagt, ze vraagt stúring en dat als ze zegt een 
  brief, nou bepérk je dan tot een brief…zórg dat ze zélf zo veel mogelijk aan 
  het werk gaat want ze is ook wel wat verwend
17  SW1  door SWX
18  SW2 ja niet door mij
19  SW1  (lacht)
20  SW2  (glimlacht) niet door mij
21  SW1  Nee maar dit is ook typisch, | typisch iets voor SWX
22  SW2  | ja maar 
23  SW1  die kon heel goed met dit type mensen en die aaide ze dan links en rechts en 
24  SW4  ja ja 
25  SW1 nog een kop koffie drinken met elkaar en 
26  SW4  ja ja 
27  SW2  nog wat toestoppen en | ja ja ze is daardoor ook wel wat verwend geraakt 

Fragment 36, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
28  SW1 ja maar dit is natuurlijk ook weer een domme actie hè want de 
  schoondochter is twintig dus die zoon van haar zal niet gek veel ouder 
  zijn vermoed ik met een tweeling die hebben natuurlijk van alles ge-
  had waardoor ze de woning zijn kwijtgeraakt bij haar | ingetrokken
29  SW2  | jaaa
30  SW1  is natuurlijk ook weer lekker slim
31  SW3  (glimlacht)
32  SW2 ja ja het zit ook vaak een beetje in het milieu he van Nou kom maar | 
  dan zorg ik wel voor je 
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33  SW4 & SW1 jaa
34  SW2  en dan kunnen ze het uiteindelijk niet aan, dus ik denk ook dat als je 
  je beperkt van nou wat wat is nodig binnen brief schrijven brief schrij-
  ven en dan weer afronden 
35  SW1  jaa SW5 [aanmelder - MvdH] maakt als aantekening voor ons (SW1
  leest aantekening voor) de vraag is of mevrouw het probleem moet 
  oplossen zoals ze zélf denkt, haar zoon en schoondochter willen wel 
  méédoen aan het gesprek zo begreep ik vandaar dat ik hier geen MSIC 
  van gemaakt heb..dus ehh eeh SW5 ziet het dus niet als MSIC maar 
  die ziet het dus als een begeleiding, procesmatige begeleidingsgeval 
(Gemompel onder maatschappelijk werkers)
36  SW2  Nou ja dat zou natuurlijk een idee kunnen zijn he hup de hele bups 
  bij elkaar en wie onderneemt nou actie, want waarom zou moeder er 
  weer moeten staan
37  SW1  nou ja zíj zit toch hoog en droog, die kínderen hebben geen haast, die 
  zitten toch prachtig, 
38  SW2  ja

Fragment 37, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
39  SW1  SW3, ehhh jij of ik?
40  SW3  Nou, dat lijkt me wel een úitdaging
41  SW2  jjja
42  SW1  ja eh hou het dan inderdaad héél beperkt
43  SW3  Ja
44  SW1  brief schrijven of wat dan ook, maar ga niet procesmatig eh 
45  SW3  neeee dat is té |

Fragment 38, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
46  SW1  | want klanten van SWX over het algemeen met alle respect kunnen enorme 
  zúigers zijn
47  SW3  Ja?
48  SW1  ja, die kwebbelen je de deur plat en 
49  SW3  (onduidelijk)
50  SW1  nou SWX die was erg zórgend en die kon érg, die kon mensen járen aanhou-
  den 
51  SW3 ja 
52  SW1  en die mensen hadden, hadden hem..écht op een vóetstuk, he SWX was meer 
  de man die met kampers werkte eh eh met mensen die écht, laag eh..begaafd, 
  zwak sociaal en daar had SWX écht een zwak voor dus 
53  SW2  was ie ook heel heel heel | 
54  SW1  | was ie góed in 
55  SW2  ja! een héél | sterke kwaliteit van hem
56  SW4  | ouderwetse maatschappelijk werker
57  SW1  écht een ouderwetse inderdaad | maar ja 
58  SW2  ja | ouderwetse veldwerker nog
59  SW4  ja precies | 
60  SW3  | jaaaa precies
61  SW2  en dat is voor sommige cliënten wérkelijk grándioos, dan kunnen ze met óns 
  veel minder goed uit de voeten
62  SW4  ja
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Fragment 39, Team Meeting, 5.11.2003:
63  SW2  | maar er zijn ook gewoon cliënten en dan is het wél belangrijk dat je dat wat 
  structureert 
64  SW4  | jaa
65  SW3 ja precies 
66  SW2  want ze kán het ook ik bedoel afgelopen jaar ik heb een paar contactmoment-
  en gehad, maar ik heb haar daarna ook niet meer gehoord
67  SW3  kon zich goed redden 
68  SW2  dus ik ga er nu ook vanuit dat je 
69  SW3  jaa precies 
70  SW2  anders had ze zich wel gemeld want ze kent haar weg 
71  SW1  ja precies
72  SW3 duidelijk afbakenen dus 
73  SW2  ja 

Chapter 6

Fragment 1, Interview with SW, 23.10.2003: 
(…) alléén wat ik wél lastig vind is eh mensen van eh van hele ándere culturen…
ehm……ik heb bijvoorbeeld een Turks échtpaar gehad (…) waarvan die vrouw eh wel 
aardig geïntegreerd was en góed Nederlands sprak en die man helemaal níet en ik vond 
het héél erg moeilijk om hem te begeleiden, die vrouw alléén dat zou op zich nog wel 
gaan en het zat ´m ook in hun relatie en er kwam gewoon bijna níks uit die man als 
alleen maar ik heb last van spánning en hóófdpijn en…en dan vind ik het moeilijk om 
daar op in te steken zeg maar …dan kom ik níet vele verder dan ene aantal praktische 
adviezen en daar wordt ook om gevráágd maar dat en dat hélpt ook wel..maar ik zou 
toch méér willen bieden dan alleen dát (…) dus het is meer eh multiculturele in de zin 
van eh eh mensen die écht uit een ánder land komen dát vind ik het dat kan ik soms 
lástiger vinden dan eh verschillende culturen bínnen onze samenleving..eh tenminste 
vanuit een Néderlandse achtergrond (…) ik bedoel of iemand nou boer is of eh…of eh 
pff bankdirecteur of eh dat maakt me allemaal niet uit of militair of..dat dat interesseert 
me niet zo veel uit welke klasse eh

Fragment 2, Interview with SW, 23.10.2003: 
(…) kijk ik heb ook wel moeite met eh eh hoe er bijvoorbeeld tegen de positie van de 
vrouw wordt aangekeken vaak, maar..ik bedoel dat druist in tegen vaak druist dat in tegen 
een hoop normen en waarden die wíj hebben natuurlijk (…) wij hulpverleners..als wat wíj 
vinden wat een goed léven zou zijn (…) of een goede relátie zou zijn…….

Fragment 3, Interview with SW, 23.10.2003: 
de éérste hulpvraag die was vrij oppervlakkig gesteld en daar kón ik nog wel wat mee maar ja 
daar ben je snel mee klaar en dan zíe je dat er nog méér problemen spelen maar als ze dan níet 
goed onder woorden kunnen brengen wat ze dan precies verder wíllen dan ….ja, wat wat 
dóe je dan? (...) als hulpverlener dan nog, nou dan stopt het een beetje, of je moet ze op een 
juiste manier een hulpvraag helpen formuleren maar dat dat vind ik dan heel lástig dan (...)
 
Fragment 4, Interview with SW, 2.12.2004:
(…) bepaalde mensen ook heel goed met buitenlandse mensen om konden gaan maar wat 
ik ook soms zag in mijn team was dat ehm sommige buitenlanders ook bleven liggen dat 
het heel erg was van ja eh..van nou eh ja want (naam SW met Turkse achtergrond) eh die 
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heeft wel ervaring mee dus eh (naam SW met Turkse achtergrond) die kan het wel doen, 
of (naam stagiaire SW) eh dat dat ze het soms ook wel lastig vonden zeg maar (…) dat ze 
zoiets hadden van nou laat maar liggen en volgende week verdelen we het wel weer (…) 
soms kon je in caseloads wel zien wie heel veel buitenlanders had en wie wat minder dus 
ik vind wel dat daar iets meer variatie in mag komen

Fragment 5, Interview with SW, 1.11.2004:
(…) soms is dat eh ook ook zie ik dat bepaalde collega´s dat zij zeggen nou je moet dat doen..
ik weet beter wat voor jou eh goed is (…) dat zij [allochtone cliënten- MvdH] bijvoorbeeld 
geen eh moeten zij gelijk gaan eh..afstand nemen van de eigen milieu eigen omgeving wat 
dan ook (…) dat dat is eventueel hoor ze kunnen denken…soms denk ik dat óók, maar is 
dat vanuit de eh ..ja…eigen referentiekader, als dat oplossing is voor de dát cliënt nou oké

Fragment 6, Interview with SW, 10.11.2003: 
(…) wat ik lástig eh d´r [omgaan met allochtone cliënten - MvdH] vaak van vond is eh de 
slachtoffer eh mentaliteit hè, dat dat allemaal héél theatraal maken (…) ehh de verantwoor-
delijkheid áltijd bij anderen leggen (…) maar ík vond het moeilijk werken vaak met buiten-
landse mensen omdat ze zo blijven hángen in dat dat van oh oh wat ben ik zielig in plaats van 
wat kun je er zélf aan gaan doen…dat klinkt misschien wat ge- wat zwart-wit (…)

Fragment 7, Interview with SW, 7.10.2003:
(…) Hoewél ik moet wél zeggen…eh dat ik bijvoorbeeld met eh ik heb nu, ik heb nu 
een eh de afgelopen tijd véél Turkse cliënten gehad, veel Túrkse vrouwen, (…) en dat 
is tóch een héle ándere manier..inspannend..dan het werken met Nederlandse vrouwen 
met, dat dat geeft toch heel veel verschil. (…) Ehm, ik denk vanuit cultúúr..is héél veel 
spánningsklachten en ook héél weinig eh zelfinzicht, althans bij de vrouwen die ik dus 
nu heb gehad hè, (…) en dat vind ik dus zelf héél erg lastig omdat..mensen dus dan wel 
voortdurend zeggen van ja maar m´n béén doet zo´n zeer of ik heb zo´n zere buik, en dat 
je denkt van Jaha ik wéét wel waarom jouw béén zo´n zeer doet, dat kómt omdat jij niet 
over je gevóelens praat en dat gaat allemaal in je béén zitten, en dat, dat kun je zéggen, dat 
kún je uitleggen maar..het is bést heel moeilijk om met díe mensen stappen te zetten..Dat 
vind ik dat vind ik heel lastig.

Fragment 8, Interview with SW, 7.10.2003: 
(…) het is méér..eh ook de belemmeringen die zij [SW verwijst naar vrouwen met een Turk-
se achtergrond - MvdH] dus in hun cultuur hebben hè, bijvoorbeeld als je zíet een vrouw eh 
heeft héimwee is heel bépérkt in haar doen en laten omdat ze onder drúk staat van haar mán 
wat weer een cultúúráfspraak is, dan k´n je dus héél moeilijk aan de gang met het opkomen 
voor zichzélf of..kéuzes maken voor zichzélf terwijl dát dus hetgeen is wat ze willen léren, 
maar dat kán dus gewoon niet omdát ze die ruimte niet kríjgen, vánwege cultúúraspecten

Fragment 9, Interview with SW, 7.10.2003:
(…) Dus soms dan soms dan accepteer ik die cultuurgrenzen wél en soms denk ik ook van 
ja, zonder keuzes kan ik jou niet helpen, dus ook ook binnen jouw cultuur zul je dan, en 
en die vrijheid geef ik dan ook wel hè

Fragment 10, uit Intake rapport van cliënt met Turkse achtergrond, CASE 26: 
Eerste indruk van de intaker: 
Bescheiden aan cultuurgebonden cliënt. Cliënt is inmiddels al 5 jr. In NL, maar spreekt 
geen Nederlands. Mevr. komt wat zenuwachtig, bang over, niet wetende wat er gaat ge-
beuren. Ziet eruit alsof ze op elk moment in tranen uit kan barsten. 
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Fragment 11, uit Intake rapport van cliënt met Marokkaanse achtergrond: 
Relevante biografische gegevens: 
Kl. is Marokkaanse van geboorte, maar modern opgevoed en opgegroeid in (stad). Zij 
werd verliefd op een jongen van Berber afkomst.
Eerste indruk van de intaker:
Een goed van de tongriem gesneden jonge vrouw, die weet wat ze wil, maar zich geplaatst 
ziet voor problemen die aanzienlijk zijn.

Probleemanalyse:
Kl. is een Marokkaanse vrouw die modern is en ze is de ex-vrouw van een man van Berber 
afkomst. Dit maakt haar positie uiterst precair. Zij kan zich overigens prima redden lijkt 
mij, heeft leuk werk en kan haar rol als moeder goed aan. 

Fragment 12, Meeting Working Group Refugees, 4.12.2003: 
1  SW1 (...) de eerste gesprek had ze [asielzoeker uit Armenië - MvdH] het er heel erg 
  over dat dat hij zo was vanwege eh…contacten met de politie en martelingen 
  ofzo..maar haar hele verhaal was zó klassieke mishandeling
2  SW2 ja
3  SW1  situatie waarin eh je kan eh kan Piet ook doen…niet echt eh situatie 
4  SW2 het is het is niet anders dan eh van de Nederlandse vrouwen
5  SW1  nee écht niet, 
6  SW2  ja ja 
7  SW1 (lacht) helemaal níet anders
8  SW2 nee nee
9  SW1 precíes hetzelfde patroon
10  SW2  ja ja 
11  SW1 dus in die zin tenminste dat vind ik 
12  SW2  nee dat ik merk het ook 
(Telefoon gaat, het is voor SW2 die bureaudienst heeft, verwijst het door aan andere mw-er die 
ook dienst heeft) 
13  SW2  Ja! Nee maar ik herken wat jij zegt eh (name SW 1), dat eh dat ben ik ook in 
  de loop der jaren gaan ontdekken, begon eigenlijk met de Turkse vrouwen en 
  later met de vluchtelingen..ik denk jaa…d´r is gewoon een algemeen hè een 
  algemene bij alle vrouwen zich manifesteert eh ongeacht cultúúr hè..of hoe 
  het zich psychoso- hoe ze gaan psychosomatiseren eh..dat psychosomatiseren 
  ook een manier is niet alleen cultureel bepaald maar ook een manier is om je 
  ongenoegen te uiten en dat doen Nederlandse vrouwen niet anders eh..dan 
  een eh, ja dan een Iraanse of een Armeense
14  SW1  ja
15  SW2  ja..jaa dus dat hebben we denk ik alle 
16  SW1 goed gezien
17  SW2 met elkaar gemeen, jaaa, ja ja, maar is het voor jou ook ja geeft jou dat dan 
  ook wat handvatten dat je ook weet van ach hé dit eh deze patronen herken 
  ik dus vanuit vanuit mijn benadering voor Holland voor Nederlandse vrouw-
  en kan ik ook híer mee omgaan?
18  SW1  jaha (…)

Fragment 13, from Balance’s Policy Paper on Group Work:
Voor een deelnemer, afkomstig uit een migrantengroep, is het wenselijk zich te kunnen iden-
tificeren met een groepslid, die eveneens kan worden beschouwd als afkomstig uit een mi-
grantengroep. Het vorige geldt ook bij een deelnemer met een homoseksuele geaardheid. 
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Fragment 14, from Application Form, CASE 21: 
Bent u eventueel bereid deel te nemen aan gesprekken in een groep?
Niet gevraagd; op zich is het goed in een groep zich te leren uiten, van belang is wel dat ze 
zich qua referentie kan spiegelen aan een andere migrantdeelnemer.

Fragment 15, Interview with SW, 7.10.2003:
(…) Ehm, dan zeg ik dan doe ik bijvoorbeeld zo van nou in Nederland zijn we gewend 
om daar zo en zo mee om te gaan, maar goed hoe zit dat in júllie cultuur, hoe zou jij daar 
zélf vorm aan kunnen geven, dus ook wéér een beroep doen op hun éigen…hun éigen 
zélfinzicht

Fragment 16, Interview with SW, 1.12.2003: 
(...) en dan ga ik ook echt kijken van nou dat kan dus niet, scheiden kan dus niet, maar 
op wat voor manier, welke mogelijkheden zijn er dat je het dan toch wat prettiger kunt 
krijgen, (...) Dat je of wat dingen voor zichzelf gaan doen of eh ja dat ze toch wel wat mak-
kelijker daar mee omgaan..ja (....) Dus ik blijf daar niet in doorgaan van goh mijn man is 
zo moeilijk en dit en dat, dat ik word geslagen en eh. Dan ga ik écht kijken van goh hoe 
kun jij nu anders daar in die relatie gaan staan, van wat heb jij nu nodig om om je wat 
beter te voelen. (...) Ja, ja, dus denk ik van ja iemand is daar gewoon niet aan toe nog (...) 
Ja...maar goed dat zie ik ook wel bij Nederlandse gezinnen, weet je wel, bij Nederlandse 
gezinnen heeft het niet altijd met geloof te maken ook met andere factoren, angst om al-
leen te blijven ofzo en dan eh...ga ik daar ook zo mee om hoor 

Fragment 17, Interview with SW, 1.12.2003: 
(…) soms gebruik ik ook wel het geloof dan denk ik van nou het is belangrijk dat je gaat 
bidden weet je wel of ga eens de Koran lezen ofzo mensen die moeilijk kunnen slapen ofzo 
die wat angstig zijn van ga ’s avonds Koran lezen, ga, zulke dingen, ik zie het niet echt als 
een belemmering ofzo (…)

Fragment 18, Interview with SW, 17.10.2003:
(…) dat is denk ik dat is een eh…dat het toch ook bínnen de éigen kring véél wantrouwen 
is ..mensen ook voorzíchtig zijn om met hun verhaal te doen dat eh het ook het éigen 
gezínssysteem eh ja tóch de beperkingen heeft ..de rolpatronen die daar spelen ..het veréist 
van een vrouw héél veel om ja om om zich te daarin stévig te manifesteren en eh daar ook 
écht stáppen in te zetten ehm ..nou nét wat ik zeg, dat lukt énkelen, en er is een grote 
groep ja waarvan ik dan merk ja dat dat het is jámmer dat we daar zo weinig bewéging 
uiteindelijk in krijgen (…) dat het toch steeds opnieuw weer, ik heb meerdere groepen 
gedaan en dan éigenlijk willen iedere keer weer dezélfde mensen terug..dus dan kun je 
zeggen van nou dus we hebben éignelijk iets heel goeds geboden he want het is préttig 
het is véilig het werkt eh wérkt goed maar het draagt níet bij op met wat je eigenlijk wil 
beréiken (…)

Fragment 19, Session, CASE 20: 
1  SW Mmm..Want zou het ook zo kunnen zijn, (naam C) dat, als jij het vertelt hè?, 
  dat zij zeggen van oh wat erg, voor jou? ..Dat zij, dat zij niet jou de schúld 
  geven hè.
2  C  ..Zij zullen mij de schuld geven en niet mijn ouders, niet mijn man. 
3  SW  Mm. 
4  C  Bij onze cultuur is eh, als je meisje getrouwd 
5  SW  Mm mm. 
6  C  zij moet ál-tíjd blijven, maakt niet uit als je haar man slecht of niet slecht, 
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7  SW  Mm mm. 
8  C  moet zij blijven, moet niet gescheiden.
9  SW  Mm.
10  C  en zij gaat, zij is gescheiden, hun gaan denken oh, eh zij is eh misschien niet 
  goede vrouw, was 
11  SW  Mm. 
12  C  Bij haar man. 
13  SW  Mm mm. 
14  C  Onze cultuur is zó. 
15  SW  Ja. Maar jij hebt mij ook wel es verteld hè C, dat sóms het zo is dat het eh dat 
  dat echt niet mág hè maar dat andere mensen ook wel es denken dat als man 
  écht héél slécht is 
16  C  Mm mm. 
17  SW  voor vrouw
18  C Ja
19  SW  dan is eh man óók níet góed hè..want de man die mag niet slaan of die man 
  die mag niet al die dingen doen die hij bij jou heeft gedaan hè.
20  C  Ja
21  SW  Ja
22  C  Maar eh bij ons mag..mannen wat doen, vrouwen moeten 
23  SW  Mogen niks zeggen 
24  C  niks zeggen | en
25  SW | Maar jij vertelde de vorige keer aan mij van dat jouw moeder, hè 
26  C  Ja. 
27  SW  daar wel beetje anders over denkt
28  C  Ja!, mijn moeder
29  SW  Klopt dat?
30  C  Ja, mijn moeder denkt anders omdat eh..vorig jaar toen wij geweest naar Iran 
  toe en hij heeft mij daar geslagen tot mijn ouders, en mijn moeder heeft ge-
  zien en toen zei mijn moeder haat haar, hem 
31  SW  Ja. 
32  C  en is mijn moeder ook geloofd niet hij zegt hóe hij kan jou zo geslagen 
33  SW  Ja 
34  C  en die toen hij heeft geslagen en mijn moeder mij geloofd 
35  SW  Ja
36  C  en zij ohh hij is écht niet goed 
37  SW  Mm mm. 
38  C  toen, maar niet iedereen zo.
39  SW  Nee.
40  C  Mijn moeder is wel zo. 
41  SW  Ja. Maar misschien zo wel meer mensen? Of denk jij van niet?
42  C  ..(zachtjes) ik weet niet. 
43  SW  Neee...Want wat ik bedoel hè C is dat jij nú níks verteld hè, omdat jij báng 
  bent dat iedereen uit Afghanistan zo dénkt hè
44 C  Ja. 
45  SW  Maar jíj denkt anders, jouw moeder denkt een beetje anders hè, dus mis-
  schien wel méér mensen die anders denken

Fragment 20, Session, CASE 16: 
1  C dus hij [ex-man - MvdH] had nooit verwacht dat ik echt een advocaat zou 
  nemen en écht eh…zoiets zou doen…maar ik wou ook niet ik heb eh mijn 
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  mm…maatschappelijk werkster van (stad) en mensen mijn begeleidster 
  begeleiders enzo hebben góed met mij gepraat en zo van jij bent meer waard 
  gewoon | kom op
2  SW  Mmm.  
3  C je je kán het gewoon en eh het is gewoon je moet gewoon voor jezelf opko-
  men..en dat kán wel hier | zeiden ze tegen mij 
4  SW  | mmm.
5  C ..nou dan heb ik ook gedaan 
6  SW  en dat voelt ook goed?
7  C  ja dat voelt heel lekker (…)

Fragment 21, Fieldnote from conversation with SW about the client (the con-
versation is not taped, the sentences between brackets are rephrased but near 
verbatim): 
SW is het ‘gesprek met haar aangegaan’ om ‘uit het systeem te stappen’. SW legt uit dat ze 
een opvanghuis voor islamitische vrouwen in (stad) had aangeraden, maar cliënte wil niet. 
SW zegt dat ze niet weet wat ze nu dan nog verder voor haar kan doen als ze niet die keuze 
wil maken. Cliënte wil wel het huis uit, maar wil dicht bij haar ouders gaan wonen om 
haar broertje en zusje in de gaten te kunnen houden. SW vertelt dat het ‘echt’ een meisje 
was dat strakke kleding droeg ‘zoals je dat wel meer ziet bij Turkse meisjes, maar ze draagt 
nu een hoofddoek en is traditioneel geworden’ [C draagt een lange donkere rok tot over 
haar enkels en een zwarte hoofddoek - observatie onderzoeker]. Volgens de maatschap-
pelijk werker mag ze niet veel van haar ouders. Door nu uit het systeem te stappen zou ze 
‘helemaal opnieuw kunnen beginnen’, de cliënte ‘heeft al zoveel meegemaakt dan zou ze 
iets positiefs meemaken’, zegt SW. Tenslotte zegt SW: ‘Ik denk nu ook steeds meer dat de 
oplossing die de klant zelf vindt beter is dan die van de maatschappelijk werker. Ik vind 
het wel verdrietig, ik dacht: Meid wat doe je jezelf aan, maar ze doet het met name voor 
haar broertjes en zusjes, dat is moedig en te bewonderen’. 

Fragment 22, Session, CASE 23: 
1  C nee ….ja hoe het verder zit met eh tussen dat ik gewoon eerst het huis af-
  wachten en dan eh met mezelf zeg maar ..
2  SW  ja 
3  C  dat ik dat even in alles weer op een rijtje zetten kan zetten 
4  SW ja 
5  C  want eh 
6  SW  nou haal dat effentjes maar weg 
7  C  ja 
8  SW  (lacht) jajajaja
9  C  ik doe mijn best 
10  SW  want dat duurt een tijd 
11 C  ja 
12  SW  er is gewoon zo ontzettend veel gebeurd
13  C ja 
14  SW maar goed daar hebben we het eerder ook al over gehad 
15  C  ja 
16  SW  dat is gewoon zo eh veel en toen heb je gezegd van nou ik blijf gewoon bij 
  mijn ouders en ehm ik ga kijken of ik van daar uit zelfstandig kan gaan wo-
  nen nou dat gaat er nu ziet er nu positief uit vind ik 
17  C  ja 
18  SW  eh dat is echt op korte termijn denk ik wel hoor
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19  C mm
20  SW  wel binnen een half jaar schat ik dat wel in dat …en ja dan dán begint het 
  eigenlijk, heb ik je toen ook al gezegd dan begint het eigenlijk pas want dan 
  stap je uit het systeem 
21 C  mm
22  SW  en dan ga je je eigen leven opbouwen je ouders zullen anders met je omgaan..die 
  zullen daar toch wel bezwaar tegen hebben dat jij weer minder grijpbaar bent want 
  dat vinden ze dus heel lastig bij jou want als je niet grijpbaar bent dan raken ze 
23  C  ja 
24  SW  in paniek en gaan ze gekke dingen doen 
25  C  ja 
26  SW  ja nou dat zal dan ook wel moeilijk zijn denk ik dus we moeten maar kijken 
  ..hoe je daar dan het beste mee om kunt gaan zodat je wel met ze kunt blij-
  ven omgaan want dat is wat je het liefste wil..
27  C  ja 
28  SW  ja 
29 C door mijn broertje en zusje
30  SW  ja ja nou dat dat dat is dan met name de reden 
31  C  ja 
32  SW  en tóch je eigen gang kunt gaan dat zal een spanningsveld zijn 
33  C  mm
34  SW  maar we moeten maar kijken…
35 C  nou ja ik hoop dat echt alles gewoon goed komt, want ik zit echt zoiets van 
  ik wil niet …ja ik weet eh ..ik zit nu nog wel effentjes lekker maar als ik dat 
  huis eh zeg maar oké wordt dat ze in zicht is dan begint het 
36  SW  ja 
37 C  dat weet ik thuis ook en als ik de bon invul en als ze dat zien dan weet ik het 
  gewoon 
38  SW  ja 
39 C  nou ja 
40  SW  ja ja dan zullen ze wel weer gaan schreeuwen en tieren 
41  C  jaaa
42  SW  ja ja nou weet je wat we doen jij gaat gewoon reageren 
43  C  ja 
44  SW  als er wat is bel je mij
45  C  ja 
46  SW  dus dan maken we gewoon geen nieuwe afspraak tótdat je een huis hebt ge-
  kregen 
47 C  oké 
48  SW  dan bel je mij en dan gaan we gewoon weer afspraken maken ik denk dat het 
  dan gewoon goed is dat je hier komt en dat we gewon kijken van hoe kan je 
  nou het beste reageren dat soort dingen en hoe kan je nou het beste doorzet-
  ten dat lijkt mij het slimste ik weet niet of jij een ander plan hebt maar 
49  C  nee 
50  SW  nee hè nee
51  C  als er wat is dan bel ik je 
52  SW  dan moet je gewoon bellen en dan spreken we gewoon af 
53  C  oké 
54  SW  yes 
55  C  ye
56  SW mooi doen we het zo ……..ik loop even met je mee hoor…….[begeleidt 
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  haar naar de uitgang - MvdH]
(einde van de sessie)

Fragment 23, Interview with SW, 2.12.2004: 
1  R  (...) maar denk je nou dat dat dat eh…dat dat dat het zo zeer cultuur is wat 
  wat eh..wat het anders maakt om met migranten eh of met allochtonen eh 
  hulpverlening eh goede hulpverlening te eh hebben?
2  SW  weet ik niet dat vind ik moeilijk ja..
3  R  ja want je zei gelijk cultuurverschillen 
4  SW  ja ja klopt..ik denk wel dat het ermee heeft te maken dat het er veel mee heeft 
  te maken maar ik denk niet dat het het enige is
5  R mmm mm
6  SW  maar ik denk wel dat het heel belangrijk is dat je wel ehm wat weet van die 
  culturen
7  R  ja 
8  SW  ja 
9  R mmm
10  SW  bijvoorbeeld over maagdelijkheid dat veel meisjes maagd moeten zijn..
11  R  ja 
12  SW  …eh want (SW) en ik hadden een cliënt samen…eh nou dat meisje die eh 
  was al ontmaagd door haar vriend, maar ze zou in de zomer gaan trouwen, 
  dus dat was een drama
13  R  met diezelfde jongen
14  SW  nee met een andere jongen want diezelfde jongen die was met een ander 
  getrouwd, dus uiteindelijk eh had ie haar gewoon links laten liggen zeg maar
15  R  ja 
16  SW  en zij kon niet tegen tegen haar familie vertellen
17  R  jaa
18  SW  omdat ze dan eh uit de familie gezet zou worden zeg maar dan dan zou ze 
  zich, schaamte voelen, haar familie zou haar niet meer willen en haar broers 
  zouden dan die ex-vriend van haar gaan slaan dus dan zou het alleen maar 
  drama worden en ze was heel erg bang voor 
19  R  mmm mm
20  SW  en haar nieuwe vriend die was ook heel erg jaloers typetje, dus toen hebben 
  (SW) en ik gekeken wat we voor haar konden doen en toen uiteindelijk heeft 
  ze gewoon maagdenvlies opnieuw dicht laten naaien
21  R  jaaa
22  SW  want zó belangrijk was het dan voor haar
23  R  jaaa, mmm mm
24  SW  …en ik denk als maatschappelijk werker ehm moet je wel kunnen nagaan eh 
  hoe belangrijk het is voor een persoon
25  R  ja 
26  SW  want ik kan me ook wel voorstellen dat mensen zoiets hebben van Nou ja 
  maagdenvlies laten dichtnaaien waar is dat nou voor nodig..zeg dan gewoon 
  wat er is gebeurd klaar maar daarom is het wel belangrijk
27  R  mmm mm
28  SW  dat je ook een beetje ook weet wat erachter zit 
29  R  jaa
30  SW  waarom die persoon dat persé wil doen waarom het zo belangrijk is
31  R  ja ja 
32  SW  in onze cultuur
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33  R  ja ja 
34  SW  geloof
35  R  ja 
36  SW  dus daarom denk ik dat het wel belangrijk is dat je achtergrondinformatie 
  hebt
37  R  en hoe kwam zij bij deze beslissing dan, dat meisje?
38  SW  eh nou ze had al heel lang in haar hoofd ze kwam er niet echt uit en (SW) en 
  ik hebben haar ook daarbij geholpen
39 R  ja 
40  SW ja dat was dan op dat moment de enige oplossing voor haar, ja
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