Empowered people
Speech by Tof Thissen for the ESN conference in Prague
I’ve always believed in people’s strength. That’s why I’m such an advocate for empowerment. People are not lifetime victims. Never. They can grow and take responsibility. We just need to give them a hand.
In my opinion, a social services organisation has therefore a major responsibility in empowering people to regain control of their own lives. We shouldn’t be talking about people’s disabilities. Let’s talk about their strengths instead and alert them to opportunities. Let’s talk about what people CAN do instead of what they canNOT do. 

I don’t know about your country, but the Dutch social service organisations still have much to learn in this respect. Yes, we are making progress, but the road to real empowerment is long and winding. It takes some time before organisations stop talking about structures and efficiency indicators and instead start to focus on the people, on what they want and what they need. 

Let me go back in history briefly and tell you the story of Mascha. Mascha was a woman who had been on benefits for 18 years. She didn’t mind being without a job at all. She could live quite comfortably on her benefits and never had a dull moment. When she wasn’t doing housework she was at her PC. Shopping was an event made to last for a whole afternoon. She would stroll at leisure through the supermarket, chatting to someone about the weather as she picked up a loaf of bread. In the vegetables section, she would discuss the best sauces for cauliflower. And, before leaving, she would exchange jokes with the cashier. 

A paid job? No, she didn’t have one. She didn’t need one either. She got her money from social services and, as far as she was concerned, was doing just fine. 
During the 1980s, when unemployment levels rose due to economic decline, people like Mascha became a common feature in the Netherlands. We came to view unemployed people, those entitled to benefits, and the occupationally disabled as victims of the economy and the system. I repeat: as victims. The benefit became a form of compensation with no strings attached. The Netherlands became a welfare state that made people passive. 
The unemployed were angry at first. But anger subsides with time, so many people accepted their new existence – they got used to it.

Our social services were the perfect expression of this passive culture that victimized people. For decades, the key duty of social services organisations was to pay out benefits on time. Nothing more, nothing less; we were simply administrative offices, benefit factories. We just did the paperwork. 
When the economy recovered at the end of the 1980s and start of the 1990s, part of the unemployed returned to work, but a considerable number did not. What could be there for them to do? By then, they had not been part of the working population for years. We had marginalised them and made them dependent. We had corroded their souls and senses so thoroughly that they no longer believed in their own abilities and potential. This is what had happened to Mascha as well.
But our views on unemployment started to change. After all, how social is it to declare people superfluous and dump them into benefit schemes? Isn’t that simply a form of exclusion? Isn’t it far more social, in fact, to extend a hand and help people become active members of society again through jobs or voluntary work? That realisation dawned on us slowly, until it gradually became clear as a clarion call. Moreover, the late 1990s proved to be a period of unprecedented job growth, and activation became the new tenet.
In 2004, the Dutch government introduced new legislation on social assistance: the Work and Social Assistance Act. The Act was a concrete expression of the evolution in thought and action that had been going on for years. The activating welfare state became the underlying principle for everything we did.
The new Act articulates this paradigm shift with the motto ‘Work over income’. These days, anyone who reports to social services to apply for a benefit first has to have a serious conversation about work. People are personally responsible for securing their own incomes to their best efforts and abilities. And if someone requires assistance, we provide it. 
Work taking precedence over income is revolutionary for the Netherlands. We no longer reduce people to being poor and needy victims. The objective of the Work and Social Assistance Act is precisely the opposite: it aims to activate people, to foster a belief in their own potential, talents and skills. The Work and Social Assistance Act therefore empowers and emancipates people. 
Having said that, it soon became clear that such a revolution does not come about without a struggle. The man and woman in the street had to get used to the new Act’s fundamental principle. If you have been told for years that you aren’t worth a penny, it is difficult to change your mindset about that and to start believing in your own potential. But I know and I have seen that people start to thrive when they are stimulated to get the best out of themselves. Just start by asking them: what is your dream and how can I help you make it come true?
The same held true for the professional who had to implement the Act, the municipal social services departments. They too struggled with the new approach. The new Act requires their active engagement with the client, aiming for work and removing barriers to the labour market. It also requires courage; courage to let go of the procedures and protocols we had become so accustomed to, and courage to communicate with the most vulnerable people, help them resolve their problems and make them feel that their lives and dreams are meaningful. 
It takes some getting used to. The professional is evolving from an administrator and bureaucrat into a coach. The professional has to stimulate and encourage the individual on benefits to assume personal responsibility, to turn their life around. And just telling people what to do won’t do. If you want to activate people, you have to offer them an active role in this process. People should be shown respect, be supported, and be free to make choices. Social service organisations have to support this process, not prescribe it. 
So … involve people, empower them, and teach them to take responsibility and make their own choices.

I am personally very fond of the so-called ‘person-related budget’ that a growing group of Dutch municipalities is implementing for reintegration purposes. This type of budget gives benefit claimants the freedom to arrange their own reintegration trajectory. Those who wish to make use of it have to write a well-reasoned proposal and draw up a budget. If the municipal authorities approve of the plan, social services will pay the cost of training and coaching (to a set maximum, of course). In short: people are given responsibility for their own future and most grab the opportunity with both hands. 

Empowerment is the key to success, I cannot repeat this enough. We have to allow people take charge much more and customize our care to their needs. We have to tell them that they are welcome, that they are worth it. People, all people, need to feel that they matter. That we need them.

That’s why I told you the story of Mascha. She had been on welfare for 18 years. But is no longer. She returned to work in 2005 through a Work First Programme. She didn’t want to at first, but she had to. She told about it at a Divosa conference, saying that she made difficulties for seven hours on her first day at work and then got over it. And she grabbed the opportunity given to her with both hands. She currently works as a kind of ‘mother superior’, supervising young people with behavioural problems and helping them find their place in society. There is just one thing she holds against social services, and that is their failure to contact her ten years earlier. She now feels more appreciated and happier than ever before. Her empowerment made her start a new life.
The story of Mascha is a story of growth. It’s a story about making the most of your own capacities. And what holds true for the reintegration of people on the labour market also holds true for elderly people, disabled people, and people with parenting problems. They too should be encouraged and supported to seize the day and seize their lives. And this is a responsibility we as social service organisations should take. It’s the reason why we have to continue to listen to the voices of people like Mascha and all the other people who need our support. Don’t we all want people to fulfil their potential?
Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your attention.
