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Abstract 

One of the most prominent trends in Western welfare capitalism during the last decades has been the 

expansion of welfare services as an outcome of the transition from the Fordist to a ‘post-industrial’ 

settlement, driven by changes in the wider society and the economic system. The advent of what has 

been called a ‘welfare service state’ is part and parcel of a broader transformation propelled by the 

paradigms of ‘activation’ and ‘social investment’, with all the ambiguities endemic to intentions to en-

sure a more egalitarian distribution of human capital by an increased commodification of labour. These 

ambiguities impact upon the universe of welfare service provision which must deal with incompatible 

rationales, that is, a market and business logic on the one hand, and ‘professional’ and ethical norms on 

the other. Inspired by the ‘cultural political economy’ approach, we contend that insights into the ‘mental 

processing’ of human services by specialised organisations under these institutional conditions are cru-

cial for understanding the chemistry of contemporary welfare capitalism more generally. To capture the 

role of the welfare service sector in the current settlement, we draw on findings from the field of con-

tinuing and vocational education for jobseekers and young people – a sector which has been largely 

neglected by the public debate in recent years, despite its growing importance in times of ongoing tech-

nological change. Our paper is based on qualitative case studies conducted in two regions of Germany, 

and our research concept borrows from different bodies of theory that deal with the political economy 

and sociology of the welfare state, human service organisations, and with emotional work. First, we 

explore the organisational dynamics of welfare service providers in their interaction with a quasi-mar-

ket-based governance model; secondly, we scrutinize the sense-making of the service-providing person-

nel with an eye on how it is influenced by the conflicting rationales mentioned above. More specifically, 

we argue that emotional dynamics within the organisational settings under scrutiny are an important 

catalyst in the transformation of the political economy of contemporary welfare capitalism, moderating 

the interplay of institutional governance, organisational steering, and individual self-management. The 

mechanisms at play are conceptualised as emotional regimes which make the welfare service sector 

work despite its institutionalised precarity – even during the Covid-19 pandemic that can be seen as an 

‘eye-opener’ to longstanding problems of the sector under study. Our analysis also suggests that there 

may be a tipping point at which these mechanisms cease to accommodate the post-industrial settlement 

of a ‘recommodified’ welfare capitalism. 
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Introduction 

 

For scholars studying the evolving assemblage of modern capitalism, it is commonplace wis-

dom that the welfare state constitutes a cornerstone in the latter’s political economy (Gough 

1979; Offe 1984; Hay & Wincott 2012; Bayliss et al. 2017). Welfare state institutions moderate, 

and contribute to, the making and re-making of the political economic order. As with other 

components of the political economy, they accommodate both economic transactions and non-

economic human arrangements. In this universe, insights into the role and development of rel-

evant institutions inform functionalist explanations of welfare state expansion and change 

which have always been a building block of political economy scholarship and continue to 

engage the latter (Przeworski 1973; Jessop 2002; 2022). In general, academic work in this uni-

verse pictures the political embeddedness of wealth distribution, as well as the modern state’s 

role in regulating economic transactions, concerning issues such as consumption, investment, 

or financialization (see for instance Hein et al. 2019). 

In doing so, this scholarship foregrounds non-economic foundations of capitalist market econ-

omies, for instance when dealing with their social reproduction regime and interface with dem-

ocratic politics (Streeck 2013). The place of welfare state institutions in the wider economy, so 

the argument goes, cannot be understood without decoding the interplay of articulated interests 

and ensuing power arrangements in the political system (Ringen 1987; Goodin 1998; Iversen 

& Soskice 2019). This includes the mechanisms by which economic elites maintain or defend 

their hegemony in policy-making processes (Morgan 2016; Palley 2020). Thus, the advent and 

resilience of neoliberal approaches to welfare state governance in the new Millennium have 

been an eminent topic of the wider debate (Crouch 2011). In this vein, a critical political econ-

omy perspective on modern societies is geared towards understanding the making and unmak-

ing of the social conditions which make welfare capitalism(s) work and change, to unveil the 

complex dynamics at work in this very process. Throughout this paper, we argue that the ‘emo-

tional factor’ is an important component of these social conditions. Moreover, we show how 

this factor affects a particular set of welfare state institutions, that is, those concerned with 

publicly funded vocational training and continuing education services for jobseekers and young 

people. These service activities are conceived of as being emblematic of recent trends in what 

some scholars have labelled the ‘welfare service state’ and have grown in importance over the 

last decades (see below). 

Our analysis falls into four sections. First, we elaborate on the development of publicly regu-

lated human service sectors and emotional dynamics therein, discussing their relevance for a 
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political economy approach towards developments in contemporary welfare capitalism. Sec-

ond, we portray the wider context of our case studies, illuminating the hybrid character of the 

aforementioned ‘welfare service state’ and the inherent governance agenda exposing the pub-

licly funded continuing education and active inclusion (PCI) sector to what we refer to as ‘in-

stitutional precarity’. This will also be illustrated by summarizing findings about the repercus-

sions of the COVID-19 crisis breaking out in early 2020. The third section sheds light on the 

organisational dynamics associated with this transformation, in particular the role of ‘emotional 

regimes’ when it comes to coping with the tensions that the sector is facing. We will point out 

in what ways these regimes accommodate the institutional regulation of the sector, arguing that 

the latter’s core functions are destabilized by the emotional mechanisms in play. Finally, we 

draw conclusions concerning the value that our analysis adds to the political economy scholar-

ship. 

 

1. The political economy of the ‘welfare service state’ and its non-economic foundations 

As is well-known, a critical conjunction in the development of Western welfare capitalism has 

been the transition from the Fordist to a post-industrial settlement.1 Early assessments of this 

movement (see for instance Gough 1979; Offe 1984) have paved the way for capturing the 

chemistry of new welfare state arrangements under (more or less) ‘neoliberal’ regulatory frame-

works. These frameworks have altered the interlinkage between social policies and the regula-

tion of the wider economy (see, for instance, Jessop 2022) and have markedly transformed the 

welfare state’s infrastructure (Bode 2003; Bayliss et al. 2017; Betzelt & Fehmel 2022). In this 

context, one should account for the fact that, with the aforementioned transition process taking 

place from the 1990s onwards, welfare services have developed into a key component of this 

infrastructure. The related set of activities – also referred to as social or human services – has 

long been neglected in studies on the political economy of welfare capitalism and the welfare 

state literature more generally, even though human services developed as a strong pillar of the 

20th century welfare state and received a strong boost from the 1990s onwards.  

During the last two decades, however, this universe has attracted greater attention in the wider 

literature (see, for instance, Anttonen et al. 2003; Martinelli et al. 2017). Given its rapid growth, 

scholars have developed an increased interest into studying ‘organised’ social reproduction in 

state-regulated worlds of welfare, in part because new gender and family models have triggered 

                                                             
1 By using the notion of post-industrial society we do not imply that industrial forms of waged work have disap-

peared or become marginal in current Western economies. However, over the last decades, the latter have seen 

strong trends of tertiarisation which have not only strongly affected the manufacturing industries but also entail 

the large expansion personal services provided through interactive work. While some of these services are low-

skilled, many others (like in health care or education) require higher qualifications. 
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dynamics of change across various welfare state models (Aulenbacher et al. 2018). Moreover, 

the mantra of ‘social investment’ (Hemerijck 2013), cherished by centre-left politicians (and 

academics sympathetic with them) including at EU level, has directed attention to the potential 

of welfare services when it comes to a more egalitarian distribution of human capital. This holds 

notwithstanding the fact that this mantra – and attempts to defend it on academic grounds – 

appear flawed in various respects (see the recent comment by Parolin & van Lancker 2021). 

Relatedly, critical assessments of qualitative change in welfare state approaches towards 

(re)shaping social rights and the access to human services have illuminated the rise of ‘activa-

tion’ policies with a potential to discipline or (re-)’commodify’ certain welfare state stakehold-

ers (Betzelt & Bothfeld 2011; Pinto 2019; Dukelow 2021). This work suggests that service-

based operations of ‘people changing’ (Hasenfeld 1983)2 have adopted a new character which 

deserves academic scrutiny to better understand the contemporary political economy of West-

ern welfare capitalism.  

These dynamics, aligning with changing economic environments such as the rise of a 

knowledge society in most advanced Western countries (Jessop 2022), are featuring both new 

types of low-skilled jobs and knowledge-intensive employment opportunities. This develop-

ment has bred types of social intervention which tend to “refunctionalize the inherited welfare 

state to serve economic interests” in new ways (ibid: 110). Activation policies – also referred 

to as welfare-to-work and social inclusion schemes – are a case in point as they are often aimed 

at adapting the workforce to transformed labour markets, concerning (in particular) low-skilled 

jobs. Besides other varieties of human services such as elderly care and support to chronically 

disabled people, social intervention propelled by these policies has become an important agenda 

of 21st century welfare states internationally (see below). A group of scholars dealing with so-

cial work and work-related empowerment has argued that this agenda has led into the formation 

of what they label a welfare service state (Bonvin et al. 2018). In stating that social and human 

services have grown into an important pillar of contemporary welfare states3, they somehow 

put old wine in new bottles, given that this movement had been identified long before they have 

invented this notion (Anttonen et al. 2003; Jensen 2011; Martinelli et al. 2017). However, their 

discussion has some merits as it highlights the inherently ambivalent character of state-regu-

lated human services in 21st century welfare capitalism. On the one hand, a good deal of these 

services are imbued with commercial or authoritarian spirit, while, on the other, some pro-

                                                             
2 According to Hasenfeld, ‘people changing’ is, broadly speaking, a major function of social intervention processes 

in modern welfare states, aimed at making target groups adapt to societal expectations. 
3 In the wider welfare state literature, it is common to distinguish monetary social benefits and human services 

based on interaction work, with the former having long been the central focus of the related scholarship. 
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grammes have been instigated with the promise to improve social integration and the empow-

erment of disadvantaged citizens. While related promises sit uneasily with inconsistencies in 

prevailing policy designs (Bode & Moro 2021), they nourish hopes of the human services in-

frastructure to provide new opportunities to people facing problems on the post-industrial la-

bour market. Thus, the notion of the welfare service state not only stresses the critical role of 

human interaction work in contemporary worlds of welfare capitalism, but it also makes us 

aware of the fact that related settings are infused with contradictory orientations, including 

those of the workforce providing such services. 

We contend that the ‘processing’ of services by the providers has become a crucial factor in the 

transformation of the political economy of contemporary welfare capitalism. Importantly, the 

welfare service state exhibits a political economy on its own, encapsulated in a governance 

model which channels resources to specialised organisations and establishes power relations in 

the sector in which these organisations operate. However, to really capture this sector’s role and 

the ongoing dynamics at the interface with the welfare state, we need to dig deeper and go 

beyond the traditional political economy literature dealing with the economic role of welfare 

states.  

A good starting point here are pleas articulated by current political economists who want us “to 

expand what counts as political economy so that we are capable of seeing the things that truly 

matter in the lived experience of real-world subjects” (Best et al. 2021: 219). This implies ac-

knowledging, first of all, that organisational dynamics operate as a regulatory force (for a sim-

ilar observation, see Nunn & Morgan 2020). In particular, these dynamics include inter-organ-

isational governance processes which involve public agencies and (formally independent) wel-

fare service providers, thus constituting an important mechanism in a welfare service state’s 

political economy (Smith 2010). Such dynamics and processes can be viewed to reflect the 

political economy of the welfare service state. Secondly, we should pay credit to non-economic 

elements of political economy arrangements, as these elements help damp tensions arising from 

contradictions in welfare state regulation – bearing in mind that they may also distort the latter. 

Recently, such elements have gained attraction in some parts of the political economy literature. 

For instance, Sum and Jessop (2013), discussing the foundations of what they refer to as cul-

tural political economy, argue that the sense-making around economic processes is of utmost 

importance to the regulation of modern welfare capitalism. Thus, a certain hegemonic discourse 

or the ideological loading of distinctive regulatory concepts may have a huge impact on eco-

nomic transactions or organisational behaviour, including when it comes to human service pro-

vision. In this context, the sense-making of involved managers and frontline agents may matter 

greatly, for instance when being imbued with governmentality (see below). 
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More generally, related transactions and processes are rife with emotional dynamics susceptible 

to impinge on the implementation of welfare state programmes. Until recently, emotions have 

been a blind spot in scholarly work engaged with welfare state issues (but see Betzelt & Bode 

2017; De Sena & Scribano 2020) while being widely ignored by the literature dealing with the 

political economy of welfare capitalism (but see van Winden 2015). More recently, they have 

been included into studies on welfare bureaucracies and agencies for human service provision 

(Penz & Sauer 2019; Winter et al. 2019; Turtiainen et al. 2022), yet this research is still in its 

infancy. When accounting for insights from economic sociology more largely, there are good 

reasons to assume that the processing of welfare state programmes is influenced by emotional 

factors, most prominently in settings with intense human interaction. What is more, as will be 

spelled out further below, these processes – and, by extension, the implementation of mandates 

from the welfare service state – can be supposed to take shape with what can be named emo-

tional regimes, that is, a set of mechanisms governing organisational behaviour in systematic 

ways (although this set is based on a complex mixture of feelings, as we will further explain). 

We reckon that the nature of these regimes is critical to the role of people-changing organisa-

tions and should be scrutinized with a focus on their interlinkage with the political economy of 

contemporary welfare capitalism. The case under study in this paper is the field of publicly 

funded continuing education and active inclusion (PCI) as an increasingly important subsector 

of the welfare service state. Basically, two regulatory agendas are associated with this sector. 

On the one hand, it has, or is to, become heavily involved in the life-long education and training 

of the wider workforce of contemporary economies, due to ongoing technological change, un-

leashed digitalization, and pending needs for the ecological transformation of the economy 

(Guile & Unwin 2019). On the other hand, programmes of post-school training and ‘organised’ 

labour market integration are high on the agenda of European welfare states for some time now, 

with various initiatives geared towards what is referred to at EU level as ‘active inclusion’ 

(Scalise 2020). In most Western societies, such initiatives are intertwined with the aforemen-

tioned activation policies and welfare-to-work schemes through which distinctive sections of 

the working population are led (or urged) to improve their ‘employability’. While related forms 

of social intervention often exhibit disciplining functions and are expected to ‘grease’ the cap-

italist economy, some of them are (also) aimed at developing the human capital of citizens 

excluded from secure employment and a ‘standard’ life course. Related activities are run in 

special settings offering various types of vocational education and training of work-related 

skills (broadly conceived). Thus, at least in official terms, the mission devolved to the PCI 

sector embraces elements of personal empowerment which are contained in role scripts for so-
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cial workers and pedagogical staff more generally. These elements can be assumed to be in-

grained in the mind-set of the workforce of typical service providers – which is highly relevant 

to organisational dynamics of the sector, as we shall see below. 

While the overall field has received little attention in the wider literature dealing with work and 

welfare, it has come to form a central pillar of the labour market policy infrastructure in Europe. 

Therefore, an in-depth inspection of institutional as well as organisational dynamics in this pil-

lar promises interesting insights into the evolving political economy of the welfare service state. 

This also holds for Germany, the country on which the subsequent analysis will concentrate. 

Drawing on evidence from case studies conducted over the last two years in two regional set-

tings4, this analysis has a two-fold focus. On the one hand, it portrays the precarious circum-

stances under which organisations in this field are delivering their services, also with a side 

glance on what organisations in this field were experiencing during the COVID-19 crisis. On 

the other, we illustrate how these circumstances take shape with economic transactions and 

power relations within the field, that is, the political economy of the sector or the welfare service 

state more broadly. In essence, we picture how the related governance model translates into 

emotional regimes that govern relevant organisational and work processes in that field. 

The inspection of experiences made by the sector’s workforce enables us to shed light on major 

implications of altered institutional regulations in post-industrial welfare states. Emotional re-

gimes are shown to be non-economic mechanisms through which the sector implements an 

overarching economic order. More specifically, our analysis brings to the fore how organisa-

tional agents are involved in ‘emotionalised’ activities of management and self-management, 

including by becoming immersed in a governmentality which contributes to reproduce the ad-

verse conditions under which services are provided.5 We argue that the overall configuration 

stabilises the entrenched political economy of the sector in many ways, for instance by consol-

idating the extant governance model and inbuilt power relations, as our evidence illustrates for 

a number of cases. At the same time, the established organisational settlement also builds on 

'idiosyncratic' orientations engrained in professional ethos and public welfare norms. While 

often contributing to stability, these orientations can also sit uneasily with hegemonic economic 

                                                             
4 We are drawing on a research project funded by the Hans Böckler Foundation („EmoSol - Emotional regimes 

and solidarity in interaction work"), conducted at the Berlin School of Economics and Law and at the University 

of Kassel. The qualitative material used consists of problem-centered interviews with employees, middle and top 

managers as well as focus group discussions with members of nonprofit providers in two regional settings. It is 

complemented by results from expert interviews with professional associations and trade unions. The interpreta-

tion of the data was partially hermeneutic in kind, with a focus on the sense-making of interviewees. The quotes 

in section 3. (translated from German by the authors) serve as an illustration, reflecting evidence from further 

statements contained in our material. An overview of the acronyms used throughout can be found at the end of the 

article. Direct quotes from interviews are indicated by double quotation marks. 
5 Scholarly sociological work (mainly) from Germany has illuminated such strategies and mechanisms of ‘self-

rule’ by portraying the so-called ‘subjectivation of work’ (Kleemann & Voß 2018; Matuschek 2021) and related 

patterns of governmentality (Bröckling et al. 2000; Bonvin et al. 2018). 
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logics and be susceptible to produce emotion-driven organisational tensions – which, under 

certain conditions, can undermine the sector’s functionality in some instances. 

In the remainder of this paper, we elaborate on this configuration by dealing with the example 

of publicly regulated activities of continuing education and (vocational) training activities out-

side the ‘mainstream’ educational system, targeted at unemployed people and young adults. 

Drawing on empirical results from our own field work, we will sketch the general characteris-

tics of the sector under study and what we refer to as emotional regimes in relevant organisa-

tional settings. This will feed into a final discussion of our findings in the light of the observa-

tions made in this first section of the working paper. 

 

2. The field under study: General characteristics and dynamics 

2.1 Hybrid governance: Structural tensions produced by the 'welfare service state'  

As noted, the term 'welfare service state' has been used to illuminate the expansion of publicly 

regulated, person-related social services since the 1990s (Bonvin et al. 2018). Germany is a 

case in point (Bode 2013: 83; 95ff; 2017a). This expansion is often viewed to signal the end of 

the Fordist-Keynesian model of welfare capitalism and related social policies with their focus 

on redistributive benefits to combat poverty and unemployment. The subsequent agenda is the 

one of an ‘activating’ welfare state focusing on ‘social investment’ (Hemerijck 2013). Notwith-

standing international differences, this agenda is aimed at increasing the human capital of citi-

zens and adapting them to the requirements of post-industrial labour markets as mentioned 

above. At the same time, the agenda is expected to prevent social risks prior to their emergence. 

The new approach, taking shape in the 2000s, was associated with the curtailment of cash ben-

efits on the one hand, and a deregulation and (re-)commodification of paid employment, on the 

other (Betzelt & Bothfeld 2011a; Dukelow 2021). Entitlements to jobseeker allowances have 

been transformed into welfare-to-work benefits as an offer major target groups could hardly 

refuse (Lødemel & Trickey 2001). In part, this came with an increased social and behavioural 

control of the workforce, especially at the lower-end of the status-order of Western labour mar-

kets (Betzelt & Bothfeld 2011b). Among other things, this materialized in obligations of 

jobseekers to enter vocational training programmes and continuing education based on a wel-

fare-to-work rationale. Otto et al. (2020) have referred to this overall movement as the ‘educa-

tionalisation’ of the welfare state (for a similar reading, see Valiente et al. 2020). 

A further movement associated with this trend has been the transformation of the supply struc-

ture and governance of social service provision (Martinelli et al. 2017). Most notably, typical 

service providers have restructured their internal processes in accordance with the requirements 
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of New Public Management (NPM).6 In the German PCI field, this has been particularly blatant. 

The Federal Employment Agency (FEA – Bundesagentur für Arbeit) is responsible for imple-

menting the legal frameworks of labour market policies, including occupational education and 

training schemes for jobseekers, regulated by the German Social Code II & III (Sozialge-

setzbuch II & III).7 Through its regional procurement centres, the FEA invites applications for 

different types of fixed-term vocational training schemes for certain target groups (like young 

and adult jobseekers) in a sophisticated public tender procedure. When bidding for contracts, 

PCI service providers submit detailed proposals for such training schemes, yet without having 

any information about competing proposals in terms of prices or concepts. This opaque market 

situation sets strong cost pressures concerning the prices charged for a given service (say, a 

training course). Providers are thus exposed to permanent competitive stress and, moreover, 

subject to meticulous output control, measured by highly standardized performance indicators 

(e.g., numbers of participants successfully completing courses, or job placements). This quasi-

market exposure incentivises internal cost-cutting operations and results in poor employment 

conditions throughout the sector, combining with a propensity to accept lower skills among the 

personnel and with constant economic uncertainty concerning a provider’s order volume 

(Brenke et al. 2018). 

Internationally, providers in this area have become ‘activated’ in the sense of being urged to 

comply with externally set conditions – similar to what has happened to users of employment 

services (Bonvin et al. 2018; Betzelt 2019; Pinto 2019). The paternalistic orientation contained 

in the aforementioned policy agenda lends itself to disciplining both the clientele addressed and 

the organisations entrusted with making it fit for a labour market which is increasingly demand-

ing and replete with precarious jobs (Atzmüller & Knecht 2016). In this vein, current PCI 

schemes also encourage some groups of users to understand themselves as competition-driven 

consumers of work integration services – which implies that providers and their agents are led 

to conceive of themselves as business-oriented market actors (Korczynski & Bishop 2008; 

Hasenfeld & Garrow 2012; Penz & Sauer 2019). This overall governance model is widely based 

on standardized tools for performance measurement which put strain on professional and ethical 

orientations of social service systems more generally (Mik-Meyer 2018; Bode 2019). 

                                                             
6 NPM is a specific doctrine of public administration which has taken shape as a paradigm opposed to the classical 

bureaucratic model since the 1980s. Inspired by neoliberal thinking, this paradigm – which began to proliferate in 

the U.S. and the U.K. (under Prime Minister Thatcher) – proposes a governance model and a set of management 

techniques for public administration which resemble practices established in private business organisations. Typ-

ical hallmarks of this approach include cost-efficiency; numeric effectiveness; customer focus; and market-like 

regulation including by contracts. See e.g. Kapucu (2006).  
7 In Germany, the Federal Employment Agency is constituted as a tripartite arrangement involving employers, 

trade unions and the state. In operational terms, the related infrastructure is decentralized and based on regional 

and local jobcentres which implement legal frameworks according to federal law, with some leeway concerning 

their implementation according to local or regional circumstances. 
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That said, findings from various welfare sectors suggest that – in contrast to what the welfare 

service approach seems to assume – these systems and their agents do not always internalize 

the economic logic imposed from outside. Rather, this logic collides with an emancipatory ra-

tionale which is part of the official mandate of human service providers and has often been 

found to be instilled in mission-driven providers and their agents as well. As findings from 

various areas of human service provision indicate, many organisations in the field have re-

mained committed to empowering users and to enabling them to live a self-determined life (as 

far as possible). In their work context, professionally and culturally anchored notions remain 

largely effective (Gottschall et al. 2017; Penz et al. 2017; Will-Zocholl & Hardering 2018; Ja-

cobsson et al. 2020). These normative ideas reflect an emotionally underpinned moral order 

characterized by norms of care, fairness and loyalty (Klatetzki 2013: 197ff).  

Against this backdrop, organisations and employees operating in the area of organised welfare 

provision – including the PCI sector – are faced with conflicting requirements and their impli-

cations concerning their occupational identity. In other words, the welfare service state devel-

ops under conditions of hybrid governance which urges organisations to obey to different logics 

and to develop pragmatic coping strategies.8 As will be argued below, this is prone to produce 

tense emotional states related to pressures to ‘survive’ in their own organisation. Importantly, 

hybridity does not stand for a harmonious amalgam of multiple orientations which leads to 

enhanced performance, as is sometimes assumed (Noordegraaf 2015). Rather, the above-men-

tioned conditions create structural dilemmas between bureaucratic prescriptions and modes of 

social intervention aimed at responding to rapidly changing and instable social needs, encoun-

tered by street-level bureaucrats out in the field. This classical dilemma typical of human ser-

vice provision in modern societies (see Lipsky 1980) is exacerbated by the NPM-driven gov-

ernance mode which has pervaded the social welfare sector (not only) in Germany. With this 

model, interaction work undergoes an ever more formalized controlling process geared towards 

maximizing the cost-efficiency of welfare programmes. In the PCI field, efficiency is measured 

in terms of job placements and educational certificates.  

Related forms of output measurement conflict with more holistic concepts which are resource-

intensive and sensitive to the conditions of the individual user. These concepts, typical of social 

care professions (broadly conceived), are ultimately based on relational work which cannot be 

easily cast into standardized tools for performance management (Hasenfeld 1983; Décieux 

2020). Relational work is mostly indispensable in human service work, even more so as the 

                                                             
8 This contention resonates with observations made in the wider literature on the contemporary German human 

service sector (see, for instance Grunwald & Roß 2018). 
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involved professions often want to perform in more holistic ways. Thus, the NPM-driven gov-

ernance model exacerbates the hybrid character of organised human service provision. This 

model comes with increased pressures to balance tensions between ‘market goals’ and ‘profes-

sional morality' in order to provide an acceptable quality of service delivery despite adverse 

circumstances. Hence, the infrastructure of the ‘welfare service state’ in Germany is exposed 

to structural tensions – which begs the question of how these tensions are processed at both 

organisational and individual level. 

 

2.2 Institutional precarity: The regulation of continuing education and active inclusion in con-

temporary Germany 

As noted briefly in the preceding section, the PCI sector in Germany is emblematic of the wel-

fare service state in 21st century Europe. Like other countries, Germany has recently seen a 

renewed political interest in developing publicly funded service provision in this field. Voca-

tional education and training have been viewed to become ever more critical to the country’s 

economic development, given much-debated needs for ‘lifelong learning’ (Dobischat et al. 

2018; Herbrechter 2018; Atzmüller & Knecht 2016). That said, the growing emphasis on robust 

operational capacities in the overall education system is in a stark contrast to regulatory devel-

opments affecting the PCI sector over the last two decades. In Germany, the history of the sector 

has been quite volatile in terms of public policies. However, the PCI field in this country is one 

area in which NPM-driven governance models have been implemented in rather pure forms 

(Albert et al. 2022). After massive cuts into the PCI budget during the 2000s with the so-called 

‘Hartz reforms’, these models have been introduced to make the sector deliver on the terms 

depicted above. The legal framework in effect since then embraces the aforementioned pro-

curement model, as well as a voucher system through which jobseekers are invited to select 

training programmes on the PCI market (Knuth 2018). PCI programmes are designed by the 

Federal Employment Agency (FEA), that is, the national headquarter of the labour market ad-

ministration which rolls them out across the wider territory, with regional agencies implement-

ing them according to local situations. Based on volatile quasi-markets and permanent cost 

pressures devolved on service providers, they do not only ‘activate’ jobseekers but also the 

organisations providing services to them, like elsewhere in Europe (see McGann 2021). Not-

withstanding that the organisations’ workforce exhibits high skills – a good deal of it has aca-

demic qualifications – the labour market for PCI services features low salaries, a high propor-

tion of fixed-term contracts, contract work, and a lot of part-time work (Elias 2018). Since 2012, 

a minimum wage applies, yet there is no industry-wide collective agreement, due to a frag-

mented landscape of service providers (some public, some non-profit, many commercial). Thus, 
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the PCI field embodies a transitional labour market with high fluctuation rates and a notorious 

shortage of skilled workers.  

Active inclusion programmes addressing young people are a cornerstone of this field and have 

seen a boost with the arrival of new immigrants and refugees from 2015 onwards. As these 

programmes focus on disadvantaged sections of the younger population, a social work compo-

nent is contained in most of them. Welfare-to-work benefits only matter for adolescents older 

than 18 of age, yet there are strong moral pressures on younger users to enter into these pro-

grammes. Compared to activities for adult jobseekers, the legal framework is more variegated 

as providers receive mandates not only from employment services, but also from municipalities, 

regional states and the EU Social Fund (Mairhofer 2017). The commissioning process here is 

often less competitive and less formalized than in the procurement system run by the FEA. 

Some programmes open up greater scope for responding to evolving needs and for developing 

more holistic intervention strategies. Nevertheless, employment conditions in this sub-sector 

are hardly more stable than in the rest of the PCI sector, given that most mandates are fixed-

term and the part of activities run under the aforementioned procurement scheme can be con-

siderable. Experts from this area point out that, over the last two decades, the latter has seen 

developments resembling the ones depicted above, that is, the proliferation of the ‘activation 

logic’, increased external control based on NPM-reasoning; and an increase of the workload, in 

part due to a more ‘complicated’ clientele. In a nutshell, the PCI sector in Germany is shaped 

by institutional precarity, whatever the programmes and target groups. 

Problems met during the COVID-19 crisis bear witness to this and exemplify the very condi-

tions under which PCI services are run in contemporary Germany. In a meta-study on Corona's 

consequences for continuing education (Denninger & Käpplinger 2021: 171-174), it was found 

that the COVID 19 crisis show-cased structural problems in the sector, beyond the pressing 

issue of notorious underfunding (ibid: 174). The management of the crisis was complicated by 

the fact that the clientele of PCI programmes had become more challenging already prior to the 

pandemic. “Users are becoming more difficult” (WB_RL), due to increased psycho-social 

problems (Tippelt & Lindemann 2018), for instance. After the outbreak of the pandemic, the 

sector’s precarious character became particularly visible, not only with regard to economic 

hardship for many providers (Christ et al. 2021: 234). Major expressions of this were disconti-

nuities in the commissioning of mandates, the frequent postponement of courses and related 

funding streams, as well as problems to meet special sanitary requirements and to cope with a 

reduced flow of participants (Christ & Koscheck 2021: 13-15).9 A large majority of providers 

                                                             
9 It should be mentioned that many providers fell under a compensation scheme addressing employers affected by 

the pandemic. However, according to available survey data, a good deal of them (39%) had to introduce short-

time work, while others (17%) laid off parts of their workforce and a further 8% left employees without pay (ibid: 
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(81%) reported that their employees were exposed to psychological stress (ibid.: 9). One out of 

three was observed to be afraid of being laid off.10 Overall, it appears that the Corona crisis was 

an ‘eye-opener’ for problems that are symptomatic of developments in the wider ‘welfare ser-

vice state’ and have intensified as a result of the crisis.  

Prior to the pandemic, the welfare state's mandate had become narrowed down and less holistic 

which implies that educational practice geared towards empowering users turns out to be more 

challenging. There were new constraints imposed on provider organisations and their work-

force. Working conditions were changing for all stakeholders, including middle managers in-

volved in designing and ‘selling’ learning programmes, lecturers doing contract work, service 

users, and not to forget top leaders (Albert et al. 2021). The pandemic revealed the rules of the 

game established in the PCI sector. Many providers let fixed-term contracts expire – which, 

according to works council members11 we interviewed, was convenient to some employers. 

Likewise, respondents employed by a faith-based provider mentioned that the latter “fired an 

entire department” (WB_J) due to a massive decline of commissioned mandates. Staff doing 

contract work had to accept their hourly rates being curtailed whereas educators had to develop 

online courses from scratch or to individually organise face-to-face lessons under convoluted 

hygiene rules, in a mode of “learning-by-doing into the night” (BR_2). In didactical terms, the 

digital elements abruptly introduced in the teaching programmes called for “emergency solu-

tions for the vast majority of target groups” (WB_G1). More generally, the constant change in 

both the Covid-related restrictions and the courses’ contents – largely defined by the commis-

sioning bodies – was viewed to impede a more foresighted conceptualisation of PCI work.  

After all, the precarity endemic to the entire industry, while having become particularly virulent 

during the pandemic, has institutional roots and is deeply entrenched in the governance model 

organising the sector. As long as this model is in force, providers will “somehow continue to 

sit on the fence [...] and will have to develop concepts from scratch”, as a works council mem-

ber notes. But how do providers and their agents manage to cope with the difficult task of 

balancing out incompatible job requirements, which mechanisms come into play in this process, 

and what are their wider repercussions? The following sections will provide answers to these 

questions. 

 

                                                             
8). One out of ten agencies were unable to extend fixed-term job contracts although this had been envisaged prior 

to the crisis. 
10 The crisis seems to hit contract work staff in the first instance. For example, in the above survey, 70% of the 

agencies agreed with the statement that these were faced by enormous distress.  
11 In the German system of industrial relations, employees in private, non-profit and public sector undertakings are 

entitled to endow colleagues with a mandate for representing them vis-à-vis the management of these undertakings. 

Above a certain threshold in terms of number of staff, these representatives form a ‘works council’ (Betriebsrat). 
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3. Digging deeper: Emotional regimes, lubricants or fire accelerant? 

The implications of the precarity instilled in the PCI field can be grasped in greater details by 

adopting an organisational perspective and focusing on emotional dynamics. A promising ap-

proach consists of investigating the internal coordination within selected organisations and ex-

ploring the role of emotional dynamics in this process. This approach helps to uncover how the 

sector continues to function despite the challenges described above. In what follows, we argue 

that emotional regimes become effective in this process, albeit in ambiguous ways. These re-

gimes are interwoven with institutional prescriptions which are established at the macro-level 

of the welfare service state and shape the employees’ feelings in various ways, also by inciting 

them to develop a distinctive kind of governmentality. The latter often ensures a smooth pro-

cessing of the encountered challenges and inconsistencies, even as the emotions at work serve 

as a lubricant for the NPM-driven governance model depicted earlier. At the same time, how-

ever, negative feelings emerging at the workplace put strain on organisational processes on 

different occasions – which may, under certain conditions, act as a fire accelerant. In what fol-

lows, we portray this configuration by using an analytical framework which elucidates the dy-

namics underway. We start by delineating the framework and then present findings from our 

case studies (see footnote 1). 

 

3.1. Governmentality and emotions: An analytical framework for researching the PCI sector 

As noted earlier, concerning the workforce in the PCI field, the organisational processing of the 

NPM-driven governance depicted above embraces the ‘self-management’ of involved agents. 

In the social sciences and in the sociology of work, such self-management has been conceptu-

alized as ‘governmentality’, that is, a certain way of understanding personal responsibility and 

adopting external prescriptions proactively. This conceptualization draws on Foucault 

(2000[1978]) who once referred to governmentality as being interlocked with modern forms of 

rule and mediated by management technologies which involve the subjectivity of people (ibid.: 

61, 64f.). These technologies tend to reproduce extant power relations and enforce economic 

discipline, but they go far beyond mere hierarchical top-down control. A major intricate mech-

anism triggered by these technologies is subjective self-governing, associated with an identity 

of the “entrepreneurial self” (Bröckling 2007; 2017). In this context, dynamics of subjectivation 

come into play, as shown by German contributions to the sociology of work (Kleemann & Voß 

2018; concerning social services: Matuschek 2021). These dynamics are grounded in the inter-

nalization of economic principles, such as competition, performance, cost-efficiency, and trans-

late into a quasi-entrepreneurial attitude of workers subordinated to employers.  
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The concept of the “entrepreneurial self” rests on interpretive schemes and role sets which make 

individuals define themselves in specific ways when it comes to understanding their role and 

taking action (Bröckling 2007: 7). It stands for various technologies which subjects use to reg-

ulate their behaviour constantly with the aim of optimizing themselves. However, according to 

Bröckling (ibid: 9), this endeavour prompts “overload” situations since the aforementioned pro-

cess of optimization can never be completed and led workers to permanently invest in auto-

nomic self-control, acts to confirm their responsibility, and self-imposed flexibility. The result 

is sometimes a “real fiction” of doing things in an “as-if” mode (Bröckling 2007: 283, our 

translation) which, however, is impossible without disruption. Rather, the respective orienta-

tions become more or less invoked depending on which of them are stronger or weaker. For 

example, economic imperatives can be overlayered by other normative references such as those 

ingrained in a professional ethos (ibid.: 288). The entrepreneurial self is also slowed down to 

the extent that permanent competition creates an “exhausted self” (ibid.: 289, our translation) 

which longs for constant recognition and risks to collapse when being driven by fears or cap-

tured in a hamster wheel (Neckel & Wagner 2017). 

It is obvious that such processes of ‘subjectivation’ are accompanied by strong emotions. Here, 

we are not dealing with those forms of emotional work which operate in ways highlighted by 

Hochschild (1983), that is, with the aim to keep feelings arising in interaction work under con-

trol. Rather, a broader sociological approach to emotions considers the entire context in which 

“individuals come up with feelings” and connect them “with judgments, evaluations or beliefs” 

(Senge 2013:19; 23, our translation), in short: the nexus between emotion and action (ibid.: 27). 

This nexus is not only suffused with affection, but essentially cognitive in nature (for a similar 

view, see Klatetzki 2013). It is open to scrutiny how emotions understood in this way match 

the institutional constitution of a given field of action, as how they connect with the character-

istics of those organisations in which they are enacted. We reckon, however, that they are in-

herent with what we have defined earlier as emotional regime(s). This notion is borrowed from 

Wettergren (2019: 33) who employs to describe how, in a given organisational context, specific 

rules define conditions for the acting out of feelings, and how these rules come to fruition in a 

process in which ‘emotion work’ feeds into complex dynamics including strategic reactions. In 

a similar way, we propose to understand ‘emotional regimes’ as a set of mechanisms governing 

organisational behaviour in systematic ways. In such regimes, several elements are interlocked: 

on the one hand, institutionalized (also gendered) expectations towards forms of social inter-

ventions, as well as institutional prescriptions that influence the emotional handling of these 

expectations; and on the other hand, different forms of intra-organisational regulation which 

are imbued with feelings and may entail a spirit of governmentality as defined above – both on 
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the part of management – which, for example, enforces discipline by raising fears and increas-

ing “resilience” (cf. Bröckling 2017) –, as well as on the part of the employees who develop 

coping strategies to meet existing (conflicting) requirements by means of emotional work 

(Schniering 2021). 

Studies dealing with frontline work in the labour market policy infrastructure suggest that em-

ployees are indeed ‘affected’ by the activation paradigm sketched earlier in this working paper, 

internalizing the idea of individualising problems and making individuals responsible – in the 

absence of strategies for dealing with tensions between the ‘activation’ mandate and orienta-

tions towards users’ needs (Nothdurfter 2020, Penz et al. 2017; McGann 2021). Other studies, 

however, show that altered welfare state regulations influence the emotional experience of em-

ployees in the human services field (Turtiainen et al. 2022). This pertains to fields similar to 

those under study in this paper, where employees are not only exposed to NPM-based welfare 

bureaucracies but do their work in the non-profit sector and as specialists trained in social work 

or pedagogics, employed by organisations guided by a special (social) ‘mission’ (Bode 2018). 

In this context, the mix of orientations at work can be complex. Embedded in a distinctive 

organisational culture, employees may have options for applying references inferred from a 

given professional specialism and use these as a source of legitimacy for drawing boundaries 

between their own role and imperatives of business-like forms of work rationalization. Like-

wise, in the public sector, managerial technologies imposed from outside may be deflected in 

strategic ways, for instance when working in inter-organisational networks (Bode 2017b). 

There is always some space for “prosocial rule breaking at the street level” (Fleming 2020). 

Hence the concrete relationship between the competing worlds of meaning related to profes-

sional logics and economic constraints is context-dependent (Matuschek 2021; Jacobsson et al. 

2020; Mik-Meyer 2018). An essential factor seems to be the degree of ‘institutionalised auton-

omy’, as suggested by a comparison between the world of medicine and the ‘semi-professional’ 

realm of social work (Will-Zocholl & Hardering 2018). The social recognition of a given pro-

fessional field is equally relevant, for instance concerning the ‘backing’ of professional groups 

in conflicts at society level. All these aspects must be borne in mind when it comes to exploring 

the organisational processes and their emotional foundations in the contemporary ‘welfare ser-

vice state’. 

 

3.2 The emotional processing of governmentality: Findings at organisation level 

As our field study confirms, employees in social professions use to refer to professional stand-

ards of ‘good work’ (primarily in terms of clients’ needs) but are challenged by economic goals, 

operationalized into formal procedures and numeric models. They try to keep these goals at 
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arm’s length. In this context, they develop a specific mentality which enables them to draw 

meaningfulness from coping with the challenging conditions in the PCI sector. This mentality 

resembles the ideal type of the entrepreneurial self as sketched above. For example, middle 

managers we interviewed commented that it was precisely the difficult conditions of the indus-

try which made them experience their work as rewarding and satisfying. It provides them with 

a warm glow when operations are crowned by success despite all adversities, including those 

having a mere technical character, such as winning a contract or completing a course under 

difficult conditions (e.g., with partly non-compliant participants). This feeling comes with the 

belief that success can be defined both objectively and in formal terms – ‘good work’ for the 

clientele or ‘good balance sheet numbers’ according to business requirements. In one of the 

focus group discussions that we arranged, a participant describes his attitude as follows: “So if 

I were to say: Hey, everything ends up to be 100 percent the way I had imagined it before, it 

would probably be time to confess: Okay. Goodbye. New challenge” (WB_PL). 

More generally, our analysis highlights the role of positive emotions in PCI work environments. 

Respondents describe their job as enjoyable, providing intrinsic motivation and a sense of pride 

when objectives are achieved. They also hint to feelings of duty, underpinned by professional 

ethics and a perceived attachment to users. All these emotions turned out to be essential sub-

jective resources for coping with requirements full of tensions. An interviewee put it like this: 

“That's where most of the joy comes from, when you can interact. (...) And then there is this 

and that result. (..) And then you see that they [the participants] feel relieved. That's great. (..) 

You pull the energy out of it, for yourself.” (WB_L). It provides satisfaction when funding-

related goals are achieved against all odds or young people are perceived to develop new pro-

spects – which is a mission-related result. Workers perceive it as meaningful when they feel 

resonance and gratitude from users who have found a ‘good job’ after a training programme.  

However, the efforts are not always successful. Moreover, the power gap within the organisa-

tions matters. Part of the workforce – especially those with a leadership role – may consider 

certain demands as welcome challenges, for instance achievements on the PCI market which 

do not endanger social goals or the organisation’s internal cohesion, due to the fear of jobs 

being cut or working conditions becoming worse. Others may be much less enthusiastic con-

cerning these challenges. Employees are worried about their own professional future because a 

training programme expires and prompts the management to make staff redundant for economic 

reasons. Moreover, the emotional relationship with users is often a burden rather than a trump 

card, as one of the social pedagogues we interviewed expounded. Even under the precarious 

working conditions in her organisation, she feels deep concerns about how to organise a smooth 
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transition of needy users to subsequent programmes as the one she is engaged with terminates. 

She does not want to “break the trust” (WB_S) that users have put in her. 

At the same time, we came across many negative emotions12 in the field. These include fear, 

anger and frustration, and they arise, for instance, when encountered requirements cannot be 

fulfilled due to a lack of resources. With this gap, PCI workers fear to fail, as both the demands 

they put on themselves and those imposed by external prescriptions cannot be met. Thus, edu-

cators find it frustrating when vulnerable groups (such as refugees, young people from disad-

vantaged backgrounds) cannot receive adequate support – such as a language courses or social 

assistance – because money is lacking or because they feel other constraints to cater for their 

clientele. Professional commitments are felt to collide with external conditions, and profes-

sional autonomy is impossible to deploy. 

A further negative emotion is latent or manifest anxiety, most prominently concerning the job 

security of the workforce. This particularly applies to employees on a fixed-term job or in con-

tract work. The external and internal pressure which is systematically induced under the given 

governance model creates fears of failure and often comes with excessive demands. Thus, the 

need to gain contracts leads into “sleepless nights” (JBH_PL) and “sweat on the forehead” 

(ibid.), especially when failures are supposed to cost jobs. The fear of making mistakes is con-

stant, as it appears. Similar feelings arise when professionals are afraid of a “lack of evidence” 

(JBH_G) in the event of eternal quality inspections, at least when inspectors are viewed to be 

suspicious. These inspections, run by special services of the Federal Employment Agency, are 

at times experienced as a strong challenge: “You sit there like the rabbit in front of the snake 

[...] and – no matter how good you are - they always find something that is bad” (JBH_S). 

Dealing with anxiety must be learned, as a further interviewee points out: “My God, now, I am 

in a state of feeling cool” (JBH_AA). However, this does not work on all occasions, nor does 

everyone perform in the same way (see below). On the whole, feelings of anxiety seem to dis-

cipline the workforce of the organisations under study. 

Interactions with users (i.e., participants) can be full of tensions as well, for example when 

official goals related to a training programme are not achieved despite all efforts made. In this 

case, providers must schedule a meeting with the commissioning body (as far as programmes 

of the FEA are concerned). At the same time, involved educators have to “try… to react skill-

fully” in order to establish rapport and preserve a trustful relationship with users to ensure that 

further interaction work remains possible, especially when users risk to react with a “total with-

drawal” or personal “attacks” (WB_L). Such situations are imbued with latent fears and a 

                                                             
12 Psychologists use to make a distinction between 'positive' feelings (such as joy, happiness) and 'negative' emo-

tions (such as fear, anger). This classification is useful as it refers to the quality of a subjective emotional experi-

ence (Schützeichel 2008). 
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“queasy feeling” (WB_K), as one respondent expressed with regard to the eventuality of phys-

ical attacks by frustrated users. Such experiences are prone to absorbing the energy of employ-

ees. Moreover, when objectives prove to be unattainable despite all commitments, professional 

ambitions eventually are abandoned. Against this background, employees distance themselves 

from users perceived to be overly demanding or difficult – or from young people who prefer 

quick access to money through work for a temporary employment agency over solid vocational 

training: “I cannot but talk [to them] …. Sounds a bit like surrender, but on the other hand – I 

think anyone is self-determined” (WB_K). All these are mechanisms whereby emotions can 

contribute to stabilising the precarious configuration established in the PCI sector. 

We also found a pattern that indicates some 'resistance' to the pressures perceived throughout. 

Thus, still concerning the inspection procedure, the aforementioned special services are viewed 

to be technically deficient as they have no pedagogical background. While they are perceived 

as powerful counterparts, the focus lies on complying with formal requirements (for instance 

with regard to paperwork obligations) which are met ‘to the letter’ – but only to put oneself in 

the position of actually doing something else, namely, to pursue intrinsically motivated objec-

tives. In a similar vein, concepts submitted to tenders are designed as an “epic treatise” and 

“colorful bouquet of glory” (JBH_G) in which no one believes. They are conceived of as a 

marketing exercise, with “a lot of things … only on paper” while it remains to be seen “what 

you can do [...] afterwards with the people [i.e. participants], ... may also be something else” 

(WB_G1). Attempts are made to be “sporting about” formal requirements in the quasi-market 

and to meet seemingly pointless requirements in the best possible way. That said, the relation-

ship with the FEA commissioners is not free of “sarcasm and irony” – and can sometimes turn 

into “aggression” (JBH_G). 

To be sure, we found differences between occupational categories, namely leaders with busi-

ness leadership roles, technical trainers and educators, social workers, and middle managers. 

All of them are in the same position to work for PCI providers receiving mandates from (quasi-

) public authorities, like vocational training courses for jobseekers. However, our case studies 

suggest that the handling of these mandates by different occupations is characterized by dis-

tinctive constraints as well as specific normative orientations amenable to internal conflicts. For 

instance, a technical trainer has the task to serve external (private market) customers (e.g., those 

paying for painting work) while running a vocational training scheme for young, unemployed 

participants (who often are under psycho-social strains). For this trainer, discipline and motiva-

tion matter greatly but collide with the mentality of social workers, accused of applying “cuddle 

pedagogy” (JBH_AA) as they prioritize the processing of psycho-social problems. Such con-

flicts as well must be cushioned by the emotional regimes in PCI organisations. One way to 
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achieve that is to instil corporate identity into the latter – which hints to a further stabilizing 

factor observed in our study. Indeed, respondents from the above provider referred to a certain 

organisational “spirit” (JBH_G) the violation of which could urge workers to “run the gaunt-

let” (JBH_AA). 

Concomitantly, the tensions related to the emotional experience made by the staff may under 

certain conditions reach a tipping point where it runs into a destabilizing factor. The volatile 

market, competitive pressure, cost-issues, and a permanent obligation to provide ‘evidence-

based’ results at times undermine the ethical and moral orientations of many agents. The im-

pression that the organisation less and less manages to balance out conflicting expectations – 

most notably, ambitions to meet ethical standards and time constraints arising from the regula-

tory straitjacket imposed on PCI providers – produces frustration. In this situation, working in 

the sector is “no longer fun”. Employees feel “controlled” (JBH_AA), and some can “no 

longer see any meaning” (WB_L) in their job. In addition, the workforce complains about a 

lack of social recognition. This is observed by various stakeholders, such as professional asso-

ciations, managers, and various groups of employees. In one of the focus groups, the low social 

status of the sector’s target groups is blamed for this: “Honestly, nobody cares. (...) Jobseekers 

have no lobby. And since they are our clientele, we don't have any either” (WB_RL). 

Under these circumstances, the management of PCI providers plays a difficult role – also with 

regard to the handling of emotions. On the one hand, external requirements have to be processed 

in ways conducive to economic survival, while on the other, leaders – at least those working 

for mission-driven organisations – subscribe to social objectives, meaning they want their or-

ganisation to contribute to the common good. Moreover, managers need to maintain the intrin-

sic motivation of their employees as far as possible and preserve the benevolent image of their 

organisation (Albert et al. 2021). In our case studies, various strategies to square this circle 

came to the fore. Firstly, we found more classical attempts of generating fears and disciplining 

employees which worked in more or less subtle ways.13 Secondly, there were ‘softer’ strategies 

as well. Thus, employees are told to pay greater attention when documenting their work, leaders 

report that they “must be trained to do so again and again” (JBH_G). Managers make efforts 

to establish and cultivate good terms with their employees and the latter’s representatives at the 

job floor level – for instance by commitments to collaborate with works councils. Likewise, we 

figured out some reluctance among middle management to resort to authoritarian forms of lead-

ership. A pedagogical director emphasizes he does not see himself as a “man swinging the 

bludgeon” when dealing with employees or users (JBH_PL). Communicative strategies are 

                                                             
13 Our interviews with representatives of works councils from the entire industry suggest that these strategies are 

particularly widespread among commercial providers. Note that our case studies were all conducted in organisa-

tions belonging to the public or nonprofit sector. 
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used to improve the ‘resilience’ of employees who are offered supervision sessions and further 

training to cope with work-related distress and to “balance out” the problems encountered 

(JBH_AA). That said, the top leader’s discourse which alludes to the massive external pressures 

stemming from the governance model in the PCI sector undergirds what we have discussed 

elsewhere as a temptation to manage processes by raising internal fears (Albert et al. 2021). 

This overall configuration is not without risks for PCI organisations. The emotionally exhaust-

ing work conditions – which managers and employees can only partially influence – can feed 

into states of crisis, for instance in the event of lost tenders or with the premature exit of users, 

and, more generally, during COVID-19 pandemic when mandates were interrupted. This expe-

rience can easily affect the performance of the entire organisation. Though being lubricants on 

many occasions, the mechanisms associated with the established emotional regimes then turn 

into ‘fire accelerants’. This may result in extended periods of sick leave or oven long-term 

burnout, exacerbating problems such as the staff shortages. In our case studies, agents reported 

to have been in psychotherapy treatment; and sometimes, the latter was employer-sponsored. 

At least, there is a need to talk about emotions in the day-to-day which can be time-consuming: 

“Well, I have some employees who collapsed at some point. Of course, they recovered, yet they 

needed much attention” (WB_EL). Some employees come to a point of no return and choose 

the exit option, looking out for less precarious, better-paid and more satisfying jobs as outside 

the PCI sector. Staff turnover is actually quite high in this sector – which represents an addi-

tional burden for those who remain on board. When colleagues leave, “the remainder [of staff] 

stays on board and finds itself in a situation of increased workload” (WB_G2). 

 

4. Conclusions 

For our study of the PCI sector, we have chosen a specific approach drawing on the sociology 

of emotions and focusing on distinctive provider organisations. This approach was aimed at 

illuminating how regulatory change in contemporary welfare capitalism is enacted on the 

ground and how involved agents are coping with the governance model inherent in the political 

economy of the welfare service state. Our investigation was guided by the conjecture that cop-

ing processes are embedded in emotional regimes which we conceive of as a set of mechanisms 

governing organisational behaviour in systematic ways. In these regimes, we argued, institu-

tional norms and organisational practices combine with emotional experience at the street level 

to shape the functioning of human services provision – in our case, in the PCI sector. Further-

more, we assumed that organisational processes can be analysed through the lens of the gov-

ernmentality paradigm and underlying dynamics of human self-management on the one hand, 

and the management of emotional resources to make employees perform, on the other. 
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A first insight to be inferred from our analysis is that the workforce of the PCI sector is dealing 

with divergent and often conflicting expectations. Ambitions engrained in professional ethos 

and public welfare missions remain effective at all organisational levels14 and coexist with a 

twofold ‘activation rationale’ incorporated in the established governance model at sector level. 

This rationale addresses both users on welfare-to-work benefits and service-providing organi-

sations where it dovetails with various forms of business re-engineering. This feeds into ten-

sions between ‘market and morality’; ‘profession’ and ‘business’; or cost-efficiency and atten-

tion to user needs – that is, various states of organisational hybridity. Our analysis suggests that 

governmentality is a major mechanism through which these tensions are handled. The work-

force in the PCI field must come to grips with a set of tension-ridden expectations and does so 

by working with emotions. Employees and managers, while being burdened by fears of failure 

or worries about the future at various instances, seek to stick to an ethical ‘calling’ and related 

intrinsic motivations, or they identify with the ‘challenge’ of meeting organisational goals 

against all odds. At many instances, this is facilitated by emotionalised motivations to excel 

under restrictive conditions, at least stepwise and in provisional ways. In this case, strong in-

tentions to square the circle rest on personal commitment and positive feelings. The ‘entrepre-

neurial self’ is a major driving force in this process, which comes to the fore most prominently 

when (middle) managers welcome externally imposed challenges and draw energy from grap-

pling with them in their day-to-day. However, related struggles can be extremely exhausting 

and are prone to frustration. They can undermine core capabilities, both individually (in the 

event of burnout situations) and at organisation level (for instance in terms of staff shortages 

and fluctuation). This is most evident in times of crisis such as the one triggered by the COVID-

19 pandemic, that is, when economic failures are likely to occur and when fears abound. 

Secondly, in light of this, we have good reasons to assume that emotional regimes like the one 

outlined in this working paper are endemic in the political economy of the welfare service state 

and make the latter function smoothly. True, critical attitudes flare up here and there. Many 

stakeholders of the PCI sector do simply not believe in the logic of the entrenched governance 

model as is indicated by a latent opposition to this model throughout the sector. This opposition 

makes itself felt when agents laconically comment that the machinery of quasi-market compe-

tition and numeric performance control is rife with absurdity.15 On the whole, however, our 

material displays few signs of collective resistance, with one reason probably being that the 

workforce of the PCI sector does not feel backed by social forces in the wider society, given 

                                                             
14 Whether this finding also applies to commercial providers remains open to further empirical scrutiny. 
15 In this event, we find what Bröckling (2007: 291f.) describes as a counter-strategy of ironization. 
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that it is dealing with stigmatized groups.16 From this angle, emotional regimes stabilise the 

sector’s institutional precarity as depicted in section 1.2. They make stakeholders ‘survive’ un-

der adverse conditions, with positive and negative feelings accommodating the (self-)manage-

ment of dilemmas encountered under the influence of the extant governance model.  

To be sure, in Western societies, social intervention has always been characterized by creative 

forms of dilemma management, even as governmentality and entrepreneurial spirit are not a 

new phenomenon in this field. However, the twofold movement of ‘activation’ in the welfare 

service state – affecting both users of employment services and organisations entrusted with 

PCI services – may have the paradoxical result of ‘greasing’ the activation machine and holding 

it up.  

A third result from our study is that emotional regimes, while undergirding the processing of 

extant dilemmas, are also prone to curtail the competencies needed for this. Quasi-markets and 

ensuing processes of permanent ‘business re-engineering’ absorb emotional energies. The latter 

are needed to make organisations in the PCI sector survive, yet risk eating into their core capa-

bilities. Responding to entrepreneurial challenges is at times experienced as being stimulating 

– but is also generates fear and frustration which saps the above capabilities. At most instances, 

leaders and agents manage to cope with endemic hybridity, but the emotional regimes at work 

in the PCI sector put permanent strain on the latter’s organisational settlement. 

From the perspective of major stakeholders, too many energies flow into unproductive activities 

such as making bids, preparing for performance checks, and managing conflicts arising from 

constraints residing in the governance model. This very experience makes the PCI sector – and 

the emotional regimes instilled – vulnerable. It undermines intrinsic motivation and elicits a 

brain drain out of the industry. Within the sector’s organisations, the emotional dynamics we 

found often have a debilitating effect on core functions, simply because entrepreneurial agency 

in line with the ethical and empowerment mission is weakened. This pertains to professional 

practice which focuses on educational goals (broadly conceived) as well as to work concepts 

sensitive to the individual needs of the organisations’ clientele. Anyone who wants to maintain 

or strengthen this competence in the labour market policy infrastructure of European welfare 

states should take this observation into account.  

Finally, what does all this tell us when engaging with issues of the current political economy 

debate? In general, our analysis deepens our understanding of the complexities inherent in 21st 

century welfare capitalism. It confirms classical tenets concerning the contradictory role of 

                                                             
16 Rather, what can be observed instead of collective resistance against work pressures are solidaristic impulses 

with vulnerable user groups – which is a pattern identified in other segments of the human services sector as well. 

Here, care workers often find themselves in ‘affectional traps’ with clients, thus becoming ‘prisoners of love’ 

(Folbre 2001). 
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publicly arranged forms of social intervention, given that these are needed to make the eco-

nomic system work but are often associated with emancipatory orientations which are embod-

ied by special organisations and their workforce. More generally, the PCI field is indicative of 

normative expectations in the wider society that wants the respective organisations and agents 

to promote the well-being of users. This is a source of legitimacy in a struggle over hegemonic 

ideas which is endemic to the political economy of modern welfare states. In this struggle, the 

political agenda of ‘activating’ jobseekers and establishing new control systems, emerging 

within post-fordist ‘worlds of welfare capitalism’, impacts strongly on the labour market policy 

infrastructure and the role of the PCI sector in shaping the life courses of contemporary citizens. 

More precisely, it gives rise to a distinctive political economy of the ‘welfare service state’ 

(Bonvin et al 2018), encapsulated in a governance model featuring a quasi-market rationale 

through which the related organisational settlement becomes (more) hybrid and exposed to con-

flicting demands. In this context, the power to define the nature of PCI programmes, and the 

way of resourcing service providers entrusted with implementing these programmes, are crucial 

for the making and re-making of social reproduction settings in contemporary welfare capital-

ism and the political economic order more largely. 

That said, a focus on emotional regimes in the processing of the ambiguous mandate of the PCI 

sector helps us discover the complex mechanisms moderating this process. Most importantly, 

our analysis brings to the fore how, within the above economic order, the ‘lived experience of 

real-world subjects’ (Best et al. 2021: 219) is imbued with non-economic dynamics which af-

fect the role of those institutions that shape the social character of contemporary welfare capi-

talism. Just as cultural factors – namely a prevailing public discourse, the dominant sense-mak-

ing of influential social forces, or the coincidence of ‘different grammars ... and different social 

logics’ – ignite struggles which make distinctive ‘principles of societalization hegemonic and/or 

dominant (Sum and Jessop 2013: 10/11), emotional regimes can be crucial for the development 

of the above role. In the present configuration of the (German) welfare service state, emotional 

factors tend to stabilise the post-industrial type of political economy, as they accommodate the 

institutional precarity of a social welfare sector which is led to deliver services in line with the 

twofold activation agenda introduced during the 2000s. PCI providers abide by institutional 

demands to promote different sorts of human capital. At many instances, they comply with 

political expectations to run programmes aimed at human capital building and ‘people chang-

ing’, often by moving disadvantaged workers and young people into poor working conditions 

and low-pay low-benefit circles. Thus, the ‘power play’ of policy-driven frameworks endorses 

a distinctive arrangement of the wider economic order. 
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The political economy dynamics at play are complex, however. Relevant providers from the 

sector under study (continue to) build on empowerment orientations contained in entrenched 

professional commitments which induces the tensions portrayed above. The emotional regimes 

illustrated in our paper – that is, the complex mix of positive and negative feelings experienced 

and stimulated at organisational level – make employees of the PCI sector cope with the chal-

lenges induced by the institutional precarity of the sector. Concomitantly, emotional regimes – 

and the governmentalities instilled into them – are not always and forever a catalyst for imple-

menting the hegemonic project of the contemporary welfare service state. They can also become 

a stumbling block prone to reduce its functionality. This, for instance, occurs when employees 

leave the PCI sector as they spot alternative job opportunities. They do so precisely because, at 

one point, their emotional experience becomes overwhelming, after having provided strong 

work motivations, including those guided by a spirit of governmentality. This resembles dy-

namics which, for some time now, affect other segments of the human services sector, most 

prominently the elderly and inpatient care industry. That said, this individualised way of re-

sponding to the emotional regimes in play does not necessarily feed into collective action un-

settling these regimes, let alone the institutional precarity of the PCI sector. 

This is not the place to thoroughly discuss solutions to this imbroglio, let alone the wider pro-

spects of the political economy of the welfare service state. Unsurprisingly, we reckon that 

much depends on the institutional regulation of the PCI field and the human services sector 

more largely. For emancipatory goals to prevail in this field (and sector), we need a governance 

model which strips off the bonds of NPM in order to break the vicious circles portrayed by our 

study on the current labour market policy infrastructure in Germany. This is a precondition for 

increasing the infrastructure’s capacity for meeting tasks which are likely to become more chal-

lenging in the near future. Overall, there is a need to overcome the twofold activation agenda 

in the German welfare state and to strengthen capabilities in mission-driven organisations from 

the PCI sector, including the emotional handling of the many challenges encountered. 
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Acronyms of the interviewees’ functions and types of their organisations 

 

 

 

List of further acronyms used in this working paper 

FEA Federal Employment Agency (Bundesagentur für Arbeit) 

NPM New Public Management 

PCI Publicly funded Continuing education and active Inclusion 

JBH Youth Vocational Assistance 

WB Continuing education  

BR_1 Works Council Expert 

BR_2 Works Council Expert 

WB_G1 Management of several institutions of a WB organisation  

WB_G2 Management of other institutions of the same organisation  

WB_J Job coach (WB-Organisation) 

WB_K Deputy Head of Customer Center (WB Organisation) 

WB_L Educational coach (WB-Organisation) 

WB_S Socio-pedagogue (WB-Organisation) 

WB_EL Head of Adult Area/Agency Activities (WB Organisation) 

WB_PL Pedagogical Management (WB organisation) 

WB_RL Head of Rehabilitation Measures (WB Organisation) 

JBH_G  Management (JBH organisation) 

JBH_PL  Pedagogical Management & Deputy Management (JBH Organisation) 

JBH_S  Socio-pedagogue (JBH organisation) 

JBH_AA  Head of Training Department (JBH organisation) 

JBH_A  Trainer (JBH organisation) 
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