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Summary  

In this study, I contribute to our understanding of the welfare services provided 

to immigrants. How street-level bureaucrats make sense of and categorise 

immigrant clients determines the services provided to them. This categorisation 

has both individual and societal implications: it affects the immigrants’ chances 

of living a ‘good life’ and the structures of social inequality, as well as the 

sustainability and legitimacy of the entire welfare state. Through four scientific 

articles, I explore the following: How do street-level bureaucrats make sense 

of and further categorise immigrant clients? How does this work relate to the 

larger institutional relations of street-level practices? My primary source of 

data is five months of ethnographic fieldwork at a frontline office in the 

Norwegian Labour and Welfare Administration (NAV). Using an abductive 

approach, I combine a street-level perspective with analytical concepts from 

institutional ethnography to unpack the categorisation work of caseworkers in 

NAV. I have focused on their mediating role as street-level bureaucrats and 

explored their work through their standpoint. 

In NAV, the number of unemployed clients with immigrant backgrounds is 

steadily increasing, now constituting around half (45%) of the clients managed 

by the frontline offices. Moreover, immigrant clients often become dependent 

on benefits from NAV over time and alternate between services and 

departments within NAV rather than ‘out’ to paid employment. To improve 

their services to immigrants, NAV has defined ‘immigrants’ as a prioritised 

client group and developed a separate section in their counselling policy 

directed at improving caseworkers’ cross-cultural counselling of immigrant 

clients. However, the policy does not define when and how the caseworkers are 

supposed to put cross-cultural counselling into use, at least beyond the concept 

of counselling immigrants. Hence, the caseworkers must operationalise an 

ambiguous definition of ‘immigrant clients’ within a bureaucratised and 

textually coordinated system of client categories. As NAV is increasingly 

characterised by welfare conditionality, the different client categories open for 

the provision of different services.  

In addition to the five-month ethnographic fieldwork at a frontline NAV office, 

I rely on data from observations at three of NAV’s internal courses in ‘cross-
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cultural counselling: how to counsel clients with immigrant background’ and 

11 subsequent interviews of caseworkers who attended the courses. During the 

fieldwork, observations, and interviews, I also gathered different texts that the 

caseworkers referred to, which constitutes a third source of data. My last data 

source is previous research analysed in a qualitative evidence synthesis.  

The current study consists of four research articles that also serve as standalone 

contributions. The first article is a qualitative evidence synthesis of how social 

workers operationalise, that is make sense of and make use of, cultural 

competence and cultural sensitivity. The findings show how social workers 

experience challenges when they employ the cultural concepts in their street-

level practice. The second article explores the circumstances in which street-

level workers factor culture into their comprehension and categorisation of a 

client. The caseworkers do not interpret every immigrant client as ‘cultural’ but 

differentiate between cases dependent on whether they can make sense of the 

client’s troubles within the institutional frames. Article three describes how 

caseworkers prioritise clients and depicts the ‘positive’ equivalent of being 

categorised as a ‘different’ immigrant client: the star candidates. The 

caseworkers perform an emotional creaming, where their emotions towards 

clients help them identify clients ‘likely to succeed’ in terms of bureaucratic 

criteria. The fourth article depicts how the caseworkers use institutional texts 

to exclude ‘language cases’ from services and benefits and how their practices 

take form as a pinball machine. Cases where they define the client’s problem 

as concerning ‘language’ get bounced through the system and end up in the 

office drain, where it is out of play and ‘stuck’ with social security benefits.  

By describing how street-level bureaucrats differentiate between and categorise 

immigrant clients in their everyday practices, these findings have three 

interrelated overall contributions: 

1. When caseworkers categorise immigrant clients, they demonstrate 

nuanced understandings of immigrants and their challenges.  

Street-level welfare bureaucrats must balance the principle of equal treatment 

and be responsive to the different needs of clients. Previous research has been 

inconclusive about which differences matter and describe how the street-level 

bureaucrats risk emphasising the distinctiveness of immigrants too little, too 
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much or the wrong way, particularly when it comes to ‘culture’. My findings 

show how the differentiating dimension the caseworkers use is not (merely) 

whether the client is an ‘immigrant’ or ‘cultural’. The caseworkers consider 

culture to be one of several potentially relevant aspects when they categorise 

immigrant clients. Culture is applied as a ‘last resort’ category for the client 

they struggle to make sense of within one of the institutional classifications. 

The caseworkers categorise these non-sensible immigrant clients as ‘cultural’ 

or ‘language cases’. These are the clients who are avoided or excluded from 

services. Moreover, when they decide to prioritise a case, the decisive factor is 

whether the street-level bureaucrats consider the client as being ‘far away’ from 

success in the labour market. The findings show how the immigrant category 

may be counterproductive and contribute to the ‘othering’ of clients who do not 

easily fit the eligibility criteria for courses and benefits. To gain further insights 

into why welfare services struggle to accommodate some clients and provide 

sufficient services to them, future research should aim to further unpack what 

the street-level bureaucrats categorise as the residual vagueness of (immigrant) 

clients.  

2. Street-level categorisation is a dynamic categorisation work. 

In their examination of the welfare services provided to immigrants, researchers 

have focused on the input or output of street-level categorisation or have 

described categorisation as an independent variable. In the current study, I have 

used analytical concepts from institutional ethnography in an abductive 

approach to explore how street-level bureaucrats (in NAV) mediate access to 

and the outcomes from services through their categorisation work. This 

perspective has contributed to the unpacking of street-level categorisation as a 

dynamic work where the caseworkers make use of two intersecting interpretive 

frameworks: the distinction between immigrants/non-immigrants and 

sensible/non-sensible cases. The combination of a street-level perspective and 

analytical concepts from institutional ethnography have been crucial to describe 

how categorisation is a continuous process the street-level bureaucrats carry out 

during their everyday work and not just a result of their employment of static 

categories to specific client characteristics.  or something the caseworkers do 

in the first interaction with a client. I encourage future research to use the notion 

of categorisation work to further explore the services provided to (immigrant) 

clients in other welfare services.  
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3. The non-sensibleness of (some) immigrants is textually mediated.  

One of the most frequent recommendations for how to improve service 

provision to immigrant clients is through increased cultural sensitivity among 

street-level bureaucrats. My findings suggest that the bureaucratic frames—

more specifically the institutional texts—contribute to mediating the non-

sensibleness of (some) immigrant cases. The textuality of the bureaucratic 

context, such as the organisation of services, the terms and boundaries for 

benefits or measures and the performance indicators used, are important 

elements in street-level bureaucrats making of immigrant clients. This is 

particularly the case regarding the making of ‘residual cases’, the vague 

‘something more’ that the street-level bureaucrats cannot seem to fit in the 

institutional categories. Hence, it is seemingly limited help in accentuating 

increased reflectiveness and recognition of (cultural) diversity among street-

level bureaucrats to achieve a more accurate categorisation of and service 

distribution to immigrant clients. To identify the processes and mechanisms 

that contribute to such differentiating practices, researchers need to consider 

‘the street-level bureaucrat in context’, which is typically proposed by social 

workers for clients.  

These findings have three corresponding implications for NAV. First, to be of 

help to the caseworkers, client categories should be based on specific needs or 

troubles, rather than partially concealed demographic variables such as 

‘immigrant background’. Second, as the caseworkers categorise clients in a 

continuous process, the tools aimed at helping caseworkers differentiate 

between cases, such as the ‘need assessment’ needs to be adapted so that it is a 

useful part of their everyday work. Third, to change the outcomes of 

categorisation processes, there is need for a change in focus from the attitudes 

and knowledge of the individual caseworker to how the formulation of terms, 

conditions and measures promote specific differentiation-practices and 

contribute to create the vague ‘something more’ of (immigrant) clients.  
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1 Introduction 

Immigrants are often highlighted as a group to which welfare institutions fail 

to provide adequate services. What services people get depends on how street-

level bureaucrats interpret their troubles and, assign them to a bureaucratic 

category (Gubrium & Järvinen, 2014; Lipsky, [1980] 2010). When they 

categorise people into institutionally manageable clients, street-level 

bureaucrats must balance two interrelated demands: a) the must recognise 

critical differences in people’s needs so that they buffer social inequalities, 

while b) not overemphasising these differences so that they assure equal access 

to services. However, we know little about what street-level bureaucrats do 

when they differentiate between and translate immigrants into institutionally 

manageable clients and how they do this during the course of their daily work. 

It is in these everyday practices ‘in which client categories are produced, 

maintained, modified and broken’ (Juhila et al., 2007, p. 13). In this study, I 

illuminate these practices and, by so doing, provide important insights into the 

distribution of welfare services to immigrants and services’ limited success in 

accommodating (some) immigrants. I explore the following questions: How do 

street-level bureaucrats make sense of and further categorise immigrant 

clients? How does this work relate to the larger institutional relations of street-

level practices? 

My primary data source is five-month ethnographic fieldwork in a frontline 

office in the Norwegian Labour and Welfare Administration (NAV). Through 

four scientific articles, I examine the work the caseworkers in NAV do when 

they categorise clients with immigrant backgrounds, the relevance of culture 

and culturally sensitive practice, the role of caseworkers’ emotions towards 

their clients, and how the caseworkers engage with the institutional structures 

in their categorisation.  

Immigrants are particularly vulnerable to circumstances where they need 

support from welfare services. The main objectives of welfare services are to 

provide security and equal opportunities to citizens, regardless of their social 

background (Anttonen et al., 2012; Rugkåsa, 2012). Welfare services are 

intended to buffer economic and social marginalisation, to which immigrants 
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are particularly exposed (Koopmans, 2010). This is also the situation in Norway 

(Tronstad et al., 2018; Ødegård et al., 2020). Researchers and policymakers 

describe service provision to immigrants as work that differs from ‘ordinary’ 

work and that requires special skills, knowledge and awareness from street-

level bureaucrats, particularly regarding culture (Volckmar-Eeg & Enoksen, 

2020). However, the only common denominator of immigrants is that they are 

foreign born. The group is highly diverse, and street-level bureaucrats struggle 

regarding which differences to emphasise in their comprehension and 

categorisation of immigrants as clients. Thus, welfare services’ ability to 

accommodate the needs of immigrant clients depend on how street-level 

bureaucrats make sense of immigrant clients and allocate them to a client 

category.   

The contextual departure point of the current study is NAV. NAV makes an 

interesting case for exploring how street-level bureaucrats categorise immigrant 

clients. About 45% of the people registered as unemployed in NAV have an 

immigrant background (NAV, 2021b). The share of immigrants that succeed in 

getting permanent employment remains low, and a large number of this group 

end up having to rely on means-tested and restrictive social service benefits on 

a permanent basis (Aamodt, 2018). To improve the services provided to this 

group, NAV has formulated a specific section in their counselling policy on 

‘how to counsel clients with an immigrant background’. They also offer courses 

on the subject for their street-level caseworkers. However, NAV do not define 

which clients to categorise as ‘immigrants’, instead leaving it to the street-level 

caseworkers to make sense of and make use of the category in their everyday 

service provison.  

1.1 Overall research questions 

As street-level bureaucrats (Lipsky, [1980] 2010), the caseworkers in NAV 

‘make the linkages between clients and ruling discourses, “working up” the 

messiness of an everyday circumstance so that it fits the categories and 

protocols of a professional regime’ (Devault & McCoy, 2006, p. 27). Although 

the caseworkers in NAV are governed by social welfare policies, rules and 

regulations in the sense that they are bound to implement the policies 

formulated by policy makers, it is ultimately the definitions, decisions and 
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actions made by street-level bureaucrats that constitute the welfare services as 

they are experienced by clients (Lipsky, [1980] 2010). Therefore, I start the 

empirical exploration in the practices of the street-level caseworkers in NAV. 

To explore the categorisation work of the caseworkers in NAV, the overall 

research questions guiding this project are as follows: 

1. To what extent do the caseworkers emphasise culture as a 

differentiating dimension in their work with immigrant clients? 

2. What interpretative frameworks do the caseworkers make use of when 

they categorise immigrant clients, and how do they make use of them? 

3. How do the caseworkers engage with the bureaucratic context when 

they categorise immigrant clients?  

The current study does not provide knowledge about categorisation in the sense 

of identifying different immigrant or client characteristics. Rather, it explores 

the work implicit in the caseworkers’ categorisation of a case, analyses the 

interpretive frameworks the caseworkers employ, and investigates how the 

institutional setting influences both the interpretive frameworks of caseworkers 

and accessible categories. By exploring the processes of categorisation and how 

they affect the services provided to clients with an immigrant background, the 

current study contributes to improving our understanding of the micro-

dynamics in street-level policy practice (cf. Moseley & Thomann, 2021). 

Table 1 provides an overview of the relationship between the articles and the 

overall research questions. The horizontal rows describe the contributions of 

each article. The vertical columns describe which findings from the articles 

contribute to answer each research question. Although all the articles contribute 

to all three research questions, some contributions are subordinate. I have 

written the subordinate contributions in grey and the articles’ main 

contributions to the research questions in black.  

 



 

 

 RQ1: To what extent do the 

caseworkers emphasise 

culture as a differentiating 

dimension in their work with 

immigrant clients? 

RQ2: What interpretative frameworks do 

the caseworkers make use of when they 

categorise immigrant clients, and how do 

they make use of them? 

RQ3: How do the caseworkers engage with 

the bureaucratic context when they categorise 

immigrant clients?    

Article 1: 

Navigating the 

multifaceted 

landscape of 

culture and 

social work 

Culture is one of several 

aspects that the social workers 

consider relevant to explain 

cases regarding immigrant 

clients. 

The social workers refrain from 

interpreting all immigrant clients within 

a cultural framework. 

A lack of time and resources require the social 

workers to reduce the facets they consider in 

their work with immigrants. 

Article 2:  

‘I don’t know 

what to do – 

could it be 

cultural?’ 

Culture is applied as a ‘last 

resort’ category for the vague 

troubles of non-sensible, 

immigrant clients. 

The caseworkers make use of two 

intersecting interpretive frameworks in 

their dynamic categorisation work: 

immigrants/non-immigrants and 

sensible/non-sensible.  

The clients who do not easily fit the 

institutional classifications are categorised as 

non-sensible cases. 

Article 3: 

Emotional 

creaming 

Whether the caseworkers 

consider the client ‘far away’ 

from success in the labour 

market is crucial to the 

caseworkers’ decision to 

prioritise their case.  

Caseworkers use their emotions as 

interpretive schemes for identifying ‘star 

candidates’: sensible immigrant clients 

likely to succeed in labour market 

integration. 

Caseworkers’ emotions towards immigrant 

clients are embodied expressions of a rational 

logic in institutional demands, such as formal 

criteria for services and quantifiable measures 

of success. 

Article 4:  

A welfare 

pinball 

machine? 

The caseworkers make use of 

institutional texts to categorise 

‘language cases’ outside of 

their jurisdiction. 

‘Language’ is a category for non-sensible 

immigrant clients that excludes clients 

from services other than means-tested 

social security benefits. 

Textual descriptions of benefits, measures and 

the organisation of teams contribute to the 

construction of ‘language’ as a category of 

problems that close the clients in the system.  

Table 1: The relationship between the articles and research question
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Each article has its own specific research question and contributes to different 

fields of research. Additionally, taken together, the four articles illuminate how 

street-level bureaucrats in NAV categorise immigrant clients by three main 

contributions: articles 1, and 2 answer RQ1 by describing how the caseworkers 

show nuanced understandings when they categorise immigrants and their 

challenges. The street-level bureaucrats seem to acknowledge that culture is 

only one of several differentiating dimensions as they attempt to make sense of 

and categorise immigrant clients. Article 3 also answer RQ1 by describing how 

caseworkers’ consideration of whether the clients is ‘far away from success in 

the labour market is another critical dimension in their categorisation of 

immigrant clients. Second, my use of analytic concepts from institutional 

ethnography in articles 2, (3) and 4 has allowed me to describe the 

categorisation work the street-level bureaucrats do. This answers RQ2 by 

describing how the caseworkers make use of two intersecting interpretive 

frameworks when they categorise immigrant clients: immigrants/non-

immigrants and sensible/non-sensible, where the understanding of the client as 

non-sensible affects the services they receive. Third, articles 3 and 4 build on 

article 2 and answer RQ3 by describing how the bureaucratic context 

contributes to mediate the non-sensibleness of immigrants through the 

institutional texts. Specifically, I examine the textual organisation of services, 

the terms and boundaries for benefits or measures and the performance 

indicators that are used.  

1.2 Outline of the thesis 

The current thesis consists of two main parts.  

The first part is divided into seven chapters that describe and discuss the 

background, context, design, and findings of the project. In chapter two, I 

outline how ‘immigrants’ can present a challenge for welfare bureaucrats. The 

principle of universal welfare requires them to consider that immigrants may 

have different needs from other clients. However, researchers diverge in 

whether and how street-level bureaucrats should accentuate these differences 

to provide sufficient services to immigrant clients. In chapter three, I describe 

my contextual departure point. The chapter depicts NAV as a street-level 

bureaucracy with a focus on labour market integration, welfare conditionality 
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and caseworker accountability. Further, I present NAV’s efforts to provide 

better services to immigrants by training their caseworkers in cross-cultural 

counselling. In chapter four, I describe the theoretical perspectives that have 

informed the study. I take an abductive approach and use analytical concepts 

from institutional ethnography to expand my theoretical understanding of how 

street-level bureaucrats categorise clients. Chapter five presents the 

methodological framework of the study, particularly the sample, data and 

analysis. In the chapter, I account for the methodological choices and ethical 

considerations I have made during the study. I also discuss the validity and 

limitations of the study. Chapter six consists of an overview of the main 

findings of the four articles that constitute the project. Finally, in chapter seven, 

I summarise and discuss the results of the articles in light of the three overall 

research questions of the project and consider the scholarly debates on 

immigrant clients, categorisation and universal welfare.  

The second part of the thesis comprises full-text versions of the four scientific 

articles that constitute the project. 

1.3 Concept clarifications 

Before I continue, I want to clarify three essential concepts I make use of in the 

current study: immigrants, clients, and caseworkers. These are all concepts that 

researchers may use in different ways in different contexts. In the following, I 

describe how I use these concepts.  

1.3.1 Immigrant 

An immigrant can be defined in multiple ways, and researchers diverge in their 

understanding of the distinctiveness of immigrants (see section 3.2.). Statistics 

Norway defined an immigrant as a person that has moved to Norway and is 

foreign born, with foreign-born parents and grandparents (Dzamarija, 2019). 

However, the immigrant population in Norway is diversified (Daugstad, 2005; 

IMDi, 2021). In policy documents and statistics immigrants are often divided 

into subgroups based on the cause of migration, such as refugees or labour 

migrants or region of origin, such as Eastern European or non-Western 

immigrants. To provide knowledge about the distribution of welfare services or 

why welfare services fail to accommodate (some) immigrants, Norwegian 
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researchers have focused on specific groups of immigrants, such as Somalis 

(Friberg & Elgvin, 2016) or labour migrants (Friberg et al., 2013). However, I 

have not started the current study with a predefined understanding of who 

constitutes an ‘immigrants’. This is also an attempt to describe ‘the social 

organising that generates different outcomes and opportunities for different 

people’ (Lund & Magnussen, 2018, p. 269). My aim is not to define the 

characteristics of different immigrant categories but to gain knowledge about 

how street-level bureaucrats make immigrants as clients through processes of 

categorisation. Therefore, I have explored how the street-level bureaucrats 

make sense of and use the category ‘immigrant client’ as part of their 

categorisation work.  

1.3.2 Client 

Client is a contested concept, especially within the field of social work, because 

it implies a passive understanding of people who receive support from the 

welfare services; hence, it tends to have negative connotations (Juhila et al., 

2007). Several other terms have been suggested for describing people that need 

assistance from welfare services in less normative terms, such as service user 

(Eriksson & Nissen, 2017), citizen (Raaphorst & Van de Walle, 2018), citizen-

client (Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2009) or consumer (Juhila et al., 2007). 

Several of which have also been criticised for not sufficiently describing the 

complexities of the relationship between services and recipient, particularly 

regarding the power structures of welfare institutions (McLaughlin, 2009). My 

focus is on the processes through which street-level bureaucrats categorise the 

individual as a client (Juhila et al., 2007), not on the individuals in these 

positions as such. Such categorisations are often described as people processing 

(Evans, 2010; Zacka, 2017), clientisation (Gubrium & Järvinen, 2014; Hall et 

al., 2007) or construction of institutional identities (Järvinen & Mik-Meyer, 

2003; Lundberg, 2012). Although I acknowledge the concerns regarding the 

term ‘client’, I use it to specifically keep these processes in view: the street-

level bureaucrats’ mediating role in the distribution of services through 

categorisation, something terms such as ‘service-user’ or ‘citizen’ would not 

contribute to in the same extent. In addition, my data about clients comes from 

casefiles and the caseworkers. Hence, my data of the people they work with is 

already processed by the welfare bureaucracy, and therefore I do not have the 
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full knowledge of the circumstances of the ‘people’. Therefore, my use of the 

term client is aimed at accentuating the institutional perspective on the 

categorisation of immigrants into clients.  

1.3.3 Caseworker 

What the street-level bureaucrats in this study have in common is that they all 

work directly with cases, so I refer to them as caseworkers, exploring their work 

as a form of public professionals (Bartels, 2013). The caseworkers manage 

different services and benefits, but they all assist (migrant) clients in 

(re)entering the labour market. I use the notions of caseworker and street-level 

bureaucrat interchangeably. Although article 1 focuses on social workers, the 

current study is not about social work as a professional discipline. However, 

the findings have important implications for social works’ objectives of social 

justice and the common appeal for cultural sensitivity and reflectiveness among 

street-level bureaucrats. Moreover, the empirical evidence of the significance 

of professional (social work) training is contradictory. Evans and Harris (2004) 

and Belabas and Gerrits (2017, p. 135) argue that professional background 

‘influences street-level bureaucrats’ ideas of discretion, values and practice, 

and construction of service users as clients’. Sadeghi and Fekjær (2019) find 

that the difference in competence between social workers and non-social 

workers in NAV is small because of the level of education and internal training. 

In my data, I cannot find systematic differences between groups of caseworkers 

based on their professional background. Hence, I have not distinguished 

between caseworkers based on their professional background  
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2 Immigrants as a challenge for street-

level bureaucrats 

This study departs from the common argument in the literature that immigrants 

present a challenge for street-level bureaucrats’ provision of universal welfare 

services. The principle of universal services entails two important aspects. 1) 

The street-level bureaucrats must ensure that all citizens, regardless of ethnic 

or cultural differences, have equal access to services. 2) They must be able to 

recognise the different needs of people to secure equal quality and outcomes 

from services and buffer social inequalities. The increasing extent of people 

leading transnational lives, both voluntarily and as refugees, results in 

populations with disparities in experiences and in ethnic, cultural, and national 

backgrounds (Hvinden & Johansson, 2007; Talleraas, 2020a). Research show 

that this diversity may create challenges for street-level bureaucrats in their 

efforts to balance the two aspects of universal welfare services, affecting the 

services they provide to immigrants. I aim to contribute to these scholarly 

debates by providing in-depth knowledge of the work the street-level 

bureaucrats do when they differentiate between clients and distribute services 

accordingly. In the first section of this chapter, I describe welfare services as 

buffers of social inequalities and how welfare services' ability to accommodate 

immigrants has both individual and societal implications. In the second section, 

I describe how researchers diverge in their understandings of how street-level 

bureaucrats are supposed to manage this diversity. The main divergence is 

whether researchers understand immigrant clients as someone that are 

different, or if they are made different, and thus whether the street-level 

bureaucrats emphasise the distinctiveness of immigrants too little, too much, or 

the wrong way.  

2.1 Universal welfare services to diverse clients 

Social justice, human rights and respect for diversities are core principles in 

social work (Healy, 2007; International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW), 

2014). An important objective of social work is to achieve human rights 

through practice (Ife, 2012). Welfare services and social work are supposed to 

buffer social inequalities and provide social justice and societal participation 
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(Valtonen, 2001). Although this applies to all client groups, immigrants are 

particularly exposed to circumstances that require efforts from welfare services 

(Boccagni, 2015; Koopmans, 2010). Tronstad et al. (2018) describe how 

problems regarding health, work, income, and housing, accumulate in certain 

immigrant groups. These are situations to which immigrants may be more 

exposed because of certain structural aspects, such as discrimination 

(Midtbøen, 2016), stigma (Handulle & Vassenden, 2020) or low socioeconomic 

status (Hermansen, 2017). In other words, immigrants are especially exposed 

to processes of social marginalisation and thus in need of assistance from 

welfare services. Thus, it is important that welfare services can accommodate 

the needs of (immigrant) clients to ensure equal opportunities, reduced 

inequalities, and the social, economic, and political inclusion of minority 

groups. These are also important parts of the United Nation’s development 

goals to reduce inequalities within and among countries (United Nations, n.d.). 

The independence of welfare benefits, participation in the labour market and 

paid employment are especially important for an individual’s opportunities and 

security (Standing, 2011). These factors all have great influence over people’s 

circumstances (IMDi, 2021) and are typically used as indicators for the 

integration of immigrants into society (Brekke et al., 2020). Moreover, if 

particular groups become dependent on welfare services, this will not only 

affect the individual, but it may also affect the sustainability of the entire 

welfare state (Brochmann, 2010; Det kongelige arbeids- og sosialdepartement, 

2016; Koopmans, 2010; Kymlicka & Banting, 2006; NOU, 2017; Ødegård et 

al., 2020) and challenge the redistributive potential of the services, social 

cohesion and the legitimacy of the welfare state (Brochmann & Hagelund, 

2011; Kivisto & Wahlbeck, 2013). However, immigrants seem to be a group 

that welfare services do, in fact, struggle to sufficiently accommodate, and 

researchers describe how welfare services are unevenly distributed among 

immigrants and non-immigrants (Morissens & Sainsbury, 2005; Thomann & 

Rapp, 2018).   

Universality is a core principle in (Nordic) welfare services. This is a way to 

secure the redistributive character of welfare services (Van Hootegem et al., 

2020). In the Nordics, the idea of universal welfare services ‘carries some idea 

of wholeness, unity, totality and sameness’ (Anttonen et al., 2012, p. 3). 

Norway is a social democratic welfare state characterised by generous and 
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universal welfare schemes (Esping-Andersen, 1990), with equality and social 

democracy as two of the core ideological foundations (Widerberg, 2020). Thus, 

Norwegian welfare services are founded on the idea that clients are relatively 

similar and that they need the same (extent of) services. Norwegian welfare 

services are characterised by ‘high-quality standard solution’ that is accessible 

to everyone (Vike, 2018, p. 253). Hermansen (2017) further characterises the 

Norwegian welfare state as egalitarian and generous. Anttonen et al. (2012, p. 

6) describes how universalism ‘does not mean that all people can use the same 

social benefits or welfare services irrespective of their needs’, but ‘people in 

the same situation must be treated in the same way’. Hence, the street-level 

bureaucrats must be able to identify and be responsive to the different situations 

of individuals. The increased diversity among clients may challenge the 

principles of universalism in welfare services, where ‘(…) some forms of 

accommodation to diversity conflict with notions of universalism associated 

with sameness’ (Anttonen et al., 2012, p. 11). Thus, street-level welfare work 

involves ‘trying to recognise and act upon inequality so as to achieve equality. 

The equal treatment of liberalism is accordingly added by unequal treatment 

aiming at equality’ (Widerberg, 2020, p. 32). Hence, one challenge for street-

level bureaucrats is how to attend to diversity and differences within the frames 

of universal welfare and in a way that uphold welfare services’ function as 

buffers.   

2.2 Diverging descriptions of the distinctiveness 

of immigrants  

In their ‘accommodation to diversity or difference [street-level bureaucrats] 

may have to respond to various kinds of inequalities resulting from social, 

political, economic and physical factors, while seeking to avoid reproducing or 

justifying such inequalities’ (Häikiö & Hvinden, 2012, p. 78). Hence, street-

level bureaucrats may struggle regarding which differences to accentuate in 

their service provision to immigrant clients and how to do this. Torres (2006) 

argues that the definition of a group of clients as a particular category implies 

that this group has problems that differ from other client groups. However, 

researchers differ in their descriptions of the distinctive needs of immigrant 

clients.  
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There are two main strands of research that focus on the particularities of 

welfare provision to (immigrant) clients. The first describe how street-level 

bureaucrats must recognise that immigrants are different from other client 

groups, and that these differences are significant for the service provision. 

Researchers warn about street-level bureaucrats emphasising the distinctive 

needs of immigrant clients too little. Especially within social work research, the 

focus has been on how street-level bureaucrats must recognise the (cultural) 

distinctiveness of immigrant clients (Boccagni, 2015; Ploesser & Mecheril, 

2012; Volckmar-Eeg, 2020), and argue that this is crucial to achieve objectives 

of social justice (McGregor et al., 2020). Researchers within this perspective 

frequently advocate the need for cultural sensitivity or cultural competence in 

service provision (Boccagni, 2015; Volckmar-Eeg & Enoksen, 2020). 

However, the conceptions of ‘culture’ differs (Volckmar-Eeg & Enoksen, 

2020). In this study, I do not attempt to define culture or ‘the cultural’ (Røyrvik, 

2019; Barth, 1998), but explore how street-level bureaucrats make sense of and 

make use of culture when they categorise clients. Researchers and policy 

makers differ in their conceptualisations of the immigrant client group, and 

hence which characteristics and needs the street-level bureaucrats must be 

attentive to. Crabtree et al. (2016) describe how Muslim clients require specific 

knowledge and competencies from social workers. Refugees and asylum 

seekers have also been characterised as groups that have specific needs (Hagues 

et al., 2019; Käkelä, 2019; Robinson, 2014). The Norwegian Directorate of 

Integration and Diversity (IMDi) emphasise the reason for immigration and 

duration of residence as important differences among immigrant groups that 

affect their circumstances and level of integration (IMDi, 2021). Other 

researchers have a more general conceptualisation, emphasising how street-

level bureaucrats need to tailor their service provision to clients with immigrant 

(Grødem, 2016), minority (Hedlund & Moe, 2010; Kriz & Skivenes, 2010) or 

cultural (Testa, 2017; Yan, 2005) backgrounds. Although minority clients and 

clients with ‘other’ cultural backgrounds may not be immigrants, these last 

three conceptualisations are often used interchangeably. Kipperberg (2015) 

describes how immigrants need specific consideration from social workers 

because of their migration experiences.  

The other strand of research describes how the actions and considerations of 

street-level bureaucrats make some clients different. Jenkins (1994, 2000) 
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emphasises that groups and categories are constructed as a result of the 

processes of identification, where group boundaries are negotiated and 

managed. Häikiö and Hvinden (2012, p. 77) argue that:  

Many apparently personal characteristics of individuals are socially 

constructed, created by the ways in which societies are organized and 

social relations are structures as a result of past and current power 

relations. As cultural constructions, groups, communities and even 

nations are ways of organizing similarities and differences (Bottero and 

Irwin, 2003, p. 464). Differences are articulated in terms of imagined 

communities or groups by constructing boundaries of belonging. 

Research from this perspective, have focused on how the street-level 

bureaucrats construct categories of clients and institutional identities through 

their practices (Caswell et al., 2010; Cedersund, 2013; Järvinen & Mik-Meyer, 

2003; Juhila, 2007; Mäkitalo, 2003; Talleraas, 2019; Villadsen, 2003; Vitus, 

2003), and hence attempt to unfold ‘essential categories that take identities as 

fixed’ (Häikiö & Hvinden, 2012, p. 77). This perspective forms an important 

rationale for the current study: To explore how caseworkers’ categorisation of 

immigrant clients and how this influences the distribution of services. Harrits 

and Møller (2011) describe how categories often presents as based on objective 

characteristics, but their emphasis on particular characteristics contribute to 

construct ‘normalcy’. Bundgaard & Gulløv (2006) describes how street-level 

workers in the Danish pre-school mute and mark differences between children 

with immigrant and non-immigrant background. Researchers show how street-

level bureaucrats may make use of informal distinctions, such as their 

perceptions of the worthiness or deservingness of clients (Thomann & Rapp, 

2018) or their appraisal of how immigrants fit into ideological constructions of 

‘ideal clients’ (Roberts, 2019). Schütze and Johansson (2020), also describe 

how street-level bureaucrats are more likely to describe their work with 

immigrants as difficult if they hold negative attitudes towards migrants. Hence, 

the street-level bureaucrats’ comprehension of clients may be informed by a 

personal bias. Vitus (2003) describes how welfare institutions have the power 

to define and construct some people as different or deviant. Hence, several 

researchers have explored how street-level bureaucrats ‘sort out’ (Diedrich et 

al., 2011; Garsten & Jacobsson, 2013) clients with an immigrant background 

as a client group. Studies describe how street-level bureaucrats differentiate 
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between immigrants and other client groups in two interrelated ways, by 

emphasising differences a) too much, or b) the wrong way.  

Several researchers argue that street-level bureaucrats emphasise the 

differences between immigrant and other clients too much, resulting in the 

‘othering’ of immigrant clients (Cedersund, 2013; Chambon, 2013; Danso, 

2015; Julkunen & Rauhala, 2013; Ploesser & Mecheril, 2012). Rugkåsa (2012) 

describes how ethnic minority women are categorised as different from 

majority women, which leads to them being treated differently within the frame 

of labour market integration. The street-level bureaucrats in Rugkåsa’s study 

construct a dichotomous understanding of the two categories of women. 

Although Dahinden’s (2016, p. 2211) plea for demigranticisation is about 

migration research in general, her argument about the risk for ‘contributing to 

a worldview where migration- and ethnicity-related differences are 

predominant and seen as naturally given’ may also be applicable to street-level 

bureaucrats. A related argument is that street-level bureaucrats seem to explain 

the challenges of immigrants in the wrong way. This perspective particularly 

highlights how the emphasis on immigrants as ‘cultural’ may contribute to 

conceal other critical aspects of immigrants’ challenges (Jönsson, 2013), such 

as gender or socioeconomic status (Drange & Orupabo, 2018; Rugkåsa & 

Ylvisaker, 2019). Eliassi (2015) describes how Swedish social workers struggle 

to balance the discourses of colour-blindness and universalism with the 

discourses of culturalization, where the social workers tend to explain 

misunderstandings and conflicts with immigrant clients as culture. This 

depiction of how street-level bureaucrats may wrongly emphasise culture in 

their work with immigrants has inspired me to explore when and how street-

level bureaucrats highlight ‘culture’ as relevant to their categorisations of 

clients. For a more detailed description, please confer article 2.  

Previous research is contradictory regarding how street-level bureaucrats do 

and should emphasise the distinctiveness of immigrants. Thus, street-level 

bureaucrats have a difficult task in finding the right balance and risk making all 

three missteps as they translate people with immigrant background into a client 

category, emphasising the distinctiveness of immigrants too little, too much, or 

the wrong way. I build on these perspectives and explore what street-level 

bureaucrats do when they differentiate between (immigrant) people through the 

categorisation of them as clients during the course of their everyday work.  
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3 NAV and labour market integration of 

immigrants 

In the current study, NAV serves as my empirical entry-point. This has two 

main reasons: First, NAV is a highly bureaucratic system (Volckmar-Eeg & 

Vassenden, 2021), where access to services is conditioned by how street-level 

bureaucrats categorise people in light of criteria of eligibility (Gjersøe, 2020). 

Hence, the street-level caseworkers must categorise people into one out of 

several client categories and provide services accordingly. Moreover, this work 

is highly textual. The caseworkers must account for their considerations in 

relation to rules, regulations, and measures (Andreassen, 2018). This enables 

me to explore the connection between their categorization of clients and the 

bureaucratic context (see section 4.3). Second, NAV serves a high proportion 

of immigrant clients (NAV, 2021b). Thus, the street-level bureaucrats 

frequently review and work with immigrants. Because of their limited success 

in integrating immigrants into the labour market, they have also defined 

immigrants as a prioritised client group and developed tools to assist the 

caseworkers in their work with immigrant clients. However, the ‘immigrant 

clients’ group is highly diverse, and the street-level bureaucrats have to make 

sense of it before using it in their practice (Volckmar-Eeg, 2020). In this 

chapter, I elaborate on these two reasons. In the first section, I describe NAV 

as a street-level bureaucracy with a focus on labour market integration, welfare 

conditionality and caseworker accountability. In the second section, I outline 

NAV’s work with immigrant clients and describe their efforts to accommodate 

immigrant clients by training their street-level bureaucrats in cross-cultural 

counselling.  

3.1 NAV as a street-level bureaucracy 

Norwegian welfare is often characterised as ‘workfare’ (Hagelund et al., 2016), 

where welfare benefits are constructed to encourage participation in the labour 

market (Brodkin & Marston, 2013; Øversveen & Forseth, 2018). One of the 

main goals of the NAV reform in 2006 was to increase the number of people 

who became independent of welfare services and into paid employment 

(Fossestøl et al., 2014; Terum & Jessen, 2015). Welfare policies in recent years 
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has been characterised by an increased focus on labour market participation 

(Lundberg, 2012, p. 31). This is also the case internationally, where several 

welfare reforms have focused on work and activation (van Berkel, 2020; 

Fuertes & Lindsay, 2016; Künzel, 2014; Lindqvist & Lundälv, 2018; Ludwig‐

Mayerhofer et al., 2014; Nybom, 2013; Senghaas et al., 2018). NAV was 

created as a one-stop shop (Lundberg, 2018), or ‘joint frontline service’ (Breit 

et al., 2018), by consolidating the Labour Market Authority, the National 

Insurance Service, and municipal social services in one organisation. The logic 

was to provide integrated services and avoid people being thrown back and 

forth between different agencies like a ‘shuttlecock’ [kasteball] (Lundberg, 

2012). Therefore, NAV covers several areas of welfare policy, such as health, 

labour market integration, and income security, making it a complex 

organisation. The street-level NAV offices manage two interrelated tasks: they 

administer benefits to people who are out of work and support them in entering 

or re-entering the labour force (Volckmar-Eeg, 2020). NAV administers around 

one third of the Norwegian national budget (NAV, 2020) through pensions, or 

family schemes, as well as health benefits or social security benefits. Hence, 

virtually the whole population is ‘on welfare’ (Vike, 2018). As with other 

street-level bureaucracies, NAV is service intensive, with conflicting goals and 

limited resources (Lipsky, [1980] 2010). NAV’s overall objectives are ‘more 

people active and in work; fewer people on benefits; a well-functioning job 

market; the right services and benefits at the right time; good services tailored 

to the users' needs and circumstances; and an efficient labour and welfare 

administration’ (NAV, 2020 [author’s translation]). These point to different 

levels of welfare policy but can be summarized in two main and interrelated 

objectives: good quality in service provision and increased labour market 

integration of clients. How street-level bureaucrats categorise immigrant as 

clients influences both objectives.  

NAV’s work is characterised by welfare conditionality and accountability, 

which are informed by the discourses of activation (Djuve & Kavli, 2019; 

Hagelund et al., 2016). NAV’s services are progressively differentiated and 

connected to only specific categories of clients (Gjersøe, 2020). The 

caseworkers serve as gatekeepers who concurrently ensure and limit access to 

services (Volckmar-Eeg & Vassenden, 2021). NAV differentiates between 

different client groups and eligibility for services through client profiling and 
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categorisation (Gjersøe, 2020). Only people that the street-level bureaucrats 

consider eligible for the specific service will get access to it. This is not just an 

ideological practice but a way to secure the sustainability of services and target 

services to the people who need it the most. This conditionality depends on 

what Widerberg (2020) describes as welfare objectification; this involves 

increased textuality, accountability, focus on ‘activities that count’ and the 

construction of and separation of clients into categories. The caseworkers’ work 

is highly textualised, and they must account for and justify their considerations 

through textual decisions (Molander et al., 2012; Devault et al., 2014). 

Caseworkers’ decisions must comply with laws and regulations. Erlien (2017) 

identifies over 40 different rules and regulations for benefits in NAV. Each of 

these benefits have laws, directives, routines, forms and criteria defined in 

different texts. Hence, NAV has been criticised for being too bureaucratic, with 

limited room for social work and professional discretion (Skjefstad, 2013). 

Andreassen (2018), however, argues that the structural and bureaucratic 

measures of accountability seem to have a limited impact on limiting street-

level bureaucrats’ discretion. Quite contrary, the standardised descriptions of 

the work processes and routines leaves openings for caseworkers’ discretionary 

judgements regarding how to assess and differentiate between clients 

(Volckmar-Eeg, 2015).  

The frontline NAV offices are characterised by a large degree of problem 

solving and ad-hoc work (Volckmar-Eeg & Vassenden, 2021). NAV consists 

of 293 frontline offices (NAV, 2021a) organised within a partnership model 

between state and municipal welfare administrations (Fimreite & Lægreid, 

2009). NAV employs around 19,000 people, of which 5,000 are employed by 

local authorities (NAV, 2020). To both secure coordinated services and local 

flexibility, NAV consists of relatively autonomous frontline offices that answer 

to the Directorate of Labour and Welfare. Therefore, the services provided by 

the frontline offices vary (Fossestøl et al., 2015). Each municipality and NAV 

agree on which of the municipal services will be included in that NAV office 

(NAV, 2020). In addition, the offices have the autonomy to choose how to 

organise the office. One of the main differences between offices is whether they 

are organised by the principle of specialisation or generalisation (Fossestøl et 

al., 2014), that is, whether the caseworkers work with special benefits or if they 

provide services to clients independent of which benefits they receive.  
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3.2 Immigrant clients and cross-cultural 

counselling in NAV 

Almost half (45%) of the people who are unemployed and who rely on services 

from NAV have an immigrant background (NAV, 2021b). Although there are 

differences between groups, immigrants have a lower level of participation in 

the labour market than the remaining Norwegian population (IMDi, 2021), with 

immigrants from Asia (10.7%) and Africa (14.3%) having the highest levels of 

unemployment (SSB, 2020). Having few low-skill/low-wage jobs that are 

accessible to newcomers, combined with a highly regulated labour market, may 

contribute to making it difficult for immigrants to gain employment in Norway 

(Grødem, 2016). NAV is supposed to buffer the difficulties in access to the 

labour market by providing counselling, courses and measures that may 

improve a client’s employability (Diedrich & Styhre, 2013; Olsen & Oltedal, 

2020). However, (some) immigrant clients seem to have a long presence within 

the NAV system, alternating between benefits, services and departments 

(Aamodt, 2018). Many immigrants also become dependent on social service 

benefits as this is one of the few income security benefits that is independent of 

previous membership in the national insurance scheme (Dokken, 2015; Kann 

et al., 2019). In 2016, 56% of the payments from social service benefits went 

to immigrant clients (Tønseth & Grebstad, 2019). In their vignette experiment, 

Terum et al. (2018), find that street-level workers in NAV do not discriminate 

against clients with a North-African name. However, several studies and 

evaluations describe how NAV seem to fail in supporting clients with an 

immigrant background into paid employment because of (cultural) differences 

in expectations, understandings and values (Friberg et al., 2013; Friberg & 

Elgvin, 2016; Rugkåsa, 2012), or because the initiatives and allocation of 

services do not sufficiently coincide with the needs of the clients (Djuve & 

Kavli, 2015, 2015; Djuve & Tronstad, 2011; Hardoy & Zhang, 2010; Sandbæk 

& Djuve, 2012). However, we have limited knowledge of how the street-level 

caseworkers consider and work with immigrant clients during their daily work. 

This is an important motivation for this current study.  

To enhance their goal attainment with immigrants, in policy documents, NAV 

has defined clients with an immigrant background as a prioritised client group. 

However, there are several, somewhat conflicting, definitions of the group, 
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making it difficult for the street-level bureaucrats to make sense of and make 

use of the client category in their practice. In the official documents from the 

ministry of labour, they delineate ‘immigrants from outside EEA’ as a 

prioritised group (Det kongelige arbeids- og sosialdepartement, 2021). In yet 

other internal documents, NAV depicts minority-language-speaking people, 

people from a foreign culture or multicultural people as distinct groups within 

the ‘immigrant client’-group. In their counselling policy, however, NAV 

simply define ‘immigrant clients’ as a distinct group (Arbeids- og 

velferdsdirektoratet, 2019). The counselling policy is an intranet-based 

platform available to all caseworkers designed to increase the caseworkers’ 

qualifications in counselling methods and labour market integration (Arbeids- 

og velferdsdirektoratet, 2019). The objective is to increase the quality in 

caseworkers’ interactions with immigrant clients and coordinate efforts and 

practices among the frontline NAV offices. The section on ‘counselling clients 

with an immigrant background’ consists of PowerPoint slides on general 

considerations when encountering these clients and knowledge of migration, 

immigration and intercultural encounters. The section is divided into three parts 

addressing the challenges in (1) communication, (2) culture and (3) 

bureaucratic competency and understanding of Norwegian society. Moreover, 

the counselling policy recommends cultural sensitivity and awareness among 

caseworkers. NAV also offer courses open for all street-level caseworkers on 

cross-cultural counselling. I attended three of these courses as part of my data 

production (see section 5.3.1.1).  

There are, however, some assumptions implicit in the counselling policy that 

suggest that the caseworkers may have trouble using it in their service 

provision. The effects of the category ‘immigrant client’, ‘cross-cultural 

counselling, and ‘cultural sensitivity’ for the realisation of increased service 

quality and goal attainment with immigrant clients may therefore vary 

according to how the caseworkers make sense of and make use of it in their 

practice. First, the caseworkers do not necessarily have a way of knowing 

whether the client in fact has an immigrant background. In some instances, the 

client’s country of origin is listed in the casefiles, or the caseworkers may find 

a copy of the client’s residence permits. However, in other instances, there is 

no information in the systems regarding whether the client has a Norwegian 

background or not. Hence, the caseworkers must find approaches to identify 
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whether the client is an ‘immigrant client’, and therefore require ‘cross-cultural 

counselling. Second, the descriptions in the counselling policy implies that 

counselling clients with immigrant backgrounds would be different than 

counselling other clients and explicitly addresses cultural differences as a 

distinctive aspect of working with immigrant clients. Hence, culture and 

cultural differences are mainly linked to clients with immigrant backgrounds 

and to ethnicity. Third, the counselling policy frame the caseworkers as 

different from the immigrant clients.  

All counselling has a cultural aspect, but this becomes more influential 

when the counsellor and the client have different backgrounds, 

different culture, experience, standards and expectations. (from the 

counselling policy, author’s translation) 

Hence, the counselling policy implies that in counselling clients with a non-

immigrant background, the clients and caseworkers will have the same 

backgrounds, cultures, experiences, standards and expectations. Fourth, the 

counselling policy highlights the challenges street-level bureaucrats may 

experience in meetings with clients with an immigrant background but does not 

elaborate on how the follow-up should or may be accommodated to assist this 

client group into gainful employment. What cross-cultural counselling would 

constitute in each case is not clearly defined. With this as my contextual point 

of departure, I explore how the street-level caseworkers in NAV do the 

categorisation of immigrant clients during the course of their daily work. I 

particularly study to what extent they consider culture as being relevant in this 

work.  
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4 An abductive approach to 

categorisation in street-level 

bureaucracies 

In the current study, take an abductive approach to theories and use different 

theoretical perspectives as ‘ways either to ask new questions or to make new 

observations possible (Dewey 1925; James [1907] 1981)’ (Timmermans & 

Tavory, 2012, p. 174). My ambition in taking an abductive approach is that the 

study not only contribute to new knowledge, but also to further theoretical 

development (Swedberg, 2017). An abductive approach also entails a 

reciprocal relationship between theory and empirical data. Hence, theory has 

been pivotal throughout the research process (Vassenden, 2018). This is unlike 

the inductive approach in, for example, classical grounded theory (cf. Glaser & 

Strauss, 2009). Abduction has its roots in American pragmatism (Peirce, 1934) 

and entails an openness towards theories. Hence, I have used theories as 

analytical tools, rather than as a basis to test (theoretical) hypotheses in a 

deductive analysis. In the first section of this chapter, I describe how my overall 

theoretical point of departure—or theoretical ‘gaze’—is informed by Lipsky’s 

([1980] 2010) understanding of the mediating role of street-level bureaucrats. 

To understand how welfare is distributed, we need to explore what happens at 

the street level, or what the street-level bureaucrats do. The street-level 

perspective ties in to the cornerstones of the Chicago school of sociological 

thoughts, with an emphasis on peoples’ doings and how they construct meaning 

(de Montigny, 2007; Høgsbro, 2015; Joas et al., 2009; Seltzer & Haldar, 2015). 

This also forms a rationale for my ethnographic design (see sections 5.3 and 

5.3.1.2). Although the street-level tradition thus provides an important direction 

for the current study, the tradition is also highly empirical and lacks cumulative 

theory development (Moseley & Thomann, 2021). Hence, I rely on other 

middle-range theories and concepts (Merton, 1949) to further understand how 

street-level bureaucrats categorise clients. In the second section, I account for 

some of the different theoretical perspectives on categorisation in welfare 

bureaucracies. There are several different theories that focus on street-level 

categorisation. However, I argue that these perspectives do not offer sufficient 

analytical concepts to explore how street-level bureaucrats categorise clients 
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and during their daily work, and how their practices relate to the bureaucratic 

context. In the third and final section, I describe how I have used analytical 

concepts from institutional ethnography to expand on theories of street-level 

categorisation by exploring the categorisation work of street-level bureaucrats 

and how their work engages with the ruling relations through institutional texts.  

4.1 The mediating role of street-level bureaucrats 

With his book Street-level Bureaucracy. Dilemmas of the Individual in Public 

Services ([1980] 2010), Michael Lipsky forms the basis of the street-level 

tradition in studies of welfare institutions. Lipsky’s ([1980] 2010) main 

argument is that street-level bureaucrats have a critical role as mediators and 

moderators between political ideals and regulations, on the one hand, and the 

reality of citizens, on the other. Hupe and Hill (2019) argue that street-level 

bureaucracy research has become a scholarly theme of its own. Several 

researchers have further developed Lipsky’s analysis (cf. Brodkin, 2011; 

Evans, 2010; Hupe, 2019b; Maynard-Moody & Musheno, 2009; Zacka, 2017). 

Nothdurfter and Hermans (2018) describe how the street-level approach has 

manifested within the fields of social work, public management and social 

policy. Within social work, the perspective has been used as a way to highlight 

the dilemmas and complexities of social work practice, the extent of 

professional discretion, and the influence of managerialism, along with how 

social workers make policy through practice (Nothdurfter & Hermans, 2018).  

I take the practices of street-level bureaucrats as my point of departure. Street-

level bureaucracies share characteristics with Weber’s ideal type of 

bureaucracies, such as the large extent of division of labour and highly textual 

work procedures with predefined rules and regulations (Weber, 1971). 

Nevertheless, Lipsky critiques the Weberian description of the ideal type of 

bureaucracies as highly rationalised organisations, where their rule-oriented 

nature reduces the latitude of bureaucrats, (Gubrium, 2016; Weber, 1971) and 

where bureaucratic practice is subject to principle (Gubrium, 2016). Lipsky’s 

argument, in contrast, is that street-level bureaucrats perform ‘complex tasks 

for which elaboration of rules, guidelines or instructions cannot circumscribe 

the alternatives’ ([1980] 2010, p. 15). Lipsky further asserts that although the 

work of street-level bureaucrats may seem highly scripted, it also requires 
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improvisation, discretion and responsiveness to the individual client (Hupe, 

2013; Lipsky, [1980] 2010). The discretionary considerations and practices of 

street-level bureaucrats are critical for the outcomes from welfare services. The 

street-level perspective shares theoretical underpinnings with interactionist 

sociology (cf. Joas et al., 2009), where situations, interactions and practices are 

given analytical priority. Rather than investigating the presupposed behaviour 

of street-level bureaucrats based on ‘policy as written’, I therefore explore 

‘policy as performed’ at the micro-level (Hupe, 2013, p. 435).  

The reasons, decisions and actions of street-level bureaucrats ultimately amount 

to policy (Brodkin, 2012; Lipsky, [1980] 2010), and the street level constitutes 

‘government-in-action’ (Hupe, 2019a, p. 3). Thus, the actions of street-level 

bureaucrats construct public policy as they are experienced by citizens. This is 

done in two main ways: ‘They exercise wide discretion in decisions about 

citizens with whom they interact. Then, when taken in concert, their individual 

actions add up to agency behavior’ (Lipsky, [1980] 2010, p. 13). Hence, the 

street-level perspective correlate to social constructionism (Järvinen & Miller, 

2015). However, from the street-level perspective, social policies are not just 

the aggregate of the individual actions of street-level bureaucrats; instead, the 

street-level bureaucrats construct policy through their interpretation and use of 

(already existing) rules and regulations. Hence, the street-level bureaucrats 

operationalise social- and welfare policies (Evans, 2010; Hupe, 2019; Lipsky, 

[1980] 2010; Zacka, 2017); that is, they make sense of and make use of such 

policies (Volckmar-Eeg, 2020). Consequently, in the current study, I consider 

how the actions of street-level bureaucrats relate to policy frames, institutional 

regulations, and expectations (cf. Eikenaar et al., 2016).  

My perspective on street-level bureaucrats as active agents who operationalise 

policy have implications for my theoretical understanding of their 

categorisation of cases. The categorisation of a client is an occasion that 

accentuate the meeting between people and system (Mäkitalo, 2002) and where 

street-level bureaucrats have critical role mediators. This forms an important 

rationale for my study design. Street-level bureaucrats play an active and 

crucial role in determining ‘who gets what, when and how’ (Lasswell, 1936), 

they serve as the gatekeepers for welfare services (Fargion et al., 2018), where 

one of their main functions is to ‘determine the eligibility of citizens for 

government benefits and sanctions’ (Lipsky, [1980] 2010, p. 4).  
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To determine eligibility may be considered a straightforward decision. 

Bureaucratic eligibility criteria are usually manifested in texts, such as 

checklists, laws and regulations. From this perspective, the process resembles 

a shape sorter [puttekasse], where the workers place squares in the square 

holes, triangles in the triangular holes, circles in the round holes and so forth. 

Hence, differences in access to and outcomes from policies are considered 

highly regulated by institutional structures. This view opens ‘the possibility that 

the fault for problematic practices lay not entirely with the bureaucrats 

themselves but with the structural conditions they faced’ (Brodkin, 2012, p. 

942). However, ‘(…) program rules can often be interpreted in different ways, 

and individuals often do not neatly fit into eligibility criteria’ (Keiser, 2010, p. 

247). Hence, street-level bureaucrats have the interpretive power to decide how 

individuals fit the criteria, where ‘rules and regulations provide only a measure 

of guidance in determining eligibility’ (Lipsky, [1980] 2010, p. 60). From this 

perspective, the workers can shape the elements to put in the shape sorter—the 

clients—and the holes they are supposed to fit in—the criteria—based on what 

they accentuate, at least to a certain degree. Although the street-level 

perspective acknowledges the relation between structure and agency in the 

distribution of services, it provides few analytical tools to explore how this 

unfolds in practice.  

The street-level perspective provides an interesting theoretical framework for 

studying street-level categorisation and (in)equality in distributed welfare. 

However, it has also been criticised for providing a too harmonic understanding 

of street-level practice. Several researchers have built on Lipsky, exploring the 

power, conflict and negative effects of discretion (Nothdurfter & Hermans, 

2018). Dubois (2010) highlights how the mediating role of street-level 

bureaucrats implies that they have the power to modify policies based on their 

interests. This difference in power is also a significant characteristic of the 

bureaucrat–client relationship (Evans, 2011; Fargion et al., 2018).  The street-

level bureaucrats perform delegated authority exercised in the name of the state 

(Hupe, 2013). However, the considerations and prioritisations of street-level 

bureaucrats may contribute to distorting policies and adding to the inequalities 

in outcomes. Maynard-Moody and Musheno (2012) describe how the street-

level bureaucrats stand in a conflict between the institution and their clients, 

where they need to navigate opposing interests, acting as state-agents or citizen-
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agents. Similarly, Zacka (2017) describes how the moral dispositions of street-

level bureaucrats influence how they manage ‘impossible situations’ in the 

meeting between institution and client. Evans (2010, 2011) adds a layer to this 

conflict by describing how the professional background of street-level 

bureaucrats may encourage opposition towards problematic policies. Vitus 

(2014) also outline how street-level bureaucrats may work to avoid, or even 

counteract, reproducing problematic institutional identities and framings 

inherent in the institutional policies. Thus, the street-level position is a position 

where the bureaucrats must manage shifting loyalties. However, some argue 

that these perspectives (over-)emphasise the agency of the street-level 

bureaucrats and neglect the structuring elements of the institutional setting in 

which they work, such as measures of accountability (Brodkin, 1997). Evans 

and Harris (2004) criticise researchers for being too concerned with whether 

the discretion and discretionary considerations of street-level bureaucrats is 

‘good’ or ‘bad’ and call for a stronger emphasis on the situational elements of 

street-level discretion. This forms an important rationale for what I aim to do 

in this study.  

4.2 Theoretical perspectives on street-level 

categorisation 

Welfare service provision depend on street-level bureaucrats’ ‘processing of 

people into clients, assigning them to categories for treatment by bureaucrats, 

and treating them in terms of those categories’ (Lipsky, [1980] 2010, p. 59). 

How street-level bureaucrats categorise people is crucial in mediating the 

relationship between input and output in street-level welfare bureaucracies–

which people get what services (see Figure 1). The categorisation of people has 

real consequences for clients (Juhila et al., 2007), in that it opens (only) for 

specific services. Hacking (1985) describes how the making of people takes 

place in the intersection between (expert) labels from above, and the reality of 

the person from below. In the clientisation process, categories serve as framing 

devices through which ordinary troubles are translated into serviceable 

problems (Gubrium & Järvinen, 2014). Emerson and Messinger (1977) 

describe troubles as a vague sense of ‘something wrong’, but it is unclear what 

that something is and how to approach or treat it. Gubrium (2016) emphasises 

that in contrast, (institutionalised) problems have a logic of clarity that is the 
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result of problematisation; a process that ‘transform[s] the vagueness of what 

is troublesome into what is claimed to be clearly problematic’ (Gubrium, 2016, 

p. 22). This problematisation is a core element of the categorisation and 

clientisation process. Here, institutional texts offer ‘formal guidance for how to 

problematise troubles by eclipsing vagueness’ (Gubrium, 2016, p. 23). The 

process when street-level bureaucrats categorise a client does not merely 

depend on how the street-level bureaucrats differentiate between people based 

on their personal assessments but is intimately linked to the bureaucratic 

context. This suggest that the clientisation-process is informed by institutional 

discourses (Mäkitalo & Säljö, 2002). 

 

 

Figure 1: Categorisation mediate the relationship between which people get what services within 

a bureaucratic context. 

 

Next, I outline two main theoretical perspectives on (street-level) 

categorisation. One focuses on the categories, and how they function as a 

differentiating mechanism. The other conceptualise categorisation as a 

differentiating practice. From the first perspective, categories serve as scripts 

for caseworkers’ expectations of and approach to different groups of clients. 

How a client is categorised determines the measures to be taken in response to 

the perceived problem, which functions as a guide for action (Goffman, 1974; 

Weick, 1995). Hacking (1985) argues that categories influence how we 

understand, perceive and consider the world. This may happen in several 

different ways. The formal categories identify target groups for policies. Thus, 

categories function as organising structures (Mügge & van der Haar, 2016, p. 

78) serving to differentiate between groups. Moreover, a category may be 
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labelled positively or negatively. Jenkins (1994) describes how the definition 

of some groups into specific categories contributes to define ‘members of the 

category in question as socially deficient or lacking in some fashion and serve 

to label them further as “undeserving” or “troublesome”’ (Jenkins, 1994, p. 

214). This is often the result of simplifications, differentiations and processing 

of information (Diedrich et al., 2011), that may be based on and reinforce 

prejudices, stereotypes and street-level bias (Talleraas, 2019). The definition of 

categories may be influenced by several discursive oppositions, such as culture, 

race, ethnicity, and citizenship (Vassenden, 2010). This perspective of 

categorisation as a differentiating mechanism may be criticised for having a too 

static understanding of categories as clear-cut and predefined, where some 

clients are defined into or out of the categories by the street-level bureaucrats 

(Garsten & Jacobsson, 2013).  

The second perspective on (street-level) categorization provides a more 

process-oriented understanding on street-level categorisation and is also the 

perspective I rely on in the current study. There are three main ways in which 

the practice of categorisation has been conceptualised theoretically: a) as a 

discretionary consideration, b) as decision making and c) as sensemaking. In 

my articles, I have employed insights from all of them.  

First, categorisation practices may be conceptualised as discretion. Lipsky 

([1980] 2010) describes categorisation as an outcome of street-level discretion. 

Molander et al. (2012) describe epistemic discretion as a mode of reasoning 

where discretionary considerations consist of judgements that are argued for 

and justified in relation to institutional criteria. This understanding indicates 

that categorisation requires knowledge, interpretation, and judgement. 

Discretion has been conceptualised in numerous different ways, such as 

administrative discretion (Bouchard & Carroll, 2002), or professional 

discretion (McDonald & Marston, 2006; Molander, 2017). However, 

conceptualisations of street-level discretion tend to either be defined in a way 

that makes it too abstract to explore it as practice, by simply describing 

categorisation as discretion, or have a too rigorous description of what a 

discretionary consideration entails and hence encourage a deductive logic 

(Hupe, 2013). This conceptualisation therefore has a limited apparatus for 

open-ended exploration of how street-level workers categorise clients.  
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A second and similar way to conceptualise categorisation practices 

theoretically is as decision-making processes. Van Parys (2019) describe how 

this strand of research focus on explaining the decisions street-level bureaucrats 

make. Keiser (2010) measure variation in decision-making as street-level 

bureaucrats determine eligibilities. However, this perspective portrays 

categorisation as a moment of decision making (Hall et al., 2007, p. 13). It 

therefore lacks an analytical apparatus to explore categorisation as a process 

intertwined in the everyday practices of street-level bureaucrats.  

This brings me to the third way street-level categorisation practices can be 

conceptualised theoretically: as sensemaking. Raaphorst and Van de Walle 

(2018) explore how street-level bureaucrats interpret client characteristics and 

suggest a signalling perspective as an analytical framework to. This resembles 

Weick’s (1995, 2001, 2006) conceptualisation of sensemaking, with a focus on 

interpretive frameworks and cues (Weick et al., 2005). Raaphorst and Van de 

Walle (2018) connect the more general sensemaking framework to street-level 

practice. This conceptualisation of categorisation as a result of interpretive 

frameworks directs attention to the processual and interpretive aspects of 

categorisation. However, it fails to connect how street-level bureaucrats 

differentiate between clients in the bureaucratic context. Hence, the 

conceptualisation lacks one (important) dimension.  

The existing conceptualisations of categorisation as a differentiating 

mechanism and practice provides in-depth understandings that may prove 

particularly valuable if categorisation is positioned as the independent variable 

in research (cf. Van Parys, 2019), rather than as a research object in itself 

(Hupe, 2013). However, the theoretical conceptualisations I have presented do 

not provide sufficient analytical concepts to help me explore how street-level 

bureaucrats do categorise immigrant clients during their everyday work and 

how their categorisations of clients relate to the bureaucratic context (see 

Figure 1).  
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4.3 Expanding theories of categorisation through 

institutional ethnography 

I combine the theoretical perspectives presented above with analytical concepts 

from institutional ethnography to unpack and explore how street-level 

bureaucrats make sense of and further categorise immigrant clients and how 

this work relates to the larger institutional relations of street-level practice. 

Hence, the current study is not an institutional ethnography in its purest sense. 

Institutional ethnography has been described as an alternative sociology 

(Mykhalovskiy et al., 2021; Smith, 2005; Widerberg, 2015a). In her 

formulation of institutional ethnography, Smith takes inspiration from several 

theoretical traditions, including feminist theory, ethnomethodology, and 

dialogism (de Montigny, 2007; de Montigny, 2021; Devault, 2021; Nilsen, 

2017; Smith, 2014; Tummons, 2017). Smith (1999, 2005) developed 

institutional ethnography as a critique of, and alternative to mainstream and 

objectifying sociology (Lund & Magnussen, 2018), where acting subjects are 

reduced to social phenomenon (Rua, 2012). In this objectifying process, social 

knowledge is made to be independent of the actors or subjects. Here, knowledge 

is separated from the subjects and their experiences and made out to be 

something over and above them and presented as an objective truth. From an 

institutional ethnographic perspective, researchers need to ‘start with humans 

and the activities and experiences they have, which is situated in a particular 

practice or activity’ to understand society (Widerberg, 2015a, p. 15 [author’s 

translation]).  

Several scholars argue that institutional ethnography is an approach that 

requires the researcher to follow specific procedures and methods (Lund & 

Nilsen, 2020b), but to different degrees (see for example Campbell & Gregor, 

2004; Rankin, 2017). However, this authoritive understanding has been 

challenged by a more pragmatic viewpoint (Tummons, 2017; Walby, 2013), 

proposed in large by Nordic scholars (see examples in Lund & Nilsen, 2020a; 

Widerberg, 2015b). These Nordic scholars encourage the use of institutional 

ethnography in combination with other theories and methods to gain insights 

into, in particular, the workings of welfare institutions (Widerberg, 2015a). I 

take inspiration from this understanding of institutional ethnography. Nordic 

scholars have typically legitimated their ‘partial’ use of institutional 
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ethnography by claiming they are inspired by the approach (Mathiesen & 

Volckmar-Eeg, in press). Devault (2021) describes this as a ‘hybrid-approach’ 

because of its extensive use of complementary theoretical perspectives. In this 

study, I make use of institutional ethnography in an abductive approach 

(Mathiesen & Volckmar-Eeg, in press). Hence, I use analytical concepts from 

institutional ethnography to concretise and further develop the theories of 

street-level bureaucrats’ categorisation of clients.  

My abductive approach towards institutional ethnography has allowed me to 

explore the actions of street-level bureaucrats as a form of categorisation work; 

to unpack the practices, knowledge and skills involved in this work and how it 

relates to the institutional context in which they work (Mathiesen & Volckmar-

Eeg, in press). Although institutional ethnography contributes towards 

accentuating the same elements of categorisation as the perspectives outlined 

in section 4.2, the concepts in institutional ethnography contribute to a more in-

depth exploration of these elements, largely because they must be 

operationalised empirically. For example, by not just establishing that texts are 

part of categorisation practices but encourage an exploration of how the street-

level bureaucrats make use of the different texts in their categorisation work. I 

get back to this below. Figure 2 is a further development of Figure 1 that 

illustrates how institutional ethnography contributes with concepts that assist in 

the unpacking of categorisation. 

 

 

Figure 2: Unpacking categorisation through analytical concepts from institutional ethnography. 
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There are correlations between the street-level perspective and institutional 

ethnography. The two traditions direct attention to the actions and ‘doings’ of 

people and keep in view the larger structures that encompass the actor. My 

motivation for employing an institutional ethnographic approach is that it 

comprises several analytical concepts that are useful to explore ‘what actually 

happens when public policies are enacted’ (Lipsky, [1980] 2010, p. 213). Smith 

(1999, 2005) emphasises how the research should not end in individual 

experiences but investigate how their experiences are coordinated with others, 

or how they are ‘socially organised’. Hence, perspectives from institutional 

ethnography contribute to challenge distinctions and dualisms between 

‘structure-agency, macro-micro and individual-society’ (Lund & Nilsen, 

2020b, p. 3), where the micro-actions of the caseworkers are understood as 

concerted by the macro-structures of the institution in which they work. In the 

Norwegian context, several researchers have used institutional ethnography as 

an approach to explore street-level welfare practices (Åsheim, 2018, 2019; 

Breimo, 2015; Lundberg, 2012; Magnussen, 2020; Nilsen, 2016; Øversveen & 

Forseth, 2018). My abductive approach has been informed particularly by three 

concepts from institutional ethnography: work, ruling relations and texts.  

Institutional ethnography has encouraged an analytical focus on the 

categorisation work of caseworkers, where I have focused on their practices, 

‘doings’, knowledge, skills, thoughts, and feelings as they make sense of and 

categorise immigrant clients. Inspiration by ethnomethodology, work 

constitutes an analytical concept that encourages rich descriptions of actors’ 

activities (de Montigny, 2021). ‘By institutional ethnographers, “work” is used 

in a generous sense to extend anything done by people that takes time and 

efforts, that they mean to do, that is done under definite conditions and with 

whatever means and tools, and that they may have to think about’ (Smith, 2005, 

pp. 151–152). Hence, this concept contributes towards changing the focus from 

identifying different forms of discretionary decision making to opening up to 

what actually happens: what they do and how they do it, including how they 

think and feel (Smith, 2005, p. 151). I have explored the practices, knowledge, 

reasons, and argumentations that is part of ‘conceptualizing, naming, selecting, 

differentiating and classifying’ (Campbell, 2016, p. 250). The focus on work 

contributes to deconstruct the institutional captures (Nilsen, 2021; Smith, 

1999), which are ways of talking about work which are descriptively empty. It 
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is through unfolding these notions that we get knowledge of what actually 

happens, how and why. Lund and Magnussen (2018) suggest that institutional 

ethnography is useful to explore how people do categories and categorisation.  

The concept of ruling relations encourages my exploration of how the 

caseworkers’ practices connect to coordinating mechanisms such as textual, 

institutional, and discursive frames. In institutional ethnography, people are 

understood as fundamentally social beings, where they actively interact with 

their surroundings and make sense of it (Widerberg, 2015a). However, our 

actions and understandings are influenced by what Smith conceptualises as 

ruling relations: ‘the extraordinary yet ordinary complex of relations that are 

textually mediated, that connects us across space and time and organise our 

everyday lives’ (Smith, 2005, p. 10). In her conception of ruling relations, 

Smith (2005) takes inspiration from Foucault and his understanding of 

discourse. However, she criticises his conception as one that locates discourse 

externally to subjectivities as something that imposes on and coerces them 

(Smith, 2005). Hence, the discursive world is given priority over the life world, 

and the actual are made into an expression of discourse (Rua, 2012). Smith 

introduces a more relational understanding to discourse, where the subjects, 

although sometimes unconsciously, engage with these discourses as they 

perform daily acts, such as walking down a city street or shopping for groceries. 

Smith (2005, p. 18) argues that our focus should be on how ‘these daily acts 

articulate us into social relations of the order I have called ruling’. Thus, in 

institutional ethnography, discourses are something that is being done, put to 

use and changed in the interactions between actors and between actors and their 

surroundings (Widerberg, 2015a). Nilsen (2021, p. 366) describes how 

discourses may be part of professional language by form of ideological codes, 

textually mediated and replicable schematic understandings, such as ‘the good 

parent’, or what Magnussen (2020, p. 66) describes as the ‘ideal refugee’. Lund 

(2015) encourages researchers to search for such ruling relations by looking for 

traces of ruling in people’s activities: references to texts, and institutions when 

people do things and when they describe why they do those things in certain 

ways.  By asking actors about their activities, the researcher is searching for 

how such ruling relations are ‘doing something’ to people’s activities as those 

activities are being performed (Rua, 2012, p. 22).  
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Texts constitute a material form of ruling relations. Smith’s (2006) 

conceptualisation of texts provides me with an analytical framework for 

exploring how texts influence how the caseworkers categorise immigrant 

clients. The institutional ethnographic approach facilitates a perspective on 

texts as a link between caseworkers’ practices at the micro-level and the 

bureaucratic context at the meso- and macro-levels. Texts have a material and 

replicable character that allows them to be distributed broadly and taken up by 

different people at different times (Smith, 2006; Walby, 2013). Texts, such as 

road signs or instructions on cash registers, coordinate our actions from outside 

our local space (Smith 1999, pp. 80–92), as translocal relations. People 

perform their activities in relation to textual regulations and instructions 

developed somewhere else within the institutional structure (Smith, 2005). 

However, people also choose how to read and activate the texts, where the 

‘activation by a reader insert the text’s message into the local setting and the 

sequence of action into which it is read’ (Smith, 2005, p. 105). This is what 

Smith (2005) refers to as the text–reader conversation. Hence, the actor is active 

in interpreting and relating the texts to their reality, but the texts also ‘enter into’ 

and coordinate the actor’s practices. In an institutional ethnographic approach, 

texts are studied as a practice. In bureaucracies, the workers also produce texts 

through their casework (Griffith & Smith, 2014; Nilsen & Steen-Johnsen, 

2020). This may be through forms and schedules, or texts that are freely written 

by the caseworkers. On example is the production of client files, where the 

caseworkers translate experiences into objectified statements about the other 

(Smith, 2006). The descriptions of the client in these files serve as the 

institutional representation of the person (Smith, 2006) and is what constitutes 

the departure point for further actions. This is an example of how texts are part 

of accountability circuits. The street-level bureaucrats need to justify their 

actions and decisions in texts, where they are accountable to the formulation of 

rules, regulations, and procedures (Nilsen, 2017). Hence, texts function as 

regulatory frames that ‘govern the selection of what will be recorded, observed, 

described, and so on’ (Smith, 2005, p. 191). In the current study, I do not focus 

on the content of these texts per se but rather on how the texts enter into the 

categorisation work of street-level bureaucrats, how they use them, argument 

in relation to them and create them.   
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5 Methodology 

In this chapter, I account for the methodological choices and ethical 

considerations I have made during the study. The overall design of the study is 

explorative. This requires the use of different perspectives and approaches 

(Maxwell, 2009). Although data imply different levels of involvement from the 

researcher, my perspective on data is that they are always produced as an 

interpretive process (Aase & Fossåskaret, 2014, p. 36). As a researcher, I decide 

who to talk to and how, how to focus the research, what to ask, what to describe 

and how to further interpret and present the data. Additionally, the informants 

also interpret my questions, my role and the research situation and choose what 

to share and how. Hence, data are not something that researchers can ‘collect’ 

from informants, as something unpolluted by the researcher (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009, p. 67). In the first section of this chapter, I discuss my 

subjectivity and position myself as a ‘halfie’. I further describe how my halfie 

position has provided challenges and opportunities in the study. The second 

section consists of a presentation of the study’s research design, sample, and 

analytical approach. In the third and last section, I discuss some ethical 

considerations central to the study, and the study’s limits. The current study has 

been reviewed and recommended by the Data Protection Official for Research 

(NSD) [project reference: 738596].  

5.1 Subjectivity and my researcher position 

In the present study, I am positioned as a ‘halfie’ (Abu-Lughod, 1991; Zulfikar, 

2014). The halfie position is one where the researcher is both an insider and 

outsider at the same time. Before starting the PhD, I worked as a caseworker in 

NAV for one year, learning about the organisation, work processes and 

institutionalised language from within. My position as a halfie has provided 

both opportunities and challenges. Most importantly, it freed my capacity 

because the system and work were already familiar to me. Rudie (1997) 

highlights that one must understand the code, or the syntax, of the social context 

in which one engages as a researcher, and when one knows the syntax, it will 

reduce the complexity of the situation. My familiarity with how the frontline 

offices functioned, the different benefits, rules and regulations and the overall 
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system meant that I spent less time getting to know these things as I prepared 

the study design and during the production and interpretation of the data. 

Hence, I could explore situations that I already knew might provide interesting 

insights into the work of the caseworkers. One example is how I had 

experienced that the caseworkers used the team meetings as arenas for 

discussing cases, making these discussions into a key situation for my 

fieldwork. However, my halfie position also produced two essential challenges 

regarding (1) interpretation and (2) potential blind spots. These challenges 

prevailed throughout the research process but were particularly prominent 

during the fieldwork.  

First, my halfie position might have influenced how I interpreted what the 

caseworkers said and did and why. My familiarity with the institutional context 

and work in NAV somewhat complicated the production and interpretation of 

data because I had to separate between what I knew from my own experiences 

and what I got to know from my informants. Not because I could not use what 

I already knew, but because I had to stay open to how the caseworkers may do 

things differently than I had done and have different understandings of the work 

I used to perform myself. NAV is an organisation in constant change 

(Lundberg, 2012). Hence, the work of caseworkers may also have changed 

since I left the organisation. This was particularly important during the 

fieldwork. Hence, I wrote down my preconceptions of what the caseworkers 

did and why before and during the data production in an effort to separate this 

from new interpretations during data production. I used these notes actively 

both in the production and interpretation of the data to check my understandings 

and ask questions of the caseworkers. My intimate knowledge of the procedures 

and work processes may have cast shadows on what was really going on and 

what might be interesting to the research. 

Second, the halfie position comes with potential blind spots regarding what the 

informants told me and what I noticed. The informants might only implicitly 

tell me about what they do and how, seeing me as an insider. This may also 

cause an ethical problem. I will get back to this later. I was also afraid to tell 

them too much about my own experiences because I did not want it to function 

as a normative reference point that could make them less inclined to talk to me. 

When I started the research, I tried to keep my previous knowledge less evident 

in my interactions with the informants. Although I told them that I had 
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previously worked as a caseworker, I tried to ask naïve questions and act 

unfamiliar with NAV. However, this act felt artificial and prevented me from 

taking advantage of the benefits of being a halfie. This challenge faded as the 

research developed. My knowledge of NAV and their work became more 

natural after I had talked to more caseworkers, especially after the introductory 

stages of the fieldwork. I became more confident in my researcher role. During 

the fieldwork, the caseworkers also seemed to take my knowledge more for 

granted because I had been a part of their workday for a while. I could also 

more easily detect the similarities and differences between my previous 

knowledge and what they told and showed me from their work. This provided 

opportunities to explore their work further.  

Second, as a halfie researcher, I was familiar with the professional discourse in 

the institution. It was a challenge not to ignore the things that I was familiar 

with (Wadel, 2014, p. 90) and unfold the institutionalised language and 

professional discourses that ‘… provides a framing of the way work is thought 

about and undertaken’ (Campbell & Gregor, 2004, p. 70). To counteract such 

potential blind spots, I made weekly summaries of my fieldnotes in English. 

This forced me to explain what was happening in a less institutionalised 

language. I had to explicate and explain what was usually inherent in the 

institutional categories or concepts. Wadel (2014, p. 90) talks about concepts 

and categories as both potential ‘pigeonholes’ that the researcher may overlook 

or take as natural, but also as a necessity to understand and make use of the 

knowledge that people have. Familiar structures, such as the institutionalised 

language, were a blind spot in my data for some time. I took for granted what 

the caseworkers meant. For instance, this occurred when the caseworkers were 

talking about challenges regarding ‘language’. From my work in NAV, I 

naturally assumed that they meant a lack of proficiency in Norwegian and that 

it might be difficult to communicate with the clients lacking ‘language’. I wrote 

it down as part of the case discussion, but I did not pay any more attention to it. 

I started to translate ‘language’ into ‘proficiency in Norwegian’ in my English 

fieldnotes because that is what I thought they meant. It was not until one of the 

caseworkers asked the others in a team meeting if they could elaborate on what 

they meant by the client having ‘challenges with language’ that I understood 

that it was not necessarily so simple. Learning from this experience, I more 

frequently asked the caseworkers to elaborate or explain things they did and 
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said that I thought I knew but that was not obvious. Although I have tried to 

pay particular attention to and make efforts to make visible potential blind spots 

such as the institutionalised language, I cannot exclude the fact that there 

probably still are blind spots in my data and analysis.  

5.2 Gaining access to NAV 

A common challenge for researchers is to gain access to the people, situations 

or organisations they want to explore. However, my process of gaining access 

to NAV and an office to do my fieldwork in was not characterised by 

challenges. I easily got in contact with persons who later functioned as key 

persons in the project. Because my process has been quite uncomplicated and 

have provided valuable guidance to the project, I want to describe how I went 

about gaining access. I hope the following description can help and inspire 

future researchers in preparation of their access strategy.  

As I started the study, I tried to get as much knowledge as I could about NAV 

and their work with immigrants, both from research, policies and the 

information NAV themselves provide on their objectives, priorities, statistics 

and measures. From this information, I noticed people or departments related 

to this field.  

It has been important to me that my PhD-project provides information of value 

to the organisation. Therefore, I reached out to the Directorate of Labour and 

Welfare quite early in the process. This is the organisation responsible for the 

control and management of NAV. I explained how I wanted to know more 

about their work with immigrants and the challenges and possibilities they may 

consider fruitful to explore further. They agreed to a meeting, and I had a long 

and interesting meeting with the one person at the directorate responsible for 

questions regarding ‘immigrants’. After the meeting, NAV agreed to comment 

on my project proposal and help me get the data I needed to do the project. Over 

the course of a couple of months, I presented my project, and NAV provided 

important comments on the project from their point of view. For instance, they 

told me about what NAV already had knowledge of, besides from what is 

written down in research reports or articles, along with the things they believed 

to be true but did not have actual data on.  
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In parallel to my project development process, I conducted informal interviews 

of key persons in the NAV system. These were the people I had noticed in my 

review of research reports and policy texts or those who the directorate thought 

could provide me with valuable insights. I wanted to get to know the field from 

within the organisation: what they experienced as challenges in their work with 

clients with immigrant background and how the organisation tried to manage 

these challenges. I talked to a total of about 20 people. Some were associated 

with NAV’s special unit, formerly known as NAV Intro. These units were 

responsible for knowledge of the immigration field; they functioned as 

resources to the frontline offices and to the county and directorate regarding 

policy development. I also had initial conversations with people working in the 

county administrations or frontline offices that had a particular focus on their 

work with immigrant clients. After the conversations, I wrote down my 

thoughts about what they emphasised as challenges and knowledge gaps 

regarding NAV’s work with immigrant clients. They all acknowledged the 

diversity among their clients with immigrant backgrounds in terms of 

background and their potential needs from NAV. However, they also 

highlighted that their (NAV’s) efforts seemed to miss the mark regarding (some 

of) the clients with immigrant backgrounds. They disagreed on whether to 

define ‘immigrants’ as a specific client group in policy would help improve 

their services and emphasised that they had limited knowledge about how 

street-level bureaucrats understand and worked with these clients in their daily 

work.  

The people I talked to functioned as door openers and helped me get access to 

both the internal courses and what eventually became the office where I 

conducted my fieldwork. Although I believe that contact with NAV at an early 

stage of the project development and their help in gaining access has benefitted 

the project, it has also brought about some ethical questions, particularly 

regarding the independence of the research and for the caseworkers to 

potentially consider me a management-representative during the further data 

production. I will discuss these issues later in the chapter.  
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5.3 Research design 

To get insights into why NAV has been unsuccessful in their efforts to 

accommodate (some of) their clients with immigrant backgrounds, I wanted to 

explore the field from the street-level bureaucrats’ point of view. I therefore 

started the empirical investigation from the standpoint of the caseworkers in 

NAV. I use Smith’s conception of standpoint as the ‘social positioning of the 

subject of knowledge, the knower and creator of knowledge’ (Smith, 2005, p. 

9). Smith is inspired by the conception of ‘standpoint’ from feminist standpoint 

theory (Smith, 1987). However, in institutional ethnography ‘standpoint’ is not 

associated with a specific position or category of race, gender or class, instead 

it represents a subject position from where experience and knowledge are 

discovered (Smith, 1999, p. 10). The study is grounded in ‘concrete reality and 

the everyday problems of ordinary human beings’ (Dunn, 2018b, p. 58), more 

specifically of the street-level caseworkers in NAV. This means that the 

knowledge and work of the caseworkers have been my entry-point of 

investigation. I have been interested in the ‘doings’ of the caseworkers and tried 

to contextualise and ground their work by illuminating the ‘connections 

between the troubles of individuals and the institutional and systemic forces 

shaping their lives’ (Dunn, 2018a, p. 30).  

Another important aspect of the research design is that the study has an 

explorative design. In terms of institutional ethnography, one can describe this 

as focused on a problematic and inquiry into a field, rather than as a search for 

specific answers to a definitive question. A problematic is ‘a territory to be 

discovered, not a question that is concluded in its answer’ (Smith, 2005, p. 41). 

You may have noticed that the current study has research questions. However, 

these questions are directed towards exploration, not as questions searching for 

definitive and clear-cut answers. I have also used relatively open-ended 

approaches in the empirical investigation: observations, interviews and 

fieldwork. I conducted the empirical data production over a one-year period 

during the spring and fall of 2017.  

5.3.1 Sample and data 

I base the study on three empirical data sets; 1) observations of three full-day 

courses of ‘how to counsel clients with immigrant background’ and subsequent 
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interviews of 11 caseworkers who attended the course, 2) a five-month 

ethnographic fieldwork at one frontline NAV office, 3) texts from the course 

and fieldwork, in addition to laws, regulations and administrative texts. In 

addition, I have used previous empirical research as fourth set of data for a 

qualitative evidence synthesis. I have used the different datasets to explore, 

respectively, how the institution frames the caseworkers’ work with immigrant 

clients (observation of courses), the reflections and thoughts of the caseworkers 

(interviews), the practices and skills involved in the counselling of immigrant 

clients towards a job (fieldwork) and the institutional and discursive context 

(texts).  

The different data build on each other; the courses create the foundation for the 

interviews, in turn founding the basis for the fieldwork, and the insights from 

the fieldwork are compared and contrasted with the data from the qualitative 

evidence synthesis. Hence, I could pursue the processes they referred to and 

challenges addressed as the research progressed. I did not use the different data 

to confirm or discard the other but to broaden and develop the findings. This 

approach facilitates what Maxwell (2009, p. 126) defines as ‘rich data’. 

However, I have given priority to the fieldwork in the articles. The fieldwork 

enabled me to contextualise the understandings the caseworkers had expanded 

on in the interviews and investigate challenges they had discussed during the 

courses. Although the discussions at the courses, the interviews and fieldwork 

all provide data on practices and reflections of caseworkers, it was the fieldwork 

that went from ‘saying’ to ‘doing’. However, my analytical focus in the articles 

is informed by all sets of data.  

Table 2 provides an overview of the three empirical datasets and what they 

consist of. The texts included were all gathered at different times during the 

data production. During the observations, interviews and fieldwork, I have 

focused on references to institutional structures and texts and how the 

caseworkers relate to and activate these in their work. Hence, I have described 

the texts in the vertical column in relation to the stage in the data production 

process where they were obtained. However, the texts are a separate dataset in 

the study that I have used in my interpretations of the other data. Moreover, the 

observations have served as an arena for recruiting caseworkers for individual 

interviews, and (as described above) the key persons functioned as door openers 

for the fieldwork in particular.  
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 What/who 3. Texts 

Key persons Directorate of Labour 

and Welfare  

County administration  

NAV special units 

The counselling platform 

Laws/regulations 

Organisation chart 

1a. Observations 3 full-day courses Handouts from the course 

1b. Interviews 11 individual 

caseworkers 

 

2. Fieldwork 5 months, 115 situations: 

35 team meetings,  

59 informal 

conversations/case 

discussions,  

15 meetings with clients,  

3 external meetings,  

3 days in the office 

reception. 

Overview/descriptions of 

measures 

Descriptions of local routines  

and procedures 

Information/brochures for clients 

Forms 

Client files 

NAV’s computer system 

Table 2: Overview of the three sets of empirical data: (1) observations and interviews,  

(2) fieldwork and (3) texts 

5.3.1.1 Observations and interviews  

I performed participant observation of three of NAV’s internal full-day courses 

in ‘counselling clients with migrant backgrounds’ during the spring of 2017. 

Advisers from the resource centre on immigration in NAV were responsible for 

the courses, and they were open to the participation of caseworkers at the 

frontline NAV offices. My main motivation for observing the courses was to 

recruit caseworkers to individual in-depth interviews following the course. 

However, the courses also provided insights into how NAV frames the 

caseworkers’ work with clients with immigrant backgrounds, and 

disagreements among caseworkers.  

The courses consisted of lectures, roleplay (between the teachers, not involving 

the caseworkers) and group assignments or discussions. The caseworkers sat in 

groups of four or five around a table. During the courses, I sat at one of the 

tables and participated in the discussion or groupwork around that table. Most 

of the caseworkers were women, and about a third of them had an immigrant 

background. My data consist of detailed fieldnotes that I wrote down during the 

course, depicting what the instructors emphasised, what the participants 

discussed in plenum and when and their feedback to the instructors. I did not, 
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however, write down what the group I sat with discussed because I did not want 

to intrude on their consent to participate and wanted them to talk freely when 

they attended a course intended to increase their competency in the topic. 

However, during breaks, I approached some of them and asked for elaborations 

on things they might have said during the discussion. This gave them the 

opportunity to decline the inquiry. Goffman (1989, pp. 125–126) notes that by 

conducting participant observation, ‘you are in position to note their gestural, 

visual, bodily response to what’s going on around them and you’re empathetic 

enough (…) to sense what it is that they’re responding to’. The courses provided 

information about what NAV as an institution emphasise, hence contributing to 

contextualise the work of caseworkers. In addition, it provided knowledge on 

how caseworkers with different backgrounds understand conceptions such as 

culture, integration and work and what they experienced as challenges and the 

possibilities in their work with clients with an immigrant background. 

Moreover, it provided insights into uncertainties and disagreements among the 

caseworkers or between caseworkers and policy makers, such as discussions 

about which clients that they should understand as ‘immigrants’.  

I conducted 11 individual interviews with caseworkers conducted shortly after 

the courses. This allowed me to get further knowledge about what the 

caseworkers think about the descriptions of their work with immigrant clients 

as a special type of work requiring specific skills and awareness. In the 

interviews, I asked the caseworkers questions related to how they perceived the 

course, what they had learned from it, their own experiences and thoughts about 

counselling clients with immigrant background and their reflections on culture 

and cultural sensitivity in NAV. The interviews varied in length between one 

and two hours. Two of the participants were males, the rest of them were 

females. Their ages ranged from 27 to 55. Three addressed their own 

background as immigrants during the interviews. The caseworkers worked in 

different parts of NAV with different categories of clients, but they all worked 

with assisting clients get back to employment. I conducted the interviews in the 

caseworkers’ offices or in a meeting room at the NAV office where they 

worked. In addition to taking handwritten notes during the interviews, I used 

an audio-recorder and later transcribed the recordings.  

I used the same interview guide throughout the interviews (see appendix 6), but 

my way of questioning evolved somewhat between each interview. The 
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interview guide was, as shown in the appendix, quite extensive. I took an open-

ended approach and did not ask about everything in every interview but tried to 

build on the preceding interviews. However, after the initial interviews, I 

experienced that the caseworkers responded to my questions with ‘ideological 

accounts’ (Nilsen, 2021), such as politicalised perceptions of immigrants and 

their difference from other clients—both positive and negative or descriptions 

of their work that entailed ‘taken for granted’ truths (Curwen et al., 2020, p. 

178), what Smith (2005) refers to as institutional captures. For instance, that 

their counselling of clients depended on ‘what the client is eligible for’, without 

elaborating how they decided eligibility or what the counselling would 

constitute in each case. Inspired by the work of Nilsen (2017) and Liodden 

(2015), after a couple of interviews, I changed the second part of the interviews 

to ask the caseworkers to tell me about cases where culture seemed to be of 

relevance or what they experienced as ‘typical’ immigrant cases. Further, I 

asked them to elaborate on what they did in these cases and why and to contrast 

their stories with differing experiences. These questions produced more 

elaborate data on how the caseworkers related to questions of culture and 

ethnicity in their counselling of clients of immigrant backgrounds.  

5.3.1.2 Fieldwork 

From September 2017 to January 2018, I conducted a five-month ethnographic 

fieldwork at one frontline NAV office. The fieldwork facilitated knowledge of 

what the caseworkers do, how they do it and their dilemmas and reflections in 

situ. More specifically, I wanted to get situated knowledge of how the 

caseworkers differentiated between cases, what the caseworkers considered the 

appropriate approaches and strategies for different cases and how the 

institutional setting influenced the caseworkers’ work. Hence, I focused the 

fieldwork on caseworkers’ formal and informal discussions of cases. The 

ethnographic approach enabled me to get to know the individual, processual 

and institutional aspect of the caseworkers’ work.  

The field office is located on the west coast of Norway and serves an urban area 

with a large proportion of immigrant residents; the caseworkers regularly 

manage cases where the client has an immigrant background. Fossestøl et al. 

(2014) distinguish between small-, medium- and large-sized offices, where 

large NAV offices are the ones with more than 40 full-time employees. Hence, 
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the field office can be characterised as a large frontline office. However, in the 

first article, I described the office as of a medium size because it is smaller than 

the specifically large ones (more than 100 employees). Frøyland et al. (2016) 

describe how the size of the offices influences the collaboration both internally 

in the office and with external partners. The office size also influences their 

organisation (Fossestøl et al., 2014). The field office is organised by the 

principle of specialisation. This implies that each team typically works with one 

client group. However, the office is organised based on divisions between state 

and municipal areas of responsibility, the division of client groups based on 

their ‘service need’ and the different types of benefits: health related, 

unemployment and social (Kane, 2020; Volckmar-Eeg & Vassenden, 

submitted). The office is located across three floors, with the office reception 

areas on the ground floor, and office spaces on the two remaining floors. 

Several of the caseworkers have their own separate offices, but some offices 

are shared between four caseworkers. The office is organised into three 

departments with smaller teams of caseworkers that work with the same 

category of clients. Similar to several other NAV offices (PROBA, 2018), the 

field office has a separate youth team that share responsibility for all the cases 

of clients under 30 years old. This is the only team in the office that works 

across divisions between benefits and areas of responsibility. When I started 

data production, the office had recently employed an additional caseworker to 

serve as a contact between the introductory programme for refugees and NAV. 

Most employees are female, which coincides with the general gender-

composition in NAV (Fossestøl et al., 2014).  

The difference between conceptions of ethnography and fieldwork is much 

debated. Ingold (2014) questions whether reducing ethnography to fieldwork is 

to neglect the anthropological tradition. However, Hammersley and Atkinson 

(2007) argue that there is considerable overlap between the concepts of 

‘fieldwork’ and ‘ethnography’. Both refer to a holistic view of research, where 

a range of methods can be employed and integrated (Mannay & Morgan, 2015). 

I will not discuss the two conceptions further but adhere to the understanding 

of Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) and use the two notions interchangeably. 

Ethnography encourages an open-ended approach where the researcher has the 

flexibility to pursue interesting situations or information as the fieldwork 

proceeds (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Fieldwork is a familiar 
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ethnographic method that is usually ‘grounded’ and empirical, producing 

detailed descriptions on practices (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007).  

Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) argue that participant observation and/or 

relatively informal conversations are the most used tools when doing fieldwork. 

During the fieldwork, I engaged in field conversations (Buvik et al., 2020) with 

the caseworkers. Wadel (2014) emphasises the combination of asking questions 

and doing participant observations as the best way of getting to know the 

practices of informants. Fieldwork also implies a high degree of participation 

from the researcher (Aase & Fossåskaret, 2014) because the researcher 

participates in the situations with the informants.  

During the five months of the fieldwork, I had access to an office or desk at the 

NAV office. However, access to workspaces at the office was limited. I 

borrowed a workspace where the caseworker was absent that day, so I had to 

change where I sat every day. On a typical day, I arrived at the office, found a 

workspace to put my things and got coffee from the kitchen. Based on my halfie 

knowledge, I had decided to concentrate the fieldwork around team and 

department meetings. Most days, I had already scheduled meetings and 

proceeded to join them. The use of fieldwork methods made it possible to 

notice, describe and unpack the work the caseworkers did in meetings, what 

they emphasised, the trade-offs, (heated) arguments and how they employed 

institutional texts and protocols. Cases the caseworkers had brought up in the 

meetings served as an entry point for further field conversations with the 

caseworkers after the meetings. I would join them in their office after their 

meeting or have a cup of coffee with them in the kitchen. Some of the 

discussions resulted in the caseworker inviting me to join them in a meeting 

with the client. They always asked the client for permission before having me 

join them. If the client agreed for me to participate in their meeting, I also joined 

the caseworker when they prepared for the meeting and the work following the 

meeting. Hence, I got to know what kind of information they used in their 

preparations, how they planned their meetings and the further case proceedings 

following different meetings. Besides participating in meetings, my days at the 

office consisted of me hanging out in the kitchen and walking around the office 

asking caseworkers from different teams if they had time to talk to me about 

some of their cases or about their work. I also used my analytical notes (see 

below) to further direct my inquiries with the caseworkers. The objective was 
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to get to know as much as I could about their work, the organisation of their 

work, the coordination of their work with other caseworkers and collaborators 

and how they managed their (immigrant) cases.  

I was not present at the office all day or every day during the five months. The 

ethnographic data consist of thick descriptions of a total of 115 situations 

comprising 35 team meetings with all teams in the office, 59 informal 

conversations or case discussions with caseworkers, 15 meetings with clients, 

three external meetings with employers or collaborators and three days I spent 

in the office reception. The situations are described in the fieldnotes (Emerson 

et al., 1995). Because of confidentiality reasons, I have not written down 

personal information about the clients they discussed, only noting the 

characteristics of the case and what the caseworkers asked about, highlighted 

and considered in the discussions. This, of course, limits the following analysis. 

I produced handwritten descriptive notes of what was happening, some direct 

quotes of what people said, which people were part of the situation and how 

and why. My motivation for not using a video- or audio-recorder to document 

the fieldwork was twofold. First, I wanted to protect third parties, such as 

clients. Second, as I conducted a five-month fieldwork, it would have been 

impractical to record everything. It would have left me with an excessively 

large amount of data to transcribe or manage. Hence, the production of data 

would still have involved selecting only some situations to document, on 

purpose or by accident. Wadel (2014, p. 83) refers to Arthur Koestler, who 

defines the production of data as ‘a discriminating activity, like picking of 

flowers, and unlike the action of a lawnmower’. I decided to only use 

handwritten notes that I later expanded on using a computer. This allowed me 

to be present in the situations I took part in. In addition, it did not create a 

separation between data from recordings (audio/video) and from handwritten 

notes but gave equal status to all data from the fieldwork. I normally did this 

either continuously during the day, at the workspace I loaned or at the end of 

the day after I got home. I focused my fieldnotes around descriptions of the 

situations, people, their actions and interactions. Additionally, I wrote 

analytical notes of my reflections of a situation, what I could focus on as the 

fieldwork went on and questions or problems that I wanted to explore further.  
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5.3.1.3 Texts  

The interviews and fieldwork provide information about the understandings, 

reflections and practices of the caseworkers. A third important source of data is 

texts. Texts are essential in institutional practices because they enter into and 

coordinate sequences of action (Smith, 2006; Smith & Turner, 2014a). Hence, 

I was interested in how the caseworkers made use of the texts in their work, 

holding them accountable and prescribing courses of action (Smith, 2006). This 

way of considering texts as occurrences in institutional practice (Nilsen, 2021) 

differs from how texts are used as data for a discourse or document analysis. In 

the current study, texts constitute the link between the actions and 

understandings of caseworkers and the institution. The texts are a separate 

source of data, but I have analysed them as the caseworkers’ reference to and 

use them in the other sets of data: which texts they refer to, how and why. The 

texts that I use as data contribute to ‘identify the specific institutional setting, 

its professional discourses and regulating text that frames the everyday actions 

of professionals and users’ (Høgsbro, 2015, p. 67). 

As described in Table 2, I collected the texts at three points. Before starting the 

observations, I transcribed the counselling platform, I read and saved four 

different laws, and I gathered formal organisation charts. During the 

observations of the courses, I saved handouts from the course. Most of the texts, 

however, I gathered during the fieldwork. These consist of six different types 

of texts: 1) overviews and descriptions of the different measures, 2) descriptions 

of routines, procedures and workflow, 3) information and brochures for clients, 

4) work forms, 5) client files and 6) three of NAV’s different computer systems: 

Arena, Gosys and Modia. The different texts can be divided into local and 

translocal texts (Smith & Turner, 2014a). The translocal texts are those that are 

used throughout the organisation and among their collaborators, hence 

contributing to coordinate or ‘hook up’ the work of the caseworkers with other 

people, settings and activities (Nilsen, 2017). When I gathered these texts, I 

focused on the texts that the caseworkers referred to in their work or during the 

course or interviews. There are several ways in which texts can be part of an 

institutional ethnography (see examples in Smith, 2006; Smith & Turner, 

2014b). I decided to focus on how the caseworkers engaged in textually 

coordinated practices through text–reader conversations (Nilsen, 2016, 2017). 
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Hence, I have not focused on the content of the texts per se but rather how they 

were part of the everyday work of the caseworker. 

5.3.1.4 Previous empirical research 

In addition to the three empirical data sets, the present study also consists of 

data from a qualitative evidence synthesis. During my literature review for 

article 2, I realised that there were few scientific papers that empirically explore 

culturally sensitive or culturally competent practice. Most of the published 

papers on the topic are either focused on a theoretical argument for why such 

practices are needed or on efforts to develop such practices, often among social 

work students. This motivated a thorough review of the empirical qualitative 

research on social workers efforts to operationalise the concepts in practice. 

Hence, article 1 was written after article 2.  

A qualitative evidence synthesis is particularly good for exploring why and how 

an intervention or policy works, the appropriateness and applicability of 

policies and the barriers and facilitators for the implementation of interventions 

or policies (Flemming et al., 2019). The data consist of 12 empirical studies that 

were obtained through a systematic search of the research literature in three 

databases and a manual review of reference lists of selected papers. The data 

concentrate around the concepts of cultural competence, sensitivity and so 

forth. This means that the studies that more generally explored the connection 

between migrants and welfare services without using the concepts are left out 

of our data. More details on how the systematic search strategy and analysis 

was conducted are outlined in article 1.  

5.3.2 Analytical approach 

In the current study, the production and interpretation of data developed 

simultaneously. Especially for ethnography, the production and interpretation 

of data are highly intertwined (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). Therefore, my 

analytical approach can be divided into two phases. The first phase was the 

analytical notes I composed during the production of the data. These notes 

functioned as directions for further inquiries, both in the interviews and 

fieldwork. The second analytical phase was the rereads and sorting of data after 

finishing the data production. 



Methodology 

50 

My overall analytical approach has been abductive. This means that I have 

developed the analysis through alternating between empirical data, existing 

research and theory (Tavory & Timmermans, 2014). Following the data 

production, I systematically and thoroughly reviewed the data by reading 

through my notes from the observation of the courses, the transcriptions and 

notes from the interviews and the fieldnotes. In this process, I made remarks 

about things that surprised me, puzzles (Timmermans & Tavory, 2012), 

surprises (Burawoy, 1991), or anomalies to existing research or theories 

(Vassenden, 2018). When I explicated these puzzles, I made use of data from 

all the datasets. I also used the analytical notes from the data production as 

reminders of the things I experienced as puzzling when I entered into the field 

but that I might later take for granted as I explored the field further. These 

puzzles—or anomalies—served as entry points for the further scrutiny of the 

data. I developed the puzzles into the research questions for articles 2, 3 and 4. 

The puzzles or research questions developed from them pertain to different 

aspects of the caseworkers’ work. I have relied on different parts of the data in 

the further exploration of them. In articles 2, 3 and 4, I have employed (some 

of) Smith’s (2005) conceptions of work, ruling relations and texts as sensitising 

(Blumer, 1954) in the analysis. I focused on describing what the caseworkers 

do, both practically and as part of their considerations, the resources they rely 

upon when doing it and especially how they in their ‘doings’ make use of or 

refer to institutional texts.  

I conducted the analysis of these puzzles in separate and subsequent processes 

for each of the articles. When I started the analysis, I printed out the data 

relevant to answer each of the research questions, such as the case discussions 

or the interviews. Next, I spread them out on the office floor and started to read 

through them. I highlighted situations, sayings or doings that I considered 

relevant to the research question. I sorted the material into codes (cf. Emerson 

et al., 1995). These codes were, of course, different in each of the analyses. For 

instance, in the analysis of article 4, the sorting consisted of identifying 

different texts, and I coded the material based on what type of text they referred 

to when they described language cases, such as laws, forms and so forth. Later, 

I went through the data within the different codes and recoded them according 

to what they use the texts for, such as argument for client problem, assign the 

case to a different team, or transfer to social service benefits. Similar to a 
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grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 2009), I wrote down analytical 

memos to the sections I highlighted on a post-it. These memos described what 

I thought the section was about. However, contrary to a grounded theory 

approach, I also suggested theoretical perspectives or research that may be 

relevant in the further exploration of the section I highlighted. After I had read 

through all of the material several times, I started to sort the situations on a large 

piece of paper. I tried to identify similarities, differences and nuances between 

them. In addition, I started to sort the post-its in relation to each other. Analysis 

is also about writing up the data into a coherent story (Campbell & Gregor, 

2004). In a continuous process where I conferred the data, looked at the post-

its and searched through previous research and theory, I wrote (and rewrote) 

the findings section of the article. See each article for a more detailed 

description of the relevant analytical approach.  

5.4 Ethical considerations 

Ethical considerations are something that permeates the research process, from 

explicating the problem or research question to writing up and presenting the 

findings. During the whole process, I have made efforts to maintain the ethical 

guidelines of the Norwegian Ethical Committee of Social Science (NESH, 

2018). Throughout this chapter, I have also tried to be transparent about the 

methodological decisions I have made. This is one example of how I have 

accommodated the norms of ‘hability’, ‘validity’ and ‘communism’ (Kalleberg, 

2007; NESH, 2018). In the following, I further discuss some specific ethical 

challenges that I have grappled with, and which extend across all four groups 

of ethical norms and Merton’s description of the scientific ethos (Kalleberg, 

2007; Merton, 1938), including 1) my independence from NAV and the reality 

in the caseworkers’ consent, 2) protection of third parties and 3) the amount of 

data and dissemination of findings.  

The directorate, county and local administration facilitated my access to NAV. 

One of the ethical challenges I had to manage was therefore my independence 

from NAV. Although NAV contributed with valuable input in the development 

of the project, it was important to me that I got the freedom to explore every 

angle that may be interesting during data production. I did not, however, 

experience that NAV tried to direct the research. Quite the contrary, both the 
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administrative level in NAV and local management of the field office 

encouraged me to explore potential criticisable practices and provided me with 

the latitude I needed to explore these practices. Nevertheless, I was particularly 

aware of the potential influence of management both in how the caseworkers 

perceived my role, thus how they acted and what they told me and the 

authenticity in their consent to participate in the study. Moreover, I took certain 

steps to limit the implications of my affiliation to management. First, I told the 

caseworkers that I had previously worked as a caseworker in NAV and that I 

was interested in their struggles, dilemmas, and practices. I emphasised that 

they were the experts about their work and that I wanted to explore their work 

through their standpoint. This was both something I emphasised in the 

information letters and my interactions with the caseworkers. Second, 

particularly during the fieldwork, I took measures to not intrude on their 

consent. During the first week of the fieldwork, I visited all the caseworkers in 

their office and asked if they had any questions for me or about the study. I 

referred to the information letter I had sent them by email previously and asked 

if they were okay with me being there. Only a few caseworkers seemed 

somewhat reluctant to me being there. However, I was supposed to be part of 

their everyday work environment for quite some time. Hence, it would be 

difficult for them to fully decline being part of the study. I tried to accommodate 

this challenge by trying to bypass the few caseworkers who seemed reluctant 

to participate, leave the kitchen when they came to have lunch or coffee and 

talk to them a few times during the fieldwork to clarify their feelings towards 

my presence. This resulted in me leaving a couple of them out of the data and 

subsequent analysis.  

The current study is about street-level caseworkers in NAV. However, their 

work revolves around clients. The Directorate for Labour and Welfare 

exempted the caseworkers from their duty of confidentiality (ref. 17/1687, see 

appendix 3). In the instances I would participate in client meetings, the 

caseworkers also asked the clients for consent in advance, and there were a few 

clients who did not want me to take part in the meetings and where I did not 

participate in their meeting. However, in the case discussions, the caseworkers 

would talk about cases they worked with. Any identifying information about 

the clients that the caseworkers may have disclosed have been left out of my 

data. This, of course, entails that there are some analyses I have not been able 
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to do, such as systematic comparisons of client characteristics, systematic 

studies of the course of every case and studies of the client population. 

Although such analyses could be interesting, they are only loosely relevant to 

the aim of the present study.  

In this chapter, I have described my three empirical datasets. These constitute 

a large amount of data. This means that I have a considerable amount of data 

that I have not made active use of in the analyses. Although I have mainly used 

data from the fieldwork in the articles, the other sources of data were both 

necessary and valuable to the study, both in their production and interpretation. 

In hindsight, I could also have used my notes from my initial conversations 

with key persons in NAV as data from the management level. Data abundance 

and unused data are aspects of research that have received increasing attention 

as an ethical challenge. My solution has been to have a separate document 

where I write down ideas for future studies where I can utilise these data. One 

example is to perform a discourse analysis of the texts that NAV provides for 

their clients, either in general or of the brochures from the office reception, 

exploring the depictions and discourses of clients present in these texts.  

5.5 The limits of the study: Validity, 

generalisability and limitations 

Every research study has some limits as to what the study can say something 

about because of weaknesses and blind spots. I have addressed questions 

regarding my position as a halfie and how it may have influenced my 

interpretations of the caseworkers’ work (see section 5.1). To counterbalance 

potential single-researcher bias, I have also continuously discussed my findings 

and interpretations with other researchers both within and outside the ‘NAV 

field’ throughout the project. In addition, I have deliberated on my analyses 

with people working as caseworkers in NAV. However, these are not the same 

caseworkers as those who participated. Hence, I have not provided the 

participating caseworkers with the opportunity to comment on my analyses.  

The study has an explorative design, aimed at unpacking how street-level 

bureaucrats categorise immigrant clients. However, in a research project, there 

are always questions about whether the empirical evidence coincide with the 
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statements one makes about the world (Gobo, 2004; Maxwell, 2009). The 

frontline offices in NAV are all organised differently (Fossestøl et al., 2015; 

Helgøy et al., 2010), and it is difficult to identify what the typical NAV office 

looks like. There may still be differences between offices that can influence 

whether my findings from one frontline office would be valid throughout NAV. 

Some offices may, for instance, structure the process of categorisation stricter 

or depend less on categorisation because they are organised as generalists. 

However, the aim of the current study has been to describe some institutional 

processes with generalising potential (Widerberg, 2020). My sample does not 

merely certain amounts of caseworkers, groups or offices but also practices, 

reflections, situations and processes (Gobo, 2004).  

A second aspect regarding the limitations of this study is whether my emphasis 

on the standpoint of caseworkers contributed to too harmonic descriptions of 

the caseworkers’ work. I may not have a particularly critical perspective of their 

practices. My focus on the practices of the caseworkers may also contribute 

towards portraying clients as passive recipients and ‘victims’ of the 

caseworkers’ categorisation (cf. Järvinen & Mik-Meyer, 2003, p. 230), 

concealing how they may manage the categories in which they are placed. This 

was not my intention but rather a result of me wanting to provide in-depth 

knowledge about the caseworkers’ work from their standpoint and, thus, 

contributing to the theoretical development of street-level categorisation.  

I have not distinguished between caseworkers based on individual traits such 

as professional background, gender or ethnic background. However, these are 

elements that may influence how they interpret and manage clients (cf. 

Eikenaar et al., 2016; Kallio & Kouvo, 2015). In addition, there is an increasing 

proportion of street-level bureaucrats that have an immigrant background. This 

has received limited attention in street-level research. Of the caseworkers 

participating in the course, about a third had immigrant backgrounds. Coming 

into the room where the course was held, one of them said, ‘I’m participating 

in a course to learn how to counsel myself’. I have not highlighted the 

caseworkers’ ethnic backgrounds in this study. This is mainly because my data 

do not suggest that there are systematic differences between caseworkers, but 

also because a systematic review of each caseworkers’ background was not 

designed. Nevertheless, I cannot rule out that it could have provided interesting 

data, even if not significant. I encourage future research to explore how such 
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individual or group characteristics may influence caseworkers’ categorisation 

of immigrants.  

Looking back, I could (of course) have used other methods to explore how 

street-level bureaucrats categorise immigrant clients. One example could be to 

use focus groups to get insights into how they make sense of immigrants and 

the disagreements between caseworkers. This could have allowed me to also 

take their backgrounds into consideration. However, interviews, either as focus 

groups or only individual interviews, would probably make it more difficult to 

unfold the institutionalised language and get insights into what may be ‘tacit 

knowledge’, or practices of which they were less aware (cf. Nilsen, 2021). 

Moreover, the individual interviews I conducted also contained some normative 

descriptions of their work, how they were supposed to do it, a critique of the 

organisation, their opinions of how it should be and stereotypical depictions of 

immigrants. Hence, by only doing (focus group) interviews, I would easily have 

ended up with the same findings as previous research. Hence, the combination 

of empirical data from institutional text, participant observations and 

semistructured, in-depth interviews, in addition to the five-month ethnographic 

fieldwork, has allowed me to gain insights into the everyday work of the street-

level caseworkers. This has been crucial for the findings, such as the distinction 

between sensible and non-sensible (immigrant) clients.  
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6 Summary of results 

In this chapter, I provide an overview of the four research articles that comprise 

the present study. Each article provides novel contributions to the literature of 

equity in welfare, migrants and street-level discretion. Article 1 describes how 

social workers struggle to make sense of and use of the one-dimensional 

concept of cultural sensitivity in their work. Article 2 shows how the 

caseworkers perform a dynamic and continuous categorisation work where they 

try to make sense of immigrant clients within interpretive frameworks. Article 

3 depicts how the caseworkers differentiate between clients by prioritising 

immigrant clients who they feel are ‘star candidates’. Article 4 describes how 

the either-or nature of the textually mediated institutional classifications 

contributes to the caseworkers bouncing ‘language’ cases through the system 

much like in a pinball machine.  

Table 3 provides an overview of the four articles, the journal they are accepted 

or submitted to, their status, research question, methods, and data. Below, I 

summarise the main findings of the four articles. Naturally, I reference 

arguments already made in the articles. In the following text, I have added the 

page number from the article from where the point is originally made.  



 

 

Title Journal Status Research question Methods and data 

Navigating the multifaceted 

landscape of culture and social work: 

A qualitative evidence synthesis of 

cultural competence and cultural 

sensitivity in practice 

Journal of 

Comparative 

Social Work 

Published,  

Co-authored 

with Elisabeth 

Enoksen 

What challenges do social 

workers experience in their 

efforts to operationalise the 

cultural concepts in practice? 

Qualitative evidence 

synthesis, 12 empirical 

studies for thematic 

synthesis 

‘I don’t know what to do – could it be 

cultural?’ The operationalisation of 

cultural sensitivity among street-level 

workers in the Norwegian Labour 

and Welfare Administration 

Social Policy & 

Administration 

Published, 

single-

authored 

When and how do 

caseworkers consider culture 

relevant to a case? 

Five months ethnographic 

fieldwork, thick descriptions 

of 78 situations of case 

discussions, abductive 

analysis 

Emotional Creaming: Street-level 

Bureaucrats’ Prioritisation of Migrant 

Clients ‘Likely to Succeed’ in Labour 

Market Integration 

 

International 

Journal of 

Social Welfare 

Published,  

Co-authored 

with Anders 

Vassenden 

What role do emotions play in 

caseworkers’ decision to 

prioritise cases, and (how) do 

these emotions relate to the 

institutional context? 

Five months ethnographic 

fieldwork and 11 individual 

semistructured interviews, 

abductive analysis 

A welfare pinball machine? How 

immigrants with ‘language problems’ 

get stuck in the Norwegian Labour 

and Welfare Administration (NAV) 

Tidsskrift for 

samfunns-

forskning 

Submitted, 

first 

submission,  

Co-authored 

with Anders 

Vassenden 

Explores how the mechanisms 

by which (immigrant) clients 

become stuck within NAV are 

created by how caseworkers 

categorise them as ‘language 

cases’ 

Five months ethnographic 

fieldwork, texts, institutional 

ethnographic approach 

Table 3: Overview of the four articles, journal, their status, research question, methods and data.
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6.1 Article 1: Navigating the multifaceted 

landscape of culture and social work: A 

qualitative evidence synthesis of cultural 

competence and cultural sensitivity in 

practice 

Article 1 is co-authored with Elisabeth Enoksen. The article explores the 

challenges social workers experience in their efforts to operationalise concepts 

such as cultural sensitivity and cultural competence. Although presented as the 

first article of this study, it was written after article 2. The literature review for 

article 2 inspired this qualitative evidence synthesis. The data consist of 12 

empirical studies that were obtained through a systematic search of the research 

literature in three databases and a manual review of the reference lists of 

selected papers (p. 106). The studies had a large variation in focus and 

definition of culturally diverse service users (p. 111). The social workers in the 

studies seemed to struggle to make sense of and make use of the one-

dimensional concepts of cultural sensitivity or cultural competence in their 

work (p. 109). In addition, culture was merely one out of several aspects that 

the social workers considered relevant for explaining the cases regarding 

immigrant clients.  

In the article, we identified four key challenges in the efforts to conceptualise 

and operationalise the cultural concepts in social work practice (p. 109-115). 1) 

Who to define as culturally diverse service users: there is not a consistent 

description of which instances that are cross-cultural, and the social workers 

had a hard time identifying which clients that required unconventional 

approaches. However, the social workers refrained from interpreting all 

immigrant clients within a cultural framework and diverged regarding which 

differences they emphasised. 2) What aspects of culture to consider in the 

encounters with culturally diverse service users: in instances where the 

‘cultural’ clients were defined either by the researchers or institution, the social 

workers still had trouble defining what aspects of culture to take into 

consideration in their work with these clients. This reflects the ambiguous 

conceptualisation of culture and how it may be defined in several different 

ways. However, it is seldomly defined in the description of the cultural 
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concepts. 3) How to consider and approach these aspects of culture: in instances 

where the social workers had identified what aspects of culture to be sensitive 

to or competent of, such as religious practices, they still reported difficulties in 

how to be sensitive to or show competence of these aspects in their practice. 

Thus, the practical implications of being sensitive to culture in the interactions 

with a specific clientis unclear. 4) The capacity to work in a culturally 

appropriate manner within the organisational context where this work is 

undertaken: the social workers described that although they understood what 

the concepts entailed, they might not have the capacity within the organisational 

context to act in what they perceived to be a culturally competent or culturally 

sensitive manner. A lack of time and resources required the social workers to 

reduce the facets they considered in their work with immigrants. This last 

challenge regarding how the institutional framework influences the work of 

social workers may not have received sufficient attention in scholarly debates 

of culturally competent or sensitive practice.  

We developed a model that depicts the essential questions of who, what, how 

and where to employ the concepts into practice (p. 109, 118). However, the 

studies we included in the synthesis did not particularly address why the social 

workers should be competent of or sensitive to culture in their work—why the 

social workers are supposed to interpret and work differently with some clients. 

The studies simply characterised some clients as ‘cultural’ and in need of 

‘different’ services. This may contribute to the difficulties the social workers 

had in pinpointing which clients required such efforts and what this extra effort 

should consist of. Hence, the qualitative evidence synthesis suggest that we 

need more empirical knowledge on how social workers categorise clients as 

‘different’ and needing something ‘other’ than ordinary work and the relevance 

of culture in this work.  

6.2 Article 2: ‘I don't know what to do—Could it be 

cultural?’ The operationalisation of cultural 

sensitivity among street-level workers in the 

Norwegian Labour and Welfare Administration 

Article 2 is single-authored. The article is a core component in the current study. 

It unpacks the practical work embedded in being culturally sensitive, by 
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exploring the circumstances in which street-level workers factor culture into 

their comprehension and consideration of a client (p. 98). The empirical 

foundation of the article comprises 78 formal and informal case discussions 

from the five-month fieldwork (p. 102). The analytical focus is to unpack the 

work inherent in the caseworkers’ discussions as they make sense of a client 

and make decisions about further case proceedings (p. 101, 102). The article 

depicts how the caseworkers’ consideration of culture depends on the implicit 

categorisation of a client as both non-sensible and regarding an ‘immigrant 

client’. In these instances, the caseworkers categorised the client as a cultural 

immigrant client (p. 107).  

The article describes how the caseworkers categorised cases based on how they 

perceived them, what the problem may be and how they could work with the 

specific client as the case proceeded (p. 103). The caseworkers made use of two 

intersecting interpretive frameworks in their dynamic categorisation work: 

immigrants/non-immigrants and sensible/non-sensible (p. 103-105). The two 

dimensions functioned as continuums with four outer categories, where the 

caseworkers negotiated the substance of the categories and how different clients 

may fit into them (p. 108). First, the caseworkers distinguished between 

immigrant and non-immigrant cases. This, however, depended on whether the 

caseworkers considered the client’s immigrant background as relevant. Second, 

the caseworkers considered some cases as sensible because they could easily 

fit the institutional classifications. However, other cases were more difficult for 

the caseworkers to make sense of within the institutional classifications, and 

the caseworkers categorised these as non-sensible. When they managed such 

non-sensible cases, the caseworkers would search for cues that could help them 

make sense of the case. In this process, ethnicity, language, and motivation 

served as cues for culture for non-sensible, immigrant cases (p. 105-109). 

Culture was applied as a ‘last resort’ category for the vague troubles of non-

sensible immigrant clients and concluded extensive efforts to define the client’s 

challenges (p. 108). Although ethnicity, language and motivation seemed to 

function as cues for a client being interpreted as cultural, the caseworkers’ 

emphasis of specific cues differed. Hence, in this article, I have not defined 

specific ethnicities or other characteristics as decisive for how the caseworkers 

categorised the clients.  
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The article describes how caseworkers did not culturalise all immigrant clients. 

This was quite the contrary: they acknowledged the complexities of 

(immigrant) cases. However, the conceptual ambiguity of culture may promote 

the perception of the cultural immigrant cases as intangible (p. 109). The 

caseworkers’ use of culture as a category for the non-sensible immigrant clients 

might promote ‘othering’, not of all migrant clients, but of the ‘cultural 

immigrant clients’ (p. 109). Categorisation relied upon the available 

institutional classifications and whether the caseworkers consider these 

classifications suitable to describe the client’s problems as they understood it. 

In the non-sensible cases, the caseworkers lacked an institutional language that 

could describe the complexities of cases in terms that make sense within the 

bureaucratic context (p. 109). The findings also imply that the caseworkers’ 

categorisation of a client was not merely done when a person first applied for 

welfare services; it was a continuous process where the caseworkers suggested 

possible interpretations of the client at hand. In this process, they 

simultaneously negotiated the boundaries between different categories (p. 108).  

6.3 Article 3: Emotional creaming. Street-Level 

bureaucrats’ prioritisation of migrant clients 

‘likely to succeed’ in labour market integration 

Article 3 is co-authored with Anders Vassenden. The article describes how the 

caseworkers differentiated between cases they prioritised and the cases that 

they did not. Hence, it depict the ‘positive’ equivalent of cultural immigrant 

clients described in article 2: the star candidates. The article uses data both 

from the fieldwork and individual interviews with caseworkers to investigate 

the role caseworkers’ emotions play in their decisions to prioritise cases. 

Furthermore, it examines how these emotions relate to the institutional context 

in which the caseworkers work. Hence, it provides important knowledge about 

practices influencing the differentiation between clients and the services they 

obtain.  

In the article, we introduce ‘emotional creaming’, which conceptualises 

emotions as embodied expressions of a rational logic in institutional demands 

(p. 2). Emotions have typically been considered a personal bias in decisions to 

prioritise clients (p. 1-3). However, we show that caseworkers’ subjective 
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emotions were not irrelevant to the decisions to prioritise a case, but they were 

mediated by organisational conditions. The article shows how caseworkers’ 

emotions towards immigrant clients were structured by the bureaucratic 

context, such as formal criteria for services and quantifiable measures of 

success (p. 7-9). Caseworkers used their emotions as interpretive schemes for 

identifying ‘star candidates’: sensible immigrant clients likely to succeed in 

labour market integration (p. 5). The ‘star candidates’ spurred enthusiasm with 

the caseworkers because they were motivated and/or easy for the caseworkers 

to identify with and that met formal requirements within the institutional setting 

(p. 6-7). In this sense, management tools, such as caseworker accountability 

and performance incentives, produce caseworkers’ emotions, whereby some 

clients will appear less favourable than others, hence producing less enthusiasm 

from the caseworkers (p. 8-9).  

The article describes how it is not sufficient for a caseworker to feel positive 

about a client for them to prioritise the client. The connection between 

caseworkers’ emotions and the institutional context does not preclude the 

existence of prejudice or personal bias (p. 8). However, the emotions of 

caseworkers may contribute to reproduce systematic differences in street-level 

service distribution because they mirror who institutional measurements and 

objectives depict as the ‘ideal client’: clients who want a job, contribute to 

society and have the ability to enter the labour market with minimal state-

funded supports (p. 8). Hence, caseworkers’ emotional creaming of star 

candidates suggest that the differentiating dimension is not a client’s ethnic or 

cultural background or their migrant status, but rather whether the caseworkers 

consider the client as ‘far away’ from success in the labour market (p. 9).  

6.4 Article 4: A welfare pinball machine? How 

immigrants with ‘language problems’ get 

stuck in the Norwegian Labour and Welfare 

Administration (NAV) 

Article 4 is also co-authored with Anders Vassenden. This article builds on the 

findings from article 2: the distinction between sensible and non-sensible 

clients, and aims to further explore how the institutional setting may influence 

the categorisation of (cultural) immigrant clients. It is also the only article 
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written in Norwegian. This was done because the article explicitly addresses 

the way NAV specifically is organised and how the organisation contributes to 

the construction of ‘language’ as a particular category of problems. The article 

departs from the observation that several immigrant clients seem to get stuck in 

the system, and only get access to means-tested and restrictive social service 

benefits on a permanent basis (p. 6). When I asked caseworkers in NAV why 

they seemingly struggled to provide sufficient services to clients with an 

immigrant background, they described having challenges with clients that ‘do 

not know the language’ and that these clients often ended up as a ‘shuttlecock’ 

(kasteball), getting thrown back and forth between different teams. However, 

through our analyses, we propose the ‘pinball machine’ as an alternative 

metaphor (p. 4-5, 20-22) . Contrary to the ‘shuttlecock’ (kasteball), the pinball 

machine metaphor 1) has acting subjects, 2) suggests that different teams have 

different statuses because some caseworkers bounce cases, while others try to 

flip them or work in the team that serve as a drain and 3) describes how the 

caseworkers act within a playing board, which contributes to structuring their 

work.  

In the article, we rely on institutional ethnography to explore how the 

caseworkers’ use of texts affected their construction of language as a particular 

category of problems that the caseworkers may allocate cases to (p. 4). For 

immigrant clients, the caseworkers’ categorisation of their problems as 

‘language’ functioned as a gravitation field (p. 14-15). ‘Language’ was used as 

a category for non-sensible immigrant clients that excluded these clients from 

services other than means-tested social security benefits (p. 17-18). The article 

describes how the either-or nature of the textually mediated institutional 

classifications contributed to the caseworkers bouncing ‘language’ cases 

through the system as in a pinball machine (p. 14). The caseworkers made use 

of institutional texts to categorise ‘language cases’ outside of their 

responsibility (p. 14). For instance, one of the terms for work assessment 

allowance was that the client’s challenges with keeping a job was caused by 

health issues. The caseworkers working with work assessment allowance used 

this as an argument to exclude clients lacking sufficient skills in Norwegian 

from that benefit. As the caseworkers would say, the clients’ challenge is 

language, not health (p. 14). This is just one example of how the caseworkers 

used descriptions of the benefits they worked with to exclude or bounce cases 
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from their team to other teams in the office and down the board. The flipperteam 

then tried to keep the case active by flipping it back up the board, attempting to 

redefine the problem of the case so that it fit into the terms of one of the other 

teams (p. 15-17). However, there were some cases that they struggled to keep 

in play. This were the cases where they failed to redefine, hence remaining 

categorised as language cases. These cases fell through to the drain of the 

pinball machine: the team working with social security benefits (p. 17-18). In 

this team, the client received no active efforts from NAV to assist them in 

getting into the labour market (p. 16). Hence, there was no way out of the 

system for these clients (p. 18). The article describes how the caseworkers’ use 

of textual descriptions of benefits, measures and organisation of teams 

contributed to the construction of ‘language’ as a category of problems that 

‘lock in’ the clients in the system (p. 18-19). Hence, this article provides crucial 

knowledge about how some immigrant clients are sorted out and categorised as 

‘language cases’. These clients are provided services that are less than 

beneficial, for the clients and for the objective of labour market integration.  
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7 Discussion and conclusion 

The four articles all contribute to our understanding of how street-level 

bureaucrats make sense of and categorise immigrant clients, along with how 

this work relates to the institutional setting. However, the articles also have 

three combined contributions:  

1. The caseworkers show nuanced understandings of immigrants and their 

challenges;  

2. They perform a dynamic categorisation work; and  

3. The non-sensibleness of (some) immigrants is textually mediated.  

Below, I discuss the implications of these contributions. First, I review how my 

findings contribute with knowledge of the service provision to immigrant 

clients and discuss the usefulness of the category ‘immigrant client’ for street-

level practice. Second, I outline how my use of the street-level perspective and 

analytical concepts from institutional ethnography contributes to our theoretical 

understanding of how street-level bureaucrats categorise (immigrant) clients 

and discuss the applicability of conceptualising bureaucratic categorisation as 

a categorisation work for future research. Third, I deliberate how the textually 

mediated principles of welfare conditionality and accountability influence the 

principle of universal welfare services and argue that future research needs to 

consider ‘the bureaucrat in context’. I describe the implications of these 

findings for NAV’s work with immigrant clients.  

7.1 Nuanced understandings of immigrants and 

their challenges 

The findings suggest that a client’s immigrant, national, ethnic or cultural 

background are not the differentiating dimensions the caseworkers consider as 

decisive for the client’s need for services. This raises the question of the 

applicability of ‘immigrants’ as a specific client category, and whether it helps 

the street-level bureaucrats in their service distribution. In their work, the 

caseworkers do not necessarily know which clients have immigrant 

backgrounds. My findings describe how caseworkers differentiate between 

clients by considering them as ‘more or less immigrant’, where they do not 
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necessarily emphasise the client’s formal status as immigrant, or their cultural 

or ethnic background at all. Both articles 1 and 2 show how the street-level 

bureaucrats acknowledge that immigrants may have various problems: health, 

language, motivation, education and so forth. Hence, the findings contribute to 

nuance the assumptions that street-level bureaucrats emphasise culture (and 

ethnicity) either too little, too much, or the wrong way. This is not the same as 

saying that the caseworkers always comprehend immigrant clients correctly or 

that they do exhaustive reviews of all the cases they work with; it varies when 

they accentuate differentiating aspects such as culture when they categorise 

clients. Of course, this does not exclude the existence of stereotypical reasoning 

among the individual street-level bureaucrat. In several studies where they have 

done interviews or vignette studies with social workers and other street-level 

bureaucrats, the workers have described that it is culture that makes dealing 

with immigrants so difficult (Kriz & Skivenes, 2010; Rugkåsa & Ylvisaker, 

2019; Williams & Soydan, 2005; van der Haar, 2006; Ylvisaker et al., 2015). 

Hence, caseworkers might have clear and even prejudicial conceptions of 

culture, ethnicity and specific client groups. In my ethnographic data, however, 

when the caseworkers are discussing specific cases, they do not demonstrate 

such conceptions. Hence, there might be differences in how caseworkers talk 

about such differences and how they operationalise them in their practice. The 

findings reported in the current study suggest the importance of ethnographic 

data in exploring the significance of stereotypes, biases and cultural 

explanations in how street-level bureaucrats differentiate between clients in 

their everyday practice. 

When the caseworkers categorise clients, the main distinction is not whether 

the client is an immigrant or not but whether they consider the case as sensible 

or non-sensible. The current study suggests that the caseworkers’ distinction 

between sensible and non-sensible cases is crucial for what services the clients 

are provided. The street-level bureaucrats in this study struggle to 

operationalise what ‘immigrant troubles’ are in a clear manner. This gives 

reason to question the implicit assumptions in the literature that immigrant 

clients are different from other clients and that they need something other than 

ordinary proceedings. However, because the definition of immigrants as a 

specific category of clients presuppose that immigrants differ from other clients 

(Torres, 2006), the caseworkers may contribute to making immigrants different 
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as they search for differences. NAV’s focus on immigrants as different 

contributes two particular categories of problems differing from non-immigrant 

clients: the possibility that their troubles may be connected to culture and 

‘language’. Both of these categories are distinct ‘immigrant’-problems. Both 

‘language’ and ‘culture’ also have negative implications for the clients; they 

contribute towards complicating the complexities of the cases and excluding 

the clients from services. Hence, the separation of immigrants into a specific 

client category may contribute to the ‘othering’ of non-sensible, immigrant 

clients. The ‘immigrant client’ category seem to function as a framing device 

(cf. Gubrium & Järvinen, 2014), where the focus on recognition of differences 

contribute to reproducing them (cf. Häikiö & Hvinden, 2012). However, this 

may not be the case when it comes to the sensible immigrant clients. The 

caseworkers categorise sensible immigrant clients as ‘problems with health’ or 

as ‘in need of a [specific] course or activity’, and prioritise ‘star candidates’ for 

services. These processes may, of course, also arise from caseworkers not being 

able to recognise what may be particular ‘immigrant’ troubles in the sensible 

immigrant cases, such as structures in the labour market which may make it 

difficult for even star candidates to succeed.  

In both practice and research, ‘culture’ tends to be synonymous to (non-

sensible) ‘immigrant clients’. The connection of culture strictly to ethnicity can 

contribute to misconceptions of cultural differences (Vassenden, 2010), where 

culture becomes something only relevant to immigrants. This may contribute 

to underrating the relevance of culture in street-level welfare provision. In this 

study, I have focused on caseworkers’ explicit references to culture and implicit 

remarks about cultural or ethnic differences during the discussion of cases 

(Volckmar-Eeg, 2020). This means that I have not focused on defining culture 

or how the caseworkers conceptualise culture. Culture can be defined in several 

different ways and with emphasis on several dimensions of complexities 

(Hylland Eriksen, 2007). In article 2, I describe language, motivation and 

ethnicity as the cues for culture. However, my focus has been on the process of 

categorisation, not on defining specific clients or cultural characteristics per se. 

Hence, the clients placed in the other sections of Figure 3 (sensible clients or 

non-immigrant clients) might still be ‘cultural’ in the sense that they have a 

specific (ethnic) background or display what may be considered as cultural 

attributes, but in the discussion of these cases, the caseworkers do not address 
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culture as an aspect relevant to their understanding of the client and their 

challenges. To further unpack the relevance of cultural differences in street-

level work, future research should explore which conceptualisations of culture 

the caseworkers rely on. In addition, it could be interesting to further describe 

the characteristics the street-level bureaucrats refer to when they categorise a 

client as ‘cultural’, and whether such characteristics are considered differently 

in their categorisation of clients with non-immigrant backgrounds.  

The findings suggest that the caseworkers’ consideration of the client’s 

personal resources, being able to ‘make use of anything’, ‘know the language’ 

and being ‘motivated’ are maybe even more important to how their case is 

categorised than a clients cultural or ethnic background. However, such traits 

are not distinctive for immigrants but refer to the employability of clients 

(Diedrich & Styhre, 2013) or how they are considered to fit the bureaucratic 

criteria (Volckmar-Eeg & Vassenden, 2021). The immigrant category may 

displace the focus from other (important) distinctions between client groups, 

such as personal resources or socioeconomic background. Ludwig-Mayerhofer 

et al. (2014) find that social class is a significant factor in client outcomes. 

Future research is needed for systematic but open-ended comparisons between 

how street-level bureaucrats categorise clients with immigrant and non-

immigrant backgrounds. One interesting approach could be to further unpack 

what the street-level bureaucrats categorise as the residual ‘vagueness’ of 

different client categories, both regarding immigrant and non-immigrant 

clients. This could provide important insights into why welfare services 

struggle to accommodate some clients and provide sufficient services.  

7.2 A dynamic categorisation work 

Institutional ethnography has provided me with analytical concepts that 

encourage a focus not just on the inputs or outputs of categorisation, but on the 

work the caseworkers do when they categorise (immigrant) clients: their 

categorisation work. The current study shows how the caseworkers perform 

dynamic categorisation work. Thus, the findings contribute to expanding our 

understandings of how street-level bureaucrats categorise (immigrant) clients. 

The combination of fieldwork methods and concepts from institutional 

ethnography has been crucial to obtain more applicable knowledge about which 
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immigrant clients that the caseworkers categorise as ‘different’, which 

differences they highlight and how the boundaries between categories are 

negotiated and managed. This has made it possible for me to explore the 

interpretive frameworks the caseworkers make use of and how they make use 

of them. Thus, institutional ethnography has been crucial in gaining knowledge 

of how the caseworkers differentiate between sensible and non-sensible 

immigrant clients, how it relates to the bureaucratic context and how this 

categorisation influences the services they are provided. Thus, these findings 

contribute to unpacking the black box that is typically conceptualised as street-

level categorisation (cf. Figure 2).  

The conceptualisation of categorisation as a type of work has allowed me to 

explore it not merely as a moment of decision making but rather as a continuous 

process of caseworkers making sense of cases while working with them, by 

activating interpretive frameworks and in relation to the available institutional 

classifications. The caseworkers’ categorisation work involves careful reviews 

of a case, knowledge about different categories that are available, skills 

regarding lines of argument and feelings. Most important, the allocation of a 

client to a category is not done in one sequence: it is fragmented and dynamic, 

and it happens at different times and places during the daily work of 

caseworkers. It may be done when they meet a colleague in the stairwell or by 

the coffee machine and ask about how to interpret and proceed in a case. In 

addition, the findings of this study have shown how the categorisation is not 

just part of the first contact between clients and welfare services. The 

caseworkers’ categorisation work is a continuous work of interpreting and 

differentiating between cases, where the content of and boundaries between 

categories are subject to change. As described by Emerson and Messinger 

(1977, p. 122), the experience when one remedy does not work instigate ‘a 

search for other remedies, and as the search continues, troubles assume a 

cyclical pattern (e.g., Goffman, 1969: 361-69)’. This suggests a close 

interrelation between how the street-level bureaucrats categorise immigrant 

clients, the processual characteristics and the institutional framework. I will get 

back to this in section 7.3. However, the description of categorisation as a 

continuous process may only be relevant to the cases that are considered non-

sensible, where the original categorisation or remedy has failed.  
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The analytical concepts from institutional ethnography have allowed me to 

describe how the street-level bureaucrats categorise a client not merely as the 

result of the caseworkers’ employment of static and predefined categories that 

some cases end up in. This conceptualization of differentiating practices has 

provided in-depth knowledge about the processes that contribute to the 

consideration of culture as relevant, why some clients get prioritised and how 

some clients get stuck in the system. This also contributes to changing the focus 

from which clients are different to how the interplay of caseworkers’ practices 

and bureaucratic context manifest in interpretive frameworks where some 

clients are made different. However, in articles 2, 3 and 4, I describe three client 

categories that the caseworkers use: the cultural immigrant clients, the star 

candidates and the language cases.  

 

 

Immigrant 
Non-

immigrant 

Sensible 

Non-

sensible 

Star candidates 

Cultural 

immigrant 

clients 

Language-

cases 

Figure 3: The interpretive frameworks and categories of immigrant clients 
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As shown in Figure 3, the three categories have quite a large radius. Maybe 

even more important, whether the caseworkers categorise a client within one of 

these categories depends on how they make sense of the case within the 

interpretive framework and is not based merely on ‘objective’ client 

characteristics. In this study, I describe how the caseworkers make use of such 

interpretive frameworks and categories as part of their categorisation work and 

do not make strict definitions of which clients they interpret within which 

frameworks, as Raaphorst and Van de Walle (2018) do in their study.  

The conceptualisation of how street-level bureaucrats differentiate between 

clients as a categorisation work may also prove valuable to studies within other 

welfare institutions, such as child welfare services. Norwegian Child Welfare 

Services have been criticised for ethnocentric reasoning (Rysst, 2020; Tuastad 

et al., 2017) and the culturalisation of immigrants (Rugkåsa & Ylvisaker, 2019; 

Ylvisaker et al., 2015). Moreover, the demand for cultural sensitivity in services 

have been increasing (Handulle & Vassenden, 2020; Holm-Hansen et al., 2007; 

Vassenden & Vedøy, 2019). The conceptualisation of categorisation work as 

an open analytical tool, may encourage new insights into the perceived 

discriminatory practices of child welfare services. If the difficulties in 

accommodating immigrants stem from how the street-level bureaucrats in child 

welfare services categorise clients and how institutional texts may influence 

this work, an increased focus on cultural sensitivity and reflexivity will not 

change the provision of services. Hence, I encourage future studies to explore 

the categorisation work of street-level child welfare workers.  

The combination of a street-level perspective and analytical tools from 

institutional ethnography has been critical for the findings of the current study. 

Talleraas’ (2020b) suggest a similar approach of complementing institutional 

theory with institutional ethnography to explore the labels used by street-level 

bureaucrats to describe clients. However, my ambition is not merely to suggest 

a combination of the two perspectives, but to contribute to theoretical 

development. My abductive approach has allowed me to theorise about street-

level categorisations (cf. Swedberg, 2017) as a form of categorisation work that 

is highly influenced by the institutional frames in which they do their work 

(Mathiesen & Volckmar-Eeg, in press). I encourage future studies to make use 

of concepts from institutional ethnography to further develop theories of street-

level bureaucracies in an abductive approach. This may contribute to more 
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cumulative theory development within the research tradition of street-level 

bureaucracy (cf. Moseley & Thomann, 2021). Moreover, it could contribute to 

open institutional ethnography to ‘mainstream’ sociology instead of as an 

approach only used by the initiated few (Mathiesen & Volckmar-Eeg, in press; 

Walby, 2007). The description of such partial and abductive use of institutional 

ethnography as merely ‘inspired by institutional ethnography’ contributes to 

undermining the potential for theoretical development in taking an abductive 

approach (Mathiesen & Volckmar-Eeg, in press).  

7.3 Textually mediated non-sensibleness 

I have described how the street-level bureaucrats categorise immigrant clients 

as the result of a complex interplay between their practical work and the 

bureaucratic context. The textuality of the bureaucratic context, such as the 

organisation of services, the terms and boundaries for benefits or measures and 

the performance indicators that are used all contribute to mediate non-

sensibleness. The non-sensible cases are categorised into a residual category, 

such as culture or language. The caseworkers show nuanced comprehensions 

of immigrant clients and show an understanding of their challenges as 

multidimensional. However, the street-level bureaucrats must reduce the 

troubles of people into one problem (Gubrium, 2016; Gubrium & Järvinen, 

2014). Although article 4 describes how these institutional problems actually 

consists of multiple layers of sometimes overlapping definitions, the 

requirement to neatly define clients into categories of institutionally 

manageable problems construct a system that emerge as one dimensional. 

Hence, the troubles of people become complex because the institution only 

permit certain well-defined problems (Caswell et al., 2010). The textually 

mediated problem categories do not have room for the vague ‘something more’ 

(cf. Volckmar-Eeg, 2020). Because of the either-or nature of the bureaucratic 

classifications, the caseworkers may need one or more categories for the 

‘residual cases’, or those cases that do not easily fit into any other category. 

However, the categories specific for immigrants, such as language and culture, 

make it possible for the caseworkers to exclude immigrant clients from the 

other categories. The challenge for service provision may not be the immigrants 

but rather how the bureaucratic context contributes to creating an 

insurmountable complexity. This resonates with the findings of Garsten and 
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Jacobsson (2013, p. 825) that describe how ‘administrative categories work as 

“technologies of government” that “make legible” desirable traits in the 

individual’. Though they appear as objective entities, these texts are created by 

someone, with specific aims and interests. Widerberg (2020) describes how the 

introduction of neoliberal reforms such as New Public Management (NPM) and 

the marketisation of welfare services may challenge the universal structure of 

such services. One example is how caseworkers are evaluated based on their 

success in supporting people gain paid employment (Breit et al., 2018; 

Fossestøl et al., 2014, Volckmar-Eeg & Vassenden, 2021). This may especially 

be relevant regarding the street-level bureaucrats’ consideration of which 

clients are ‘likely to succeed’ and hence get prioritised. Caseworkers have to 

account for and justify their actions in an accountability circuit, where 

institutional texts and measures provide a framing of how they are supposed to 

consider and categorise clients: which characteristics they emphasise and give 

significance and which they ignore. Moreover, as described in article 1, the 

street-level bureaucrats may not have sufficient time or resources to question 

the texts and how the texts inform their categorisation.  

The institutional texts may be problematic or contribute to problematic 

practices. However, they are crucial for the workings of welfare bureaucracies 

and for the coordination of universal service provision. Some argue that we 

need to rely more on the professional discretion of caseworkers and give them 

latitude to act accordingly (McDonald & Marston, 2006). However, the 

universality of welfare services presupposes that the caseworkers account for 

their actions by documenting their steps (Brodkin, 2008; Molander et al., 2012). 

The caseworkers’ decisions need to be justified according to laws, regulations 

and directives to secure and coordinate equal treatment of equal cases. This is 

done through texts. However, this may be different in institutional contexts that 

are less bureaucratised. In addition, as street-level welfare services are 

characterised by scarce resources (Lipsky, [1980] 2010), services cannot be 

open to whoever wants them. Hence, means-testing is not intended to exclude 

people from services (Andersen, 2012) but to target the people with the most 

severe needs. Welfare conditionality is intended to secure the sustainability of 

the welfare state and for services to uphold their function as buffers against 

social marginalisation to vulnerable groups. If we are to achieve the objectives 

of equally good services to everyone who needs them, we need accountability 
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and conditionality to coordinate street-level work, at least to a certain extent. 

Hence, texts cannot be excluded from the street-level welfare services. 

However, my findings suggest that the way rules and regulations are formulated 

and used by the caseworkers contribute to excluding (some) immigrant clients 

from (some) services. This suggest that discrimination may be embedded in the 

institutional structures (Jensen et al., 2017a). Nevertheless, it may be right that 

the troubles of some clients are, in fact, ‘cultural’ or ‘language’. Hence, the 

decision to exclude these from e.g. health-related benefits may be accurate. To 

get further knowledge of ‘who gets what, when and how’ (Lasswell, 1936), 

future research should further explore how street-level bureaucrats activate and 

use institutional texts in their categorisation work, alternatively by using case 

files as data (cf. Åsheim, 2019), and try to explicate the discourses implicit in 

the texts and how these influences how people are considered and categorised 

(Nilsen, 2021; Smith, 1978). 

I have described how the caseworkers are active in their use of texts, in how 

they emphasise different aspects of the client’s case, as in article 2, 3 and 4. 

Thus, the textually mediated dimension of sensible or non-sensible cases 

contributes to connect the micro-actions of caseworkers to the macro-structures 

of the bureaucratic context. However, the emphasis on the significance of 

bureaucratic texts may encourage a deterministic understanding of street-level 

categorisation, where the texts are understood to govern service distribution and 

differentiate services. One of the limitations of the current study is that I have 

not emphasised street-level bureaucrats’ potential opposition to the way texts 

coordinate services. Because the caseworkers need to argue against the same 

texts, potential disagreements may be less visible. Nilsen and Steen-Johnsen 

(2020) describe how accountability and ‘justification loops’ contribute to 

disguising critique and opposition by streamlining the arguments and reasons 

street-level bureaucrats may use. Although the street-level bureaucrats may 

resist the execution of policies, this resistance may be less explicit. This 

suggests the importance of acknowledging ‘the professional in context’ (cf. 

Fjeldheim et al., 2015; Richmond, 1922) to be able to identify the processes 

and mechanisms that contribute to such differentiating practices. It is seemingly 

limited help in accentuating increased reflectiveness and recognition of 

(cultural) diversity among street-level bureaucrats to achieve a more accurate 

categorisation of and service provision to immigrant clients. It is quite the 
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contrary: the strong focus on cultural sensitivity or cultural competence may be 

counterproductive and contribute to hide how the bureaucratic context 

influences how caseworkers make sense of and categorise immigrant clients: 

the making of immigrant clients. 

7.4 Implications for NAV 

The insights from this study contributes with knowledge of how the 

categorisation work of street-level bureaucrats influences the redistributive 

capacity of Norwegian welfare services (cf. Kivisto & Wahlbeck, 2013). One 

of my motives for conducting this study was to contribute not only to theoretical 

development, but to gain knowledge about why NAV are unsuccessful in their 

efforts to improve labour market integration of immigrants, and how they may 

change it. The three contributions of the study correspond to three important 

implications for NAV and their services to immigrant clients.  

First, the definition of immigrant clients as a specific group seems to be 

counterproductive. It does not help the caseworkers in their work with 

immigrant clients, because it may be defined and operationalised in several 

different ways. Immigrants are a heterogenous group and may not have the 

same needs from NAV. The findings show that the caseworkers may not 

consider immigrants’ needs any different than from other clients just because 

they are immigrants. This also resembles the findings of (Djuve et al., 2011). 

This suggest that to be of help in caseworkers’ work to provide equal treatment 

and individual responsiveness, the client categories need to be based on the 

specific needs of particular clients rather than (partially concealed) 

demographic variables.   

Second, the current study describes the categorisation work of street-level 

caseworkers. The findings show that this work is not merely a moment of 

decision-making. Hence, as the current tools are primarily design to assist in 

‘mapping out’ the case and the client’s needs in the first meeting (cf. Arbeids- 

og velferdsdirektoratet, 2010), these may be of limited help to the caseworkers. 

Thus, NAV may need to develop tools that support the caseworkers in their 

efforts to make sense of, differentiate between and categorise (immigrant) 

clients during their everyday work. The caseworkers need means that help them 

to ‘reboot’ their categorisation and redefine the problem of the case. This may 
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avoid the bouncing of (immigrant) clients and encourage categorisation work 

similar to the ‘flipperteam’. This team tries to define clients within the 

categories, instead of sorting them out. Moreover, as the continuous work of 

categorisation predominantly concerns the non-sensible clients, NAV may 

explore the ‘work’ implicit in the street-level bureaucrats’ first and initial 

categorisation of cases and investigate whether it is possible to make this first 

categorisation more accurate. This may prevent the making of non-sensible 

clients.  

Third, and related, the findings describe how eligibility criteria, terms and 

regulations, and performance indicators contribute to mediate the 

categorisation of clients. Thus, the formulations of the institutional texts affect 

which clients that get which services. Therefore, in order to change the 

allocation of services to (immigrant) clients, NAV needs to shift focus from the 

attitudes and knowledge of the individual caseworkers to the understandings 

implicit in the texts of the bureaucratic context and how these inform the 

categorisation of clients.  
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