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DESCRIPTION 

Across advanced liberal democracies there is an expansion and 
intensification of welfare conditionality including activation 
measures and monitoring of job search activity, along with 
increased use of sanctions for non-compliance.  Welfare 
conditionality is central to an emerging pattern in western welfare 
regimes in which receipt of social assistance is allied to fostering 
lifelong attachment to the labour market (Brodkin and Marston 
2013).   

This project goes beyond unemployment as a set of statistics in 
order to research the lived experience and agency of welfare 
recipients outside of waged work and not actively seeking work.  
In doing so, it explores how conditionality measures are 
experienced and interpreted by these non-employed welfare 
recipients and the strategies they use in dealing with such 
measures.

METHODOLOGY 

Social constructionist/interpretive paradigm: 
• All knowledge is produced, conveyed and maintained in social situations 

(Berger and Luckmann 1966).    

• Individuals’ experiences and ideas provide meaningful understandings of 
the social world. 

There are 2 methods/stages to the research: 
Stage 1: Qualitative semi-structured interviews with 30 participants: 

• Sample of discouraged workers 
• Sample of individuals with anti-work perspectives. 
• Sample of people carrying out caring work in the home. 

Stage 2: Participatory Action Research (Photography as suggested method) 

• 10-15 participants from original cohorts 
• Final Method decided in collaboration with participants  
• Capture where participants interface with power 
• Form a point of interaction among participants to discuss experience 
• Group collaboration on analysis

DISCUSSION 

While prior to the crisis Ireland was regarded as being light on 
implementing activation (Grubb et.al 2009) reforms are now 
evident in a new national activation strategy laid out in 
Pathways to Work 2016-20 (DSP 2016).   

There is now a definitive policy trajectory (Boland and Griffin 
2015; Murphy 2016) which seeks to enable a lifelong 
attachment to the labour force through activation, sanctions and 
work-related conditionality.  Its relative adolescence means that 
welfare conditionality remains under-researched in Ireland. As 
such this research contributes to the literature: 

• By providing knowledge and data on lived experience of non-
employment, welfare conditionality in Ireland.  

• In adopting a gender perspective to analyse the experience of 
non-employment and welfare conditionality which adds to the 
critical scholarship regarding the gendered experience of 
welfare reforms (Daly 2012) and activation (Ingold and 
Etherington 2013). 

• Through its main focus on the under-researched topic of 
recipients' resistance to the new organisational tactics of 
welfare states, welfare conditionality and its accompanying 
discourses. 

Moreover, the governmentality literature is undermined by a 
dearth of empirical studies, its limited application in national 
settings and a neglect of power differentials across social 
divisions.  As such, this research will contribute to the literature:

• Through its empirical findings on the lived experience of 
welfare conditionality in Ireland. 

• Through a comparison of three separate cohorts' experience of 
welfare conditionality.  In particular, it will illuminate 
diverging experiences according to gender and the diversity of 
demands and needs which emerge due to different gender 
experiences. THEORETICAL 

'Govermentality' (Foucault 1991) provides the theoretical foundation  as it: 

• Identifies policies of welfare conditionality as 'social artefacts' in which 
rationalities are elicited and made manifest through organised practices 
aimed at directing human conduct (McKee 2009). 

• Highlights power as a productive network which emphasises human agency 
and welfare recipients' potential for resistance 

• Extends a concept of government beyond the state to include non-state 
institutions and the general public in the ‘calculated direction of human 
conduct’ (Dean 1999)

The aims and objectives of the research are: 

• To critically examine of assumptions of 'the work society' 
underlying welfare conditionality. 

• To articulate a ‘counter policy’ response through an exploration 
of the lived experience of non-employment and welfare 
conditionality 

• To explore the agency of non-employed individuals, their 
perspectives and motivations regarding non-employment, along 
with their relationship to waged work. 

• To illuminate the ways in which non-employed individuals 
navigate welfare conditionality.

The central research questions are: 

• How do non-employed individuals initially enter into this 
situation, and how do they perceive their own agency and the 
activities they are engaged in?  
   
• How do participants understand work and what informs their 
understanding? 

•How do participants experience and negotiate welfare 
conditionality?  Do they reassess their perspective on employment 
and non-employment over time due to their experiences? 
  
• Does non-employment follow different trajectories based on 
gender, and how is caring work understood in this context?
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