Service users with experience of poverty as institutional entrepreneursin
public services in Belgium: An institutional theory perspective on policy

implementation

I ntroduction

In the European context, a contemporary and véslie concerns th@odes in which policies are
implementedn public service delivery (see Barrett 2004).PAgor and Barnes (2011: 264-265) assert
in a previous issue d@ocial Policy & Administrationthe outcomes of social policy implementation
processes have increasingly been explained aspitha@uct of context-specific interpretations and
negotiations shaped by agents’ values, motivatéons understandings” rather than as the result of a
rational, goal-oriented process. Also Barrett (20IBD) asserts this need for recognizing that ga$ic
mediated, negotiated and modified during the imgletation process, while addressing that we need
to “invest in studies of implementation and chapgecesses, both conceptual and empirical”. In this
strand of research, the interactions that occuwédxt actors in the policy process, such as social
administrators, and the construction of contextaatl cultural meanings that those interactions

generate, are a central focus (Prior and Barne$)201

Here, we inscribe our contribution into this receatition of social policy research while discugsi
the conceptual as well as empirical research folacquired from a federal project in Belgium (see
POD MI 2008, 2015a) as an interesting and relegasé for the ways in which anti-poverty policies
are implemented. Since 2003, the federal projest draployed service users with experience of
poverty in federal public services in an attempintrease the effectiveness, accessibility anditgual
of federal public service delivery (see POL MI 20@@&meyer and Réa 2008). The rationale of the
project refers to a concern that policies whicleetfthe realization of welfare rights of certaiogps,
such as people in poverty, do not inherently leaddsirable outcomes (Bowpegt al. 2014; Dean
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2013, 2015; Dwyeet al. 2015). This finding gels with research which hddrassed the issue that not
all welfare beneficiaries make effective use ofilalde resources and opportunities, resulting in a
selective take-up of social rights (Van Oorschd8)9 Moreover, this issue equally relates to curren
debates about the transformation of the welfarée sa the ‘enabling stategnd the increasing
emphasis on the individual responsibility of citizens and welfare recipients to be self-reliant and

shape their own lives (Lorenz, 2005; Dean, 2015).

As a potential lever to provide effective, accdssiénd high-quality public services in Belgium in
which the welfare rights of service users can ladized in practice, users with experience of pgvert
were trained as experts and employed as interpreta@he poverty problem in the administrations of
these public policy units (Casmat al. 2010). This idea was originally developed in Belgian
National Action Plan (NAP) on Social Inclusion 26Pd06 and launched as an innovative project,
coordinated by the Federal Public Service for Sdotggration (POD MI) in Belgium (Roett al,
2012). Being commissioned by the federal governnenhance and reinforce anti-poverty policies
against the background of the EU-agenda on actietusion of citizens, with reference to the
importance of enabling (disadvantaged) citizensetcome a full member of society, including having
a job (Nicaise, 2012). Moreover, this particulabjpct is implemented to bridge a so-called gap
between people in poverty and those working in alleinistration of federal public policy units,
being defined as “the lack of responsiveness ofbadministrators to poor service users” (Ragts
al. 2012: 808). In the drive to become more responsitbe concerns of disadvantaged users, people
with experience of poverty were employed in ordeinbplement and monitor consumer-conscious

anti-poverty strategies in public service delivesge Beresford 2002; Gilliagt al. 2000).

In a previous issue @ocial Policy & Administratiorfsee Roetet al. 2012), while reporting about a
first research evaluation of the project (see POD2@08), we suggested that ifa@nt responsibility
was established between people with experienceowérp/ and social administrators in challenging
taken-for-granted practices, rather than perceieimgloyees with experience of poverty as so-called
‘experts of the poverty problem’ who had endividual responsibilityin changing ineffective and

inaccessible organizational dynamics, these irtgditel and collective dynamics actually embodied
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the opportunity to implement anti-poverty policiasd strategies. More particularly, we argued that
employing people with experience of poverty as @sigk ‘expert interpreters’ of the poverty problem
in the administrations of these public policy uritsay become an empty exercise, at best a token
gesture or, at worst, a manipulative and explogagxercise, for there is plenty of evidence hiat t
simply establishing participatory structures angbarfunities is no guarantee of their effectiveness
(...) This implies that, if social policy wants to bitize people with experience in poverty, the pabli
policy units involved should develop elasticityfimdamentally transforming the power structure of
the collective instead of empowering people in ptywt adapt to taken-for-granted practices” (Roets
et al. 2012: 819). In that sense, we stressed that théeolye lies in enabling and establishing a
collective responsibility and concern for the impéntation of anti-poverty policies at an

organizational level.

In this article, we consequently discuss the figdithat were recently acquired from a second resear
evaluation of this project (see POD MI, 2015a).bBkating on the findings of the first research
evaluation (see POD M, 2008), we aimed to gainarpofrdepth knowledge about the organizational
dynamics in which this joint responsibility was @aity established while exploring the perspectives
of employees with experience of poverty and soadhinistrators. In that vein, this challenge also
concerns a complicated multi-level implementatissue, which implies that norms about quality of
services are not only formulated at different levalit are also brought into practice by multiploesc
(Aarons, et.al., 2009). As such, it is complicafed service users with experience of poverty to
guestion or even challenge particular norms andeba grip on these actors and their differing
interpretations of these norms. Our main reseavgstipn can be formulated as follows: how can we
characterize the role and tasks of service usetts @iperience of poverty in this implementation
process with the aim of enhancing the quality acwkssibility of public service delivery to citizéhs
In this second research evaluation, we borrowedhis from institutional theory (see DiMaggio and
Powell 1983) as an interesting conceptual frameetdrence that enabled us to develop knowledge

about these organizational dynamics. We exploregemarticularly, the concept of thimstitutional



entrepreneur (DiMaggio 1988; Battalinaet al. 2009) to excavate how this particular anti-poyert

policy strategy was implemented in federal pubditvices as organizational contexts.

An ingtitutional theory framework

Institutional theory has not only been applied igamizational studies (see for example Gastidl.
2007) but also gained much attention within Pul?idministration scholarship (Thoenig 2003;
Frumkin and Galaskiewicz 2004; Rigg and O’Mahony20Torfing and Sorensen 2014). In our
contribution, institutional theory will help us tmderstand the functioning of a range of federalipu
policy units in Belgium. We substantiate the argotritat these federal policy units, which are all
active within the same institutional field, gradwaadopt rather similar logics and routines for
organizing their particular services to citizenkisTprocess of institutionalization has, howevéspa
hampered the use of and access to service delfeergitizens, and those living in poverty in

particular.

For the purpose of this article, we will outlinevemsal key concepts of institutional theory while
focusing on the development afstitutions and the quest foreégitimacy within institutional fields.

Moreover, we will turn to the concept of tHastitutional entreprenetrwho can possibly operate as
an agent of social agent in establishing a shagegonsibility amongst social administrators within

federal policy units, and in providing high-qualdapd accessible services for people living in piyver

The development of institutions and the questeigitimacy

Serving as a base for studying welfare organizatielivering services in fields such as health,care

education or social work (Scott 2000; Sosin 200iflatfsen 2013), institutional theory highlights the



importance of norms, values and beliefs to expth@ behavior and choices of organizations and
actors that are active in the same field (Meyer Rogvan 1977; Villadsen 2013). As such, this
theoretical framework enables us to move beyonatie mational choice perspective when unraveling
these contextual and cultural meanings becausstititions do not simply affect the strategic
calculations of individuals, as rational choice fitstionalists contend, but also their most basic
preferences and very identitiHall and Taylor 1996: 948). In essence, institnél theory helps us to
obtain a view on the positions of multiple consgitts or organizations that are active in the saehe f
(Meyer and Rowan 1977). These fields are generallgerstood as areas in which organizations
interact on a regular basis, exchange informatimmh knowledge and are, to some or a lesser extent,
also dependent upon each other. Moreover, thedds figre characterized by their own rules,
regulations and forms of authority. As such, thewld be considered as an external institutional
environment in which socially defined norms occnd @rescribe about how to behave in an efficient

manner (Villadsen 2013).

Over time, these norms could also become ‘instiniized’ as they are gradually established via set
of formal rules, programs for action and classtima systems. This process of institutionalization
gives rise to the formation of institutions, whisérve as codes of appropriate behavior (March and
Olsen 1989). As such, this refers to a process obgnitive nature (Powell and DiMaggio 1991)
through which members of an agency acquire vahatsgo beyond the technical requirements of their
organizational tasks (Selznick 1957). Instituticar® then primarily associated with stability and
setting out rules, beliefs and routines that descand prescribe reality for organizations (Rigd an
O’Mahony 2013) and could be seen as culturally etdbd understandings, which explain what can
be acted upon (Hoffman 1999) and even shape thginaizon about alternative ways to behave
(Thoenig 2003). In order to survive as an autonaramior within a given institutional environment, i
is argued that an organization should not onlyweelgood services or products but it must also appe
legitimate by displaying a degree of conformity twithe institutional environment with which it

interacts (Thoenig 2003; Villadsen 2013). Thisspexially the case in fields in which organizations



provide ‘soft’ services, such as education, culturevelfare provision, which are difficult to measu

via an outcome-based evaluation (Villadsen 2013).

As previously argued, these processes of institatination can be related to the field of federal
public policy units in Belgium and to the obserdedels of selective take-up of social rights in
particular. In order to substantiate this argumess,agree that institutions become taken for grhnte
(Berger and Luckman 1967). As the transversallyasitd federal public service and initiator of the
project in which service users with experience ofgity were deployed to improve the quality and
accessibility of federal public service deliverfpP MI emphasizes that it is necessary “to detedt an
tackle hidden and taken-for-granted dynamics whigtult in the inaccessibility of public service
delivery (...) and particularly prevent people in pdy in taking up their social rights” (POD Mi
2015b: 10). Inspired by insights derived from ingtonal theory, this might be the case, since
institutions help to provide some degree of stgbidind continuity with regard to organizational
processes, and equally act as a particular leridtarthat permeates the organization and grants a
specific, but also limited, rationality (Garwd al. 2007). Hence, when citizens appear on the radar,
they must be fitted into programs for action antegaries that are already embedded within the
organization. Furthermore, it is rather unlikelatththe problems and concerns of service users or
citizens are seen in integral ways because theniza#on is only capable of showing interest in
particular characteristics or ways of behaving (6£695). As a result, we might observe a selective
take-up of social rights, and problems with refegeto a limited quality and inaccessibility of piabl

service delivery.

The institutional entrepreneur

As we mentioned in the introduction, the impleméantaof a social policy through which users with
experience in poverty were trained as experts amglayed as interpreters of the poverty problem is

perceived as a valuable anti-poverty strategy énatiministrations of federal public policy units in
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Belgium (Casmaet al. 2010). Applying insights derived from institutartheory (Villadsen 2013), it
can be argued that this form of user participatian potentially contribute to challenging taken-for
granted practices in federal public services tlaase a selective take-up of social rights. In e,

we also use and apply the concept of the ‘instihai entrepreneur’ (DiMaggio 1988) to capture the
roles and tasks of these users with experienceowerpy. Indeed, theorizing their work and role in
federal public policy units as so-called institatib entrepreneurs can offer a necessary dynamic
perspective on policy implementation by highlightiprocesses of change instead of just focusing on
aspects of continuity and stability. In essencés itiea enables us to reintroduce agency into the
analysis of how power dynamics in organization<fiom within a given field or institutional context
(Garudet al. 2007). As such, the aim is to avoid a perceptibimdividuals as over-socialized and
slavishly devoted to the reproduction of habits WBlb and Colyvas 2008). Nevertheless, the
introduction of the concept of the institutionatrepreneur equally brings in the so-called ‘paradbx
embedded agency’ (Holm 1995), which basically esdab the relationship between actors and their
environments. This paradox refers to the tensidwdsn the fact that, on the one hand, norms and
joint beliefs are institutionally determined and, the other hand, human agency can cause and reveal
institutional change in the environments of ingitoal entrepreneurs (Battalinet al. 2009). It
therefore makes sense to explore the degrees atwgé institutional entrepreneurs when they are
expected to challenge institutions and taken-fantgd practices (Battalinat al. 2009), while
avoiding the creation of undesirable constructioh&ntrepreneurs as overly rational or totally dis-

embedded agents who act as ‘heroes’ (Meyer 2006).

In our research evaluation, we framed users wiffeggnce in poverty as institutional entrepreneurs,
who can potentially act asagjents who initiateand actively participate in the implementation of,
changes that diverge from existing institutionsieipendent of whether the initial intent was to gean
the institutional environment and whether the clenwere successfully implemeritéBattalina et

al. 2009: 72). Such changes might be initiated withim boundaries of an organization or within the

broader institutional context within which the aci®embedded, and might lead to the creation bf ye



other ‘moral communities’ (Thoenig 2003: 129) inielhnewexpectations, behaviors, cultural values

and beliefs are channeled and stabilized.

In that sense, this process of social change,itat@d by sers with experience in poverty acting as
institutional entrepreneurs, can take place whetigpdar logics, beliefs or procedures are disrdpte
and others are valued and put forward (Lawreetcal. 2006). The main question in our research
therefore focuses on whether the gradual diffugibideas and rationales, and especially those in
which the perspective of people with experiencgaferty themselves are included, actually gives
rise to such new moral communities (Thoenig 2008)iw an institutional field, and how this might
lead to a shared responsibility in federal pubbiiqy units between users with experience of pgvert

and social administrators.

Resear ch context

In this section, we provide additional informatiamout the profile, training and recruitment of sesv

users with experience of poverty who were empldgdgelgian federal policy units.

Service users with experience of poverty were ¢@iduring an educational program that is organized
by a private nonprofit organization in Belgium (sepiesschaert, 2005; Casmeanal, 2010). The
target population consists of people who experiéngeat it is to live in poverty and were confronted
with a complex web of financial, social, personat aelational problems. There are no additional
conditions imposed (e.g. in terms of having alreadkier diplomas) to potential participants.
Furthermore, the 4-year program is part-time, beeharge and consists of two modules. Whereas the
first year focuses on the personal recovery ancheipation of the participants, the next three years
are very practice-oriented. The latter implies tifaning of communication skills and the opportynit
to attend a trainee period within a nonprofit oligation or public policy unit. The combination biig
theoretical and practical approach enables thécjgamnts to transform their own experiences ofliyi

in poverty into expertise, which is defined asduals: “The key element consists of the fundamental
difference between the position of an excludedgersvho is forced to live in long-term exclusion

and that of the organisations and participantsolicy making, who are not familiar with this social



experience nor with the harsh reality of the lifesocially excluded people in all its aspecfShe
Missing Link Europe 2011, our italics). It is claimed that the acquired experience ancdigeenables

them to formulate and identify relevant recommeioaat and concrete actions for helping to combat

poverty in different organizational contexts.

After having successfully completed the trainingpgram, the participants receive an official
certificate which allows them to be employed asevise user with experience in poverty within a
private nonprofit organization or a policy unittaé federal (Belgian), the regional (Flemish)audl
level. As outlined before, this article only builds the findings acquired from a federal projectthis
particular case, it was the POD MI, which is a smasal policy unit in the Belgian federal
administration, that developed a coordination tedime coordination team acted as a catalyst to
employ service users with experience of povertyother federal policy units, where a social
administrator was appointed as a ‘buddy’ to supfi@tservice user with experience of poverty within
the organization. Moreover, the service user bst #he buddy and the supervisor of the service in
which these experts are employed are all suppdngeitie coordinating team of the POD MI. Finally,
it is important to notice that the POD also devebba general job profile consisting of three défer
roles to be performed by service users. Whereadirterole is about providing direct support to
people living in poverty during their contacts widtderal policy units (role 1), the second rolali®ut

the formulation of concrete proposition for enhagcthe quality and accessibility of federal public
service delivery (role 2). The last role relategh®e initiation of critical reflections in the mirsgt of
fellow social administrators about the logics amagdes guiding their interaction with people living

poverty (role 3).

Resear ch methodology



In order to gain an in-depth understanding of thganizational dynamics in federal public services
during the implementation of this particular arwvprty strategy, we adopted a qualitative and
interpretative research approach in which knowleidgeonsidered as situated, contextualized, and
grounded in human activity (see Denzin and Linc8003). Qualitative researchers are indeed
concerned withprocessin their desire to discover how people negotiateaning, while being
interested in “what they are experiencing, how theterpret their experiences, and how they
themselves structure the social world in which theg” (Bogdan and Biklen 1998: 7). Qualitative
research is a relevant research strategy to stoohplex phenomena within their respective natural
and social contexts, where the challenge for catalé researchers implies that the subjective
experiences of individuals are captured while #mearcher attempts to see the world from the point
of view of the research subjects (Roberts 2000)vHat follows, we clarify the strategies employed i

data collection and data analysis.

Strategies of data collection

This article draws upon findings from a researasjqmt of ten Belgian federal policy units. All sere
users (8 women and 2 men) who participated tortgsarch were employed within their respective
policy unit for at least one year, which alloweeérnito rely on a good understanding of their rolé an
tasks. It is, however, important to notice thatstheervice users might start from a slightly défdr
position within these policy units. This mainly at#s to the concrete service in which they are
employed. In four of the selected policy units, geevice users with experience of poverty do not
have direct contacts with citizens or clients thelwss. Instead, they are employed in a more general
and transversal communication service of a policy {€.g. the overall recruitment service of federa
government in Belgium, the federal policy unit feityg on economic development, etc.). Hence, their
job enables them to have an important stake in ti@hnternal and external communication of their
policy unit towards its own social administratosther public and private welfare actors and citizen

or clients that are affected by the activitiesha policy unit.
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The other six service users with experience in gg\ae active in a federal policy unit that hasoat
office through which people might ask questionsatexl to the social security system: about the
fulfillment of their social rights, the calculatioof their statutory pension, the payment of social
security benefits related to parental leave, ikna@sd invalidity, etc. Most often, the servicerasme
employed in a back office, which also consists @fdgate social workers. In situations related to
poverty, the front line officers might decide tdyren the help of the back office and the serviseru
with experience in poverty in particular. As sutiese service users are able to have contact with

citizens in a more direct and personal way.

To capture the social realities and processes ahing-making in the federal public policy unitsotw
complementary research methods were applied: etapbg, and qualitative interviews (see Denzin
and Lincoln 2003; Bogdan and Biklen 1998). Theseaech methods were appropriate to gain an in-
depth understanding on how the particular rolestaskls of users with experience of poverty were
perceived and implemented when they gradually skéffideas in public policy units as institutional
entrepreneurs. The ethnographic research appreaaebdsto make direct observations of how the
roles and tasks of experts with experience of ggwgere interpreted, and to get a grasp of how they
possibly influenced their colleague-administratorsdifferent levels of the 10 organizations under
study. This information was complemented by tenis#mctured interviews (one interview in each
federal policy unit). In each of these interviessyeral people took part who were able to offeinan
depth insight in the implementation process, suchha employed service user with experience of
poverty, the buddy and/ or supervisor and soméaeif tolleague-administrators. As a result, a total

32 people participated in these interviews.

Strategies of data-analysis

The emerging research data were first fully trabscr (Perakyla 2008). The combination of these

research strategies strengthened and guaranteedliti¢y, reliability and saturation of the reselar
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process (Morse 2002). In order to analyse the deitedata, a cross-analysis of the field notes and
interviews was made. A directed approach to qualgaontent analysis was then applied (Hsieh and
Shannon 2005) as a method of qualitative data sisallgat takes a volume of qualitative material to
identify core consistencies and meanings (Myrin@@0The goal of a directed approach to content
analysis is to validate and refine a conceptuahéaork or theory (Hsieh and Shannon 2005), which
allows the researcher to examine key themes andingsathat may have been manifest or latent in
the transcribed research data. More particulaHis approach served to apply and refine insights
about how people with experience of poverty perfah@a three general roles that were described
above. The main focus of the analysis embodiegjtiestion whether this form of user participation
actually contributes to the ways in which instibm@l entrepreneurs effectively challenge and change
power dynamics and institutionalized practiceseideral public services that cause a selective upke-
of social rights rather than reproduce taken-famged habits.According to our theoretical
perspective, this process of social chaogeonly take place when particular rationales and prastice

are disrupted and others are valued and impleméBtgtllana et al., 2004).

Resear ch findings

In this section, we discuss how the roles and tadkssers with experience of poverty within the

federal policy units in which they are employed iaterpreted and implemented.

Role 1 — Direct support of people living in povettyring their contacts with federal policy units
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As outlined before, some of the federal public @olinits in which service users with experience of
poverty are employed have a front office. The servisers themselves are part of a back office. This
implies that the role of front officer is primarifyerformed by social administrators who have a rich
technical or legal expertise. There might, howeber situations in which the mutual understanding
and communication between front officer and citizercomplicated. Most often, this relates to the
situations of citizens who are confronted with enptex web of financial problems, difficulties reddt

to their psycho-social well-being, unstable houstegditions, disturbed familiar relationships, etc.
Hence, it might appear that citizens do not fulyglerstand what is expected from them by a particula
policy unit or launch questions for help or infotioa that go beyond the scope of one single federal
policy unit. This might trigger the front officeo seek assistance from his or her social serviberev
people with experience of poverty are employedsThialso reflected in the following quote from a

social administrator:

“The decision to call in her (the expert with exigeice of poverty) help is always taken in an ad hoc
manner ... still, I think we do not always have thitex to question situations of the people wha tur
up at the front office more profoundly ... it is idifift to set out general guidelines, it is more a

personal feeling about a situation”.

As a result, the service user with experience ekpy comes into play. In some cases, it is suffiti

to give some extra clarification at the desk alvaloét is expected from a person or to provide suppor
for filling out a necessitated form. More oftenweyer, the service user with experience of poverty
will also take a moment to sit down with this persavay from the context of the front office in wiic

a sense of time pressure is always present. Oeands findings show that their prior task is then t
create a calm and stable environment and to praviitening ear, which is important to unravel the
different dimensions of the problems with which ferson is confronted. If necessary, the service
user with experience of poverty can decide to nakadditional appointment at a later time, to do a
home visit or to accompany a person during a ws#énother public policy unit, housing company,

social welfare organization, etc.
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Besides disentangling these sometimes complex sexjfa help, many service users with experience
of poverty equally highlighted the importance ogéithdirect support in clarifying what a particular
federal policy unit can and cannot do. This is dboarrectly informing citizens who face huge
difficulties in understanding the fragmented waywihich federal public service delivery, and social
welfare provision in general, is currently orgauizén that vein, it has been repeatedly stated that
citizens, and especially those living in povertgpsinto a front office without much prior knowlezlg
Nevertheless, they often display an expectatiohdhdassues at stake could be immediately tackled.
Hence, by outlining that it is necessary to undertather steps, the service user with experience of
poverty is able to eliminate some of the frustragi@xperienced by citizens who do not feel properly

helped or understood.

In sum, this role is about the direct support pdedi to citizens by the users with experience of
poverty themselves. Moreover, we equally outlinleat the opportunity for social administrators to
call in the help of a user with experience of ptwenight make them more responsive vis-a-vis
situations of citizens as well. This is becauseg twuld gradually develop a reflex to make a peason
assessment of these situations and to capturearglsignals when interacting with people living in
poverty. Although these practices are valuablenitbate some change in the mind-set of social
administrators, they do not suffice yet to instalieal shared responsibility for enhancing the igual
and accessibility of public service delivery. THere, we must further explore the additional rabés

users with experience of poverty and their inteoast with fellow social administrators.

Role 2 — Formulating concrete propositions for emtiag the quality and accessibility for citizens of

the services performed by their federal policy unit

These direct experiences and observations whestiagspeople living in poverty (also see role 1) do
provide fertile ground for many users with expecermf poverty to get a more general sense of the

financial, administrative, cultural, etc. threstelttiat might restrict the use of, and citizens’esscto,
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the services provided by their respective fedeudlip policy units. Nevertheless, this second lisle
also performed by the service users that do nettljrinteract with citizens via a front office.abting
from their own experiences, observations and fatisins, they are able to unravel particular
thresholds (e.g. in terms of availability or acdeifisy of services) and to enhance the
comprehensibility of the information that is prositl to citizens by their policy unit. Hence, by
making concrete suggestions for adapting the stydatent or tools for communication vis-a-vis
citizens or for re-thinking internal proceduresyveme users with experience of poverty equally
improved the overall quality and accessibility dfetpublic service delivery. In the following
paragraphs, we will substantiate this particulaguarent by outlining two concrete examples that

emerged from our research.

A first example relates to the excessive use ofiadimative and judicial language by federal policy
units when communicating with citizens. This ladkaoshared vocabulary severely disturbed the
interaction and mutual understanding between somtwhinistrators and citizens who presented
themselves to a front office. This is reflectedtle following quote of a user with experience of

poverty:

“Many citizens express their frustrations as they ant able to fully understand what was expected
from them. They do not always have the skills arpgtnowledge to comprehend this professional

terminology”.

We observed many occasions on which the services wsgh experience of poverty warned their

federal policy units about the negative consequenéahe often unintended use of technical jargon,
not only in individual contacts with service usebsit in many of the cases in which they were
involved. In essence, this could reduce the congmibility of the communication and the messages

that are transferred to citizens, and to peopladiin poverty in particular.

Hence, besides providing direct and individual supfor citizens at the front office (see also ra)e
service users with experience of poverty aimedanging the style and content of the communication

in more general ways as well. For example, a seruger with experience of poverty made a short
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film that was uploaded to the front page of the sitebof his policy unit. This film provided a short
and comprehensible introduction about the functigrof his policy unit and about the role he could
perform in assisting and reassuring people in theirtacts with this public service. Furthermore,
several other service users with experience of mypweressed the need to revise the information
brochures that were distributed in the waiting romfnthe front office. This could be illustratedtime

following way:

“Some persons face difficulties in understanding ldnguage due to illiteracy or a different cultura
background. Therefore, | promoted the use of imagens or symbols on posters to enhance the

comprehensibility of the communication”.

A second example implies the proposition of serwsers with experience of poverty to revise an
administrative procedure. More particularly, thisogedure refers to the way in which a citizen
receives a request to present himself to an offitea federal policy unit to fulfill a legal or
administrative requirement to retain his finantiahefit. Until recently, this request was uniqusdyt

via an official letter to the latest known home @d$. If the person did not show up for the
appointment, a second letter was sent to that salahess. A second absence was then interpreted as a
refusal and eventually led to the suspension optreon from the system, and consequently to a hon-

take-up of their social rights.

The service user with experience of poverty thantestl to re-establish the contact with these people
who had been suspended. It appeared that somerof did not have a stable housing situation or
were not familiar with handling their personal adisiration. Moreover, they indicated a preferemce t
be contacted via a phone call to make an immedigp@intment. Based upon his contacts with these
people who were excluded from receiving the suppmmvhich they were entitled, the service user
with experience of poverty commenced to communiba&dindings to the head of his department and
his colleagues. This eventually led to the adamtatif a new procedure within this particular fedlera
policy unit as people could indicate themselvestiviethey preferred being contacted by letter or by

phone.
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In sum, the formulation of concrete propositions revise internal procedures or style of
communication are levers to enhance the overallityuend accessibility of public service delivery
within particular policy units. More importantly,otvever, it might also contribute to raising
awareness amongst social administrators of thebeypmits about thresholds and to deepen their
understanding of the train of thought, rationalesl @&xperiences of people living in situations of

poverty. This will be further outlined in the nepdragraphs.

Role 3 — Initiating a critical reflection in the md-set of fellow social administrators about thgits,

evidences and images guiding their interaction witlple living in poverty

In this section, it is argued that the first twdesare necessary steps to perform a third roleghnib
related to the initiation of critical reflections the mind-set of fellow social administrators abite
logics and evidences guiding their interaction wigople living in poverty. Hence, by providing a
good example when carrying out supportive actionfhdividual contacts (see also role 1) and by
suggesting concrete propositions to avoid or elat@mmultiple thresholds to services of federalgyoli
units on a more collective level (see also roleuggrs with experience of poverty are able to défu
‘new’ information or ‘other’ insights to their fellv social administrators. This will generate both
formal and informal dialogues between these actmmeut the particular routines, rationales,
procedures and programs for action that are tategriinted and through which the interaction with
citizens is steered. In our view, this process aitemplation, which is mostly associated with the
third role, is an indispensable factor in creatmgeal shared responsibility with regard to the
situations of people living in poverty. This is bese it generates social change that does notlgntir
depend upon the presence and continuous efforhefservice users with experience of poverty
themselves. Therefore, it is only by combining ehdwee roles that service users with experience of

poverty could be considered as real institutionarepreneurs who act as agents of change by
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initiating and actively participating in the implemtation of changes that diverge from existing

institutions and routines within their respectiaiqy units.

Nevertheless, it must be acknowledged that theme isuch thing as a ‘manual’ or a ‘procedural way’
for service users with experience of poverty tofgren this third role or to install a shared
responsibility with social administrators for degliwith social exclusion. Moreover, the process of
initiating this critical reflection about the ratiales and routines incorporated by social admatists
seems to be a rather gradual and precarious pradtiis implies that it will, to some or a lesser
extent, also be situation-driven. Hence, althougrd is no fixed moment or pre-structured way to
determine whether a ‘change’ has occurred, itilsEissible to give some concrete examples that
might help us to illustrate the levers and obstadte initiating and perpetuating these reflective

processes.

It was, for example, acknowledged by all servicersisvith experience of poverty that the presence of
stereotypes with regard to people living in povesigs a persistent problem within their respective
federal policy units. This feeling has been exprddsy service users with experience of poverthén t

following way:

“I must regularly try to adjust the image of my eatjues about being poor. After all, ‘the poor
person’ does not exist. Therefore, this required tthave to make visible a diversity of problemd a
situations. Many people are not really poor butl,sthey are just one or two setbacks away from

ending up in a really bad situatitn

Another service user with experience of povertyeatd

“I can imagine the frustrations of some of my cajiess at the front office when they are confronted
with irregularities. Social fraud is never allowatid must be penalized ... Still, | regret that thigpes
them to label very different kinds of situations tapidly as social fraud. As such, other peopleldo

become unjustly stigmatiZed
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Furthermore, it was observed during the researah dbcial administrators frequently admitted the
risk of speaking out on behalf of citizens themeaslvThis idea of ‘knowing best what needs to be
done’ was also apparent with regard to particulaagons of people living in poverty. This can be
illustrated by a quote from a social worker whoaigtive in a federal hospital that temporarily
accommodates and supports people with mental hg@biems. In this hospital there is also a service

user with experience of poverty who assists theakeervice:

“We are used to thinking in terms of being activélence, | could not understand why a person who
stayed in our facility chooses to stay in his rdomthe whole day without taking any action at.alll
always believed that our daytime activities hadwa threshold. She (the service user with experience
of poverty), however, explained to me that peadpied in poverty are often too ashamed to admit tha
they do not understand something or that they cafollmw the pace of others. As such, they might

prefer to be alone”.

The example above highlights the importance ofimgisn awareness about particular rationales and
routines that are often taken-for-granted withitigyounits but that lead, however, to some form of
social exclusion. Yet, this reveals an importanésjion about the way in which service users with
experience of poverty can position themselves wgaheir fellow social administrators. The way in
which colleagues are approached and confrontedthitttonsequences of their choices and behavior
is indeed a very delicate and rather complicatedgss. Hence, many service users with experience of
poverty are aware of the difficulties associatedhwhe need to find the ‘right tone’ to address
colleagues. This is also reflected in the followiggote from a service user with experience of

poverty:

“During my early years, | deliberately positionedself against the others. | was a lone fighter who
wanted to convince my colleagues. My style was o. attacking. By trial and error, | learned to
communicate with them ... Still, until today, thigl lstart hampers the way in which | can interact

with some of my colleagues
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Hence, instead of initiating a dialogue with hideagues, there appeared to be very much ‘resistanc
vis-a-vis the service user with experience of pwand his message. Therefore, it is important to
highlight some of the levers that are used by serusers with experience of poverty to performla ro

in initiating critical reflections about particulaationales and taken-for-granted practices within

federal policy units and in implementing a joinspensibility.

One service user with experience of poverty explhithat he had been positioned in a low-profile
role within his policy unit, which enabled him tetgto know his colleagues and the language and
procedures they were using to perform their joberédver, he acknowledged the relatively slow and
cyclical character of his task to establish sormmd kof dialogue with colleagues. He phrased it as

follows:

“Like a priest, | do not need two bibles to buildmap message. My message is clear, | just have to

repeat it over and over again, and if necessaryytap it up in different ways

Furthermore, it is important to notice that, ovang, these contacts with colleagues are often
established in a rather informal and casual wagveryday interactions. As such, many of the service
users with experience of poverty indicated thay therformed a role as a sounding board for fellow
colleagues. This is because social administratqually started to share their experiences vis-a-vis
particular service user situations with the ainpaividing some feedback on the way they handled a
situation. This paved the road for a conversatimouasome of the tensions and dilemmas with which
social administrators were confronted when inténgctvith service users, and people in poverty in
particular. Hereby, the employed service users wkperience of poverty might find and create an
opportunity to make a further appeal to the empatig interests of social administrations with relgar
to situations of poverty. In the following paragnapve might get more insight about this informal
process. It is about a situation in which a soaidhinistrator became frustrated because a woman,
who mainly spoke Arabic, did not succeed in undeding what he tried to explain to her during a
contact at the front office. Hence, the servicer wgigh experience of poverty stressed the need to

remain sensitive to rephrase a message if thissappe be necessary.
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“Recently, | asked a colleague about what he wooldf dhe moved to the United States without
speaking English. He agreed that he would be guatbht someone at a front office made an effort to

help hini.

Concluding reflections

In this article, we aimed to unravel the way in gththe quality and accessibility of public service
delivery were enhanced through the introductiom shared responsibility within public policy units
with regard to the situations of people living iaverty. We focused specifically on examining the
potential roles of users with experience of poveviio were trained as experts and employed as

interpreters of the poverty problem in federal jmupblicy units in Belgium.

Starting from insights of institutional theory albdlie development of ‘institutions’ and the quest f
‘legitimacy’ within institutional fields, it was gued that service users with experience of poverty
could be considered as ‘institutional entrepreriewtso might act as agents of social change by
uncovering thresholds to public service deliverychallenging taken-for-granted practices thattted
social exclusion, and by gradually installing arskaresponsibility within policy units for tacklirg

selective take-up of social rights.

Nevertheless, in order for a person to become lanst#tutional entrepreneur, our analysis shove th
although these roles could be considered as relptautonomous subjects of analysis, there shoald b
a necessary synergy between them. Hence, in ardaattas institutional entrepreneurs in challenging
taken-for-granted practices, users with experieatepoverty must, to a greater or lesser and
alternating extent, perform all three roles. Thiglies that the simple fact of providing direct pap

to people living in poverty during their contact&hwa federal policy unit (role 1) or formulating
concrete propositions for enhancing the quality andessibility of federal public service delivery

(role 2) does not suffice to install a shared rasjlity within policy units vis-a-vis situationsf
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people living in poverty. On the contrary, howevers also rather unlikely to suppose that useith w
experience of poverty should be capable of direictityating a critical reflection in the mind-sef o
social administrators (role 3) without establishimgolid base for fruitful interaction and (in)faam
communication between themselves and social adirstoss. As a result, we state that the first two
roles are also necessary in paving the road tamerthe third role. This finding entails that the
synergy between the different roles of service sugath experience of poverty should be embraced.
Whereas some of them provided direct support iaecis during their contacts with federal public
policy units (role 1), all service users were abdelaunch concrete propositions for revising
procedures, communication, etc. within their re§geqolicy units based on these direct contacts or
their own personal experiences (role 2). In ouwyig does not, however, suffice that the servisers
with experience of poverty perform one of thesstfiwo roles (or a combination of both) to install
shared responsibility within public policy unitsftér all, our research shows that social changalig
generated when the desired change does not mapgnd upon the presence and individual efforts of
service users with experience of poverty themsel&sh dynamics in federal public services
eventually lead to an undesirable constructiones¥ise users with experience of poverty who act as
some kind of ‘hero’ in changing these institutiot@dics, routines and beliefs (Battilaeaal. 2009).

As a consequence, this hampers a transformatigheokxisting power structure of federal public

policy units (Roetgt al 2012)

In that vein, we highlighted several examples tfaions in which the diffusion of ‘new’ informatio

or insights by the service users with experienc@aferty generated (in)formal dialogues between
themselves and social administrators about theénesjt rationales and programs for action through
which interaction with citizens was guided. Thisiesgy between the three roles was associated with
how a critical reflection was initiated in the misdt of fellow social administrators about threslsol
and taken-for-granted practices, which were presghin their policy units and hampered the quality
and accessibility of public service delivery foropée living in poverty (role 3). As a result, many

service users were indeed able to perform a roiestgutional entrepreneurs and achieved tangible
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and long-term structural, organizational and iofithal change within their organization (e.g. the

modification of internal procedures and style aincounication).
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