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Abstract  

In the face of growing social, economic, political and demographic challenges, many European 

welfare states have been confronted with barriers in realising the social rights of certain groups 

of citizens. This phenomenon has often been referred to as ‘the non-take up of social rights’. 

Considering the core mandate and key principles of social work as a practice-based profession 

and academic discipline, we argue that social work should have a key role in knowledge and 

practice development on understanding and combating the non-take up of social rights. Our 

integrative contextual literature review nonetheless demonstrates that there is a tangible 

scarcity of theoretically and empirically grounded social work research that generates fruitful 

and in-depth insights into the socially unjust situations and complex dynamics behind these 

processes of non-take up. This article therefore aims to identify and discuss the key knowledge 

gaps in the existing body of research on non-take up. As a result, we address critical foci for a 

future empirical social work research agenda to munition social work practice development 

that strongly accentuates the substantial realisation of social rights and accordingly contributes 

to social justice.  

Teaser text 

Many European welfare states have been confronted with a phenomenon referred to as ‘the 

non-take up of social rights’. There is however a tangible scarcity of theoretically and 

empirically grounded social work research that generates fruitful and in-depth insights into the 

socially unjust situations and complex dynamics behind these processes of non-take up. Social 

work should have a key role in knowledge and practice development on understanding and 

combating the non-take up of social rights because of its unique position in the field. This article 

aims to identify and discuss the key knowledge gaps in the existing body of research on non-

take up and addresses critical foci for a future empirical social work research agenda.  
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Introduction 

Since the conception of post-war national welfare states and the adoption of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) in 1948, the notions of citizenship and civic, political and 

social rights were introduced and institutionalised in western welfare states (Dean, 2013). The 

UDHR provides the foundation of the obligation for welfare states to protect and progressively 

and substantively realise the civic (e.g. the right to privacy), the political (e.g. the right to vote) 

as well as the social rights of formally recognised members of the national community (Dean, 

2015). The concept of social rights, as a defining feature of citizenship, thus commonly implies 

that citizens in European societies are formally and legally entitled to welfare benefits, 

resources and services that are redistributed by the welfare state (Lister, 2004). In the face of 

growing social, economic, political and demographic challenges, however, many European 

welfare states have been confronted with barriers in realising the social rights of certain groups 

of citizens (Dean, 2013, 2015; Moyn, 2018).  

 

During the last decades, a wide diversity of policy makers, practitioners and researchers have 

correspondingly problematised the non-take up of social rights (van Oorschot, 1991, 1998; 

Hernanz et al., 2004; Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2009; Warin, 2014; Arrighi et al., 2015; Dwyer et al., 

2015; Author’s own, 2019). In the available body of research on this topic, the non-take up of 

social rights is usually referred to as the phenomenon that persons or households do not (fully) 

make use of benefits and services they are entitled to. This relates to  welfare benefits and 

resources such as unemployment benefits, child benefits, pensions and minimum income 

protection benefits (see De Boe & Van Hootegem, 2014; Warin, 2010) and welfare services 

such as health care, disability care, and child care, youth care, and elderly care services (see 

Boccadoro, 2014; Borgetto et al., 2004; Bouckaert & Schokkaert, 2011; Bowpitt et al., 2014; 

Daigneault et al., 2012; De Boe & Van Hootegem, 2014; Dwyer et al., 2015; Maeseele, 2012; 

Nicaise et al., 2004). According to a review by the European Foundation for the 

Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, the non-take up of social rights is a 

widespread phenomenon with rates ranging from 30% to 80% for a wide range of means-



tested benefits across European countries (Dubois & Ludwinek, 2015). For specific 

types of benefits such as tax credits in the UK, non-take up range from 10% to 30%, but 

for most types of means-tested benefits across all European countries, non-take up 

rates usually hover around 50% or more. This jeopardises the effectiveness of social 

spending and exacerbates socially unjust inequalities between citizens who are entitled to 

social rights and can claim these rights, and those who cannot claim and/or do not take up 

social rights, usually persons who are least well-off  (Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2009; Steenssens, 

2013; Dwyer et al., 2015).  

 

In this contribution, we argue that social work should have a key commitment to practice and 

knowledge development on understanding and combating the non-take up of social rights (see 

Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2009). Our argument squares with the global definition of social work, where 

social work is framed as a practice-based profession and academic discipline that should seek 

to pursue human rights, social justice, collective responsibility and respect for diversities as 

principles central to social work (see IFSW, 2014; Ornellas et al., 2018). As such, the human 

rights value framework of social work (see Ife, 2001) crucially entails that social work should 

pay attention to the non-take up of social rights (Author’s own, 2020a). We engage in an 

integrative context literature review (Neuman, 2013) to link, analyse, critique, synthesise, and 

integrate a larger body of knowledge and representative literature on the non-take up of social 

rights as a particular topic for social work research. The integrative contextual literature review 

serves to address critical knowledge gaps in the social work research field while identifying 

interrelated perspectives for a future social work research agenda dealing with the non-take 

up of social rights.  

 

Our contribution is structured in four different sections. In the first section, we introduce a more 

in-depth background content of where social rights find their historical origins, how the meaning 

of social rights has transformed, and in which ways the substantive realisation of social rights 

is the subject of contemporary challenges due to non-take up. In the second section, our 



contribution focuses on the potential role of social work practice in the non-take up of social 

rights in our contemporary time juncture. The third section is concerned with our key 

contribution to push along the social work research agenda, as we identify critical and 

interrelated knowledge gaps and terrains for future social work research. Finally we address 

implications of this research agenda to munition social work practice development that strongly 

accentuates the substantial realisation of social rights and accordingly contributes to social 

justice.  

 

Social rights: historical origins, transformations, and contemporary challenges 

In the following sections, we reconstruct the background in which social rights find 

their historical origins in the changing relationship between citizens, civil society, the 

market and the state since the conception of the social welfare state (Kessl, 2009; 

Lorenz, 2016; Garrett, 2019). The dynamics underpinning the issue of non-take up of 

social rights have been the subject of transformation and currently lead to 

contemporary challenges.   

 

Historical origins  

Following the original post-war constitution of social welfare states, social justice and human 

rights were pursued through securing the citizenship and civic, political and social rights of 

citizens (Marshall & Bottomore, 1992). After the atrocities of both world wars, rights were 

understood as symbolic and peaceful vehicles in social welfare states to mitigate the 

unacceptable consequences of the industrialized capitalist system (Lister, 2007). Starting from 

a collective recognition of individual frailty, due recognition was given to the substantive 

realization of citizens’ right to human flourishing (Dean, 2015), entailing the obligation for 

welfare states to substantively realise “rights as a system of mutual protection” (Turner, 1993, 

p. 507). The implementation of this constitutive rights-based principle of social protection has 

accordingly led to a system of social security, which is based on principles of mutual solidarity, 

collective responsibility and human interdependency (Titmuss, 1970; Zamora, 2017). The 



welfare state was thus conceived to secure social protection from the cradle to the grave 

against social risks which occur in relation to the labour market (Watson et al., 2004), including 

illness, disability, unemployment, poverty, and welfare dependency due to old age. The social 

rights of citizens entail that they are entitled to make use of welfare benefits, resources and 

services to cover for these social risks (Lister, 2004). Social protection is accordingly premised 

on a democratic, socially just judgment in the public sphere that leads to the redistribution of 

social resources and power in our societies (Williams, 2001; Bouverne-De Bie, 2018; Dean, 

2015; Lorenz, 2016).  

 

Transformations  

In the decades after the conception of the social welfare state and since the decline of thriving 

post-war economies resulting in economic crises, the implementation of the welfare state has 

been criticised but also recalibrated to cover for so-called ‘old’ and ‘new’ social risks (Lister, 

2007; Ranci, 2010). The critiques and efforts made to revise welfare state mechanisms relate 

to the structural reproduction of social inequalities, for example with reference to newly 

emerging social risks related to gender, disability, and ageing (Cantillon, 2017; 

Hemerijck, 2013). It has therefore been argued that the key idea of entitlement to (social) 

rights is traditionally associated with the concept of ‘citizenship’, but equally well requires a 

supplementary concept of ‘denizenship’ to capture the transformations with reference to post-

war social rights (see Lister, 2007; Turner, 2016). In what follows, we discuss two concepts 

and types of ‘denizens’ (see Turner, 2016), with reference to the territorial and neo-liberal logic 

of European welfare states.  

Denizen type 1: the territorial logic of welfare states  

The ‘denizen type 1’ initially referred to a person from a foreign country with a legal right of 

residence (by virtue of a visa or work permit), but with limited rights to welfare and political 

participation (Turner, 2016). National welfare states indeed intrinsically imply a territorial logic 

in which entitlements are based on national identities and ‘merits’; the welfare state is built 



upon “boundaries because it establishes a principle of distributive justice” (Dean, 2011, p. 2). 

Only if citizens of a certain nation state are formally entitled to (social) rights they can claim 

these rights (see Dean, 2011).  

The development of citizenship rights has furthermore been implicated in the territorial 

construction and ideological defence of the nation. In post-war Europe, labour migration has 

been promoted across the globe which enabled cross-border migration, that is however “not 

accompanied and secured by trans-national support structures equivalent to those that the 

nation state – as welfare state – used to offer to citizens” (Lorenz, 2016, p. 12). Even if migrants 

may be formally entitled to equal social rights, such rights might be substantively limited in 

practice due to Eurocentric and racist ideas (Dean, 2011). In the face of globalising forces and 

given the recent ‘migration crisis’, nation-states continue to play a pivotal role in regulating 

access to territory and to social rights for migrants and asylum-seekers, who are often treated 

as outsiders due to Eurocentric rhetoric, and increasing discrimination and racism 

(Lister, 2007; Williams, 2020). People thus migrate on their own risk, find themselves in 

uncertain and ambiguous juridical spaces (Turner, 2016), and hence often have to resort to 

informal, hyper-precarious or even illegal support arrangements (Lorenz, 2016; Lewis et al., 

2014).     

Denizen type 2: the neo-liberal logic of welfare states  

The ‘denizen type 2’ refers to individuals with a formal status of citizens who increasingly risk 

to end up at the bottom-rung of the ladder of citizenship, merely resembling denizens “with 

thin, fragmented and fragile social bonds to the public world” (Turner, 2016, p. 1). In practice, 

the welfare state inherently reproduces social inequality and disadvantage (Lister, 2007), 

which is increasingly the case in market-driven societies that produce precarious forms of 

citizenship that begin “to approximate denizenship” (Turner, 2016, p. 6).  

The framework of social rights was indeed originally rooted in the idea that the arrival of 

capitalism required rights to guarantee a broad equality of status between citizens, that would 

supersede divisions of class (Dean, 2011). Class divisions were meant to melt away, resulting 



in the ambition to eradicate poverty and social inequality permanently and, as such, realise 

social justice and human rights as the normative orientation of the welfare state (Author’s own, 

2020b). Since the 70’s, it became obvious that many European welfare states rediscovered 

poverty and social inequality (Reinecke, 2015). The uneasy relationship between the state and 

the market, for example due to the nature of modern labour in industrialised capitalist societies, 

has been characterised as a main producer of these social inequalities (Garrett, 2019).  

Also more fundamental transformations took place, associated with increasing neo-

liberalisation (Amin, 1997; Dean, 2013; Turner, 2006). Although European welfare states 

continue to protect, promote and secure the fulfilment of citizenship and rights by a variety of 

means and there are no radical signs of welfare state retrenchment in terms of social spending 

(Cantillon, 2017), the institutional framework and normative value orientation in welfare states 

has been changing (Lorenz, 2016; Garrett, 2019). Critical scholars have argued that the 

hegemonic forces unleashed by the neoliberal phase of modern and global capitalist 

developments involve a complex reconfiguration of the institutional welfare state framework, 

with reference to a paradigmatic de-politicising of “government commitments from securing the 

welfare of citizens” (Garrett, 2019, p. 190). Welfare state arrangements have established an 

emphasis on private and individual responsibilities and obligations rather than on mutual 

solidarity and social justice (Lorenz, 2016).  

Contemporary challenges  

In the aftermath of the reorientation of welfare state arrangements, the above mentioned forms 

of insecure citizenship or ‘denizenship’ refer to how the state contributes to the erosion of 

solidarity and limits or denies social support to foreign residents as well as to their own citizens 

(Lorenz, 2016). European welfare states are confronted with the emergence of new social 

risks and inequalities related to ethnicity and race at the intersection with already 

existing social risks and inequalities related to, for example, class, gender, age and 

dis/ability (Nash, 2009; Dean, 2011). Newly emerging policy rhetoric however seems to 

respond by conditions, obligations, and even sanctions rather than substantially 



realising rights (Fletcher & Flint, 2018; Author’s own, in press). Such welfare state 

dynamics often create unequal access to resources, while at the same time blaming 

these excluded groups for their lack of success and predicament within the system 

(Dominelli & Campling, 2002; Lister, 2007). Various authors argue that these developments 

lead to the increasing production of binary oppositions between citizens who deserve rights 

and individuals whose rights are not evidently safeguarded (Garrett, 2018; Kessl et al., 2019; 

Dwyer, 2004, 2019; Fletcher & Flint, 2018; Author’s own, 2012).  

Revisiting the role of social work  

 

Social work is currently increasingly influenced by and entangled in the above mentioned 

changing historical and social arrangements (Kessl, 2009; Lorenz, 2016; Garrett, 2019). 

Social work however has a relatively autonomous public mandate in the welfare state 

to shape ‘the social’, with reference to the question how a social justice orientation is 

incorporated by social work throughout historical developments (Lorenz, 2008; Kessl, 

2009). Whether social work might be shaping ‘the social’ in our societies is an 

ambiguous, uncertain, and complex issue (see Lorenz, 2007). The currently emerging 

welfare state rationality however incorporates social work actors and ingrains their 

social justice aspirations and practices (Kessl, 2009; Garrett, 2019). Social work is a front 

row witness of the widening discrepancy between the formal recognition of rights and how 

these rights are substantially realised in practice (see Dwyer, 2019; Author’s own, 2018a) and 

finds itself enmeshed in critical complexities and dilemmas associated with a welfare state 

stringently based on the contributory rights of citizens (Turner, 2016).  

In what follows, we attempt to revisit the potential role of social work in light of its quest for 

social justice and for the realisation of human rights (see Lundy, 2011), and aim to identify 

terrains for a future social work research agenda dealing with this issue. Our point of departure 

is that social work’s public mandate shapes the complex and dynamic interplay between the 

individual and society according to a social justice project and in relation to the specific 



historical, political, social and cultural circumstances in which citizens are located (Grunwald 

& Thiersch, 2009; Lorenz, 2016). The vital question for social workers is how they can continue 

to “fulfil their mandate to be responsible for the social dimension of public life” (Lorenz, 2005, 

p. 93) in contemporary times.  

 

The notion of social workers as ‘applied social policy makers’ is meaningful in this context. It 

has been associated with the strategies of professional discretion of social work (see Dubois, 

2010; Ellis, 2011; Evans, 2011; Fine & Teram, 2013; Warming & Fahnøe, 2017). Professional 

discretion can be situated at the street-level in its relationship with social policy, and refers to 

the political and politicising nature of social work practice; while “making use of discretionary 

spaces and powers, social workers negotiate between policy goals and service users’ needs, 

interpret and adapt policies to concrete individual situations” (Author’s own, 2018b, p. 8). 

Rather than merely being executors of policy goals and rationales, social workers are indeed 

"policy makers rather than policy takers” (see Gofen, 2014, p. 473) who co-construct policy 

while shaping the relationship between lifeworld and system. Also Garrett (2019, p. 190) 

argues that social workers are apt to “find ways of surviving, negotiating, accommodating, 

refusing and resisting” and do not merely “act like automatons envisaged in the governmental 

plans and strategies of the powerful” (Clarke, 2005, p. 159). 

 

Future pathways for social work research  

 

As we have already mentioned in the introduction, there is a lack of empirically and theoretically 

grounded social work research on the vital role of social work in the non-take up of social rights. 

In what follows, we address the results of our integrative context review drawing on the 

historical transformations and contemporary challenges in relation to social rights. Based on 

the three challenges and knowledge gaps concerning (1) reconceptualising citizenship in 

relation to denizenship, (2) the territorial logic of the welfare state, and (3) the neoliberal logic 



of the welfare state, our literature review serves to identify three critical terrains that might pave 

pathways for future social work research. 

 

Avoiding the reproduction of the categorization of citizens  

 

The existing body of research on non-take up shows that many citizens, such as vulnerable 

children, disabled people, homeless people, and elderly people, do not take up the rights they 

are entitled to (Hernanz et al., 2004; Author’s own, 2018c). At the same time, the phenomenon 

of denizenship and its steady expansion from migrant inhabitants to the wider population 

(Turner, 2016) demonstrates that capitalist welfare states in a globalised world are increasingly 

confronted with pressing political and ethical dilemma’s associated with the welfare of society 

members who are not formally or substantially recognised as such. This reality also implies 

that we are ought to advance a more radical and complex conceptualisation and understanding 

of citizenship and the non-take up of social rights. 

 

We argue that it is of crucial importance for social work to scrutinise the reproduction of 

processes in which citizens are categorised. Although the categorization of citizens has been 

historically constructed in social security systems in order for citizens to be able to claim their 

rights (see Zamora, 2017), currently some citizens continue to be confronted with new forms 

of marginality, precarity and social insecurity (Fletcher & Flint, 2018; Garrett, 2019; Author’s 

own, 2020c). While various minority groups may have been granted formal citizenship, “their 

‘substantive’ citizenship is fragile due to various intersecting constraints (e.g. illness, disability, 

discrimination, and poverty) on their ability to act as citizens” (Warming & Fahnøe, 2017, p.5). 

Moreover, an important issue arises regarding the meaning of non-take up. Non-take up 

traditionally refers to social rights that are not claimed. In his seminal study on non-take up, 

van Oorschot (1995) made a distinction between primary and secondary non-take up. Primary 

non-take up refers to beneficiaries not claiming their entitlement, for various reasons such as 

lack of information, stigma, or the complexity of the procedures. Secondary non-take up, then, 



refers to beneficiaries claiming an entitlement but their claim being rejected, for instance 

because of mistakes made by public administrations and services. However, if denizens are 

not entitled to social rights that can be derived from the formal membership of a certain nation 

state (Dean, 2015; Warming & Fahnøe, 2017), can it still be regarded as non-take up? This 

calls for broadening the definition of non-take up in social work research and practice to take 

account of current processes of categorisation and to bring to light the plight of those persons 

who are not entitled to particular social rights but should be, e.g. on the basis of their living 

conditions.  

 

In this contribution, we therefore situate the vital significance of social work research and 

practice development on non-take up in the realm of the lived citizenship of people who are 

living on the edge of society (Kabeer, 2005; Lister, 2004; Warming & Fahnøe, 2017). 

Surprisingly however, the lived citizenship approach “has not yet really filtered into social work 

research, although there are few exceptions which all focus on a certain target group rather 

than on social work practices” in which marginalisation occurs where social inequalities 

intersect and cut across the lives of citizens at the edge of society (Warming & Fahnøe, 2017, 

p. 6). Recent research has however pointed to the increasing importance of civil society 

organisations and volunteers for the provision of welfare support and other forms of solidarity 

for people without formal rights (see Beaumont, 2008a, 2008b, 2008c; Cloke & Beaumont, 

2013; Schrooten, Thys & Debruyne, 2019). It has been argued that institutionalised 

mechanisms of national welfare states – i.e. the redistribution of taxes on labour and capital – 

are under pressure due to globalisation, migration and new forms of governance related to it. 

This is deeply problematic according to a rights-based orientation in which people have rights 

due to the simple fact that they just are human beings (Author’s own, 2018c). A lived citizenship 

perspective implies that social work cannot go along with citizenship and denizenship as an 

either–or status, but should investigate both as ongoing produced effects of practices 

(Warming & Fahnøe, 2017). When researching the (non-)take-up of social rights from a lived 

citizenship perspective, complexities can come into play which implies that social work should 



be looking at everyday lived practices, with citizens as concrete embodied individuals rather 

than abstract categories (Pettersson 2012; Warming & Fahnøe, 2017). This opens up the 

concept for groups that are otherwise missed out on because they do not hold the formal 

position of (full) citizens, such as ‘illegal’ immigrants or people under guardianship (such as 

children) (Cherubini, 2011; Warming, 2016). Recent studies however reveal that social 

inequality and disadvantage cuts across the lives of a diversity of groups that are confronted 

with this non-take up of social rights (Dean, 2015; Dwyer et al., 2015; Lister, 2004; Maeseele, 

2012).  

 

From charity to rights, and back?  

 

Social policy and social work have evolved as welfare practices with shifting normative value 

orientations. During the last decades, the debate on welfare and social security has been 

reframed as an issue of preventing the risk of welfare dependency on the social welfare system 

(Williams, 1999, 2001; Dean, 2015). As Garrett (2018, p. 49) aptly asserts: “those mired in 

welfare dependency are framed as a burdensome weight serving to impede, with their 

‘negative’ and ‘workshy’ attitudes and lifestyles, the journey to economic ‘recovery’”. Critical 

social work scholars have argued that social policy and social work have increasingly focused 

on welfare recipients’ merit rather than securing their citizenship and rights, resulting in a focal 

concern in the behaviour of the poor and echoing a binary and pre-welfare state distinction 

between deserving and undeserving citizens (Krumer-Nevo, 2016).  

 

In that vein, Maeseele (2012) has argued that a complex historical transition can be observed 

in developed welfare states from charity- to rights-oriented ideas and practices, that also 

reveals elements of continuity and discontinuity. Our Western societies have clearly made a 

distinction between the ‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving poor’ at the end of the 19th century 

(Villadsen 2007), yet scholars have argued that a new and discursive distinction between 

‘deserving’ and ‘undeserving poor’ manifests itself during the last decades, leading to the 



emergence of neo-philanthropic ideas and practices (Villadsen 2007; Maeseele 2012; Lorenz 

2016; Krumer-Nevo 2016; Villadsen 2008; Garrett, 2018). Currently there is a renewed focal 

concern in the behaviour and attitudes of the poor and the ‘competence’ which should be 

expected of them (Garrett, 2018). In that vein, emerging research introduced terms such 

as ‘neo-philanthropy’ (see Villadsen, 2007), ‘new philanthropy’ (see Morvaridi, 2016), 

and ‘new charity economy’ (Kessl et al., 2019). With reference to the recent 

intensification of class relations and the growth of inequality that have emerged on the 

back of a neoliberal global market economy, Kessl et al. (2019) assert that this 

development “can be categorised as being ‘new’ because [it] results from and 

expresses the transformation of the welfare state”.  

In their recent work, Kessl, Oechler and Schröder (2019) stress that this transformation in the 

political struggle against social injustice might also entail a striking and changing 

reconfiguration and reorientation of social work being involved in the production of so-called 

charity economies in the shadow of the welfare state and expressions of neo-philanthropy in 

frontline social work practice (Villadsen, 2007). Social work is indeed increasingly involved, 

for example, in food distribution, the donation of charity clothes, and furniture that can 

be recycled rather than in the redistribution of material resources, tangible in how 

income and welfare benefits, housing, and education and employment are no longer 

unconditionally provided (Villadsen 2007; Kessl et al., 2019). The increasing social 

inequalities, and the erosion of social protection and social security principles across Europe 

(Morvaridi, 2016) lead to new manifestations of non-take up of social rights.  

 

Situated in the multi-level relationship between lifeworld and system  

In the existing body of research, a wide diversity of ambiguous concepts related to non-take 

up is at stake, such as the term ‘inefficiency’ used to address the problem of people not getting 

the rights they are entitled to, or ‘non-coverage’ to include the wider category of people who 

are formally not covered by a certain right (Nicaise, 2016). Non-take up might also be 

understood as a person not making use of the rights they are entitled to, informed by terms as 



‘underconsumption’ (van Oorschot, 1998), ‘underuse’ (Roosma et al., 2016) and ‘non-use’ (De 

Boe & Van Hootegem, 2014) to describe the phenomenon.  

 

However this ambiguity might lead to non-take up being interpreted as the individuals’ decision 

not to take up a benefit (for whatever reason) and therefore not receiving certain benefits 

(Dubois & Ludwinek, 2015; van Oorschot, 1995). As such, the intricate interrelation between 

the individual agency of people in poverty and structural resources is easily dismissed (Alcock, 

2004; Clapham, 2003; Lister, 2004; Ridge & Millar, 2011). The question is whether it is socially 

just to speak of an individual ‘(not) taking up’ a certain right and the choice-making that comes 

with it. Do citizens not realise their rights, or are their rights not guaranteed? Non-take up 

indeed cannot be solely explained in terms of the personal actions, intentions and individual 

choices of the non-claimants themselves but is crucially affected by the meso- and macro 

levels of local welfare systems and policy making and administration (van Oorschot, 1991; 

1996; Andreotti, Mingione & Polizzi, 2012). Different welfare state systems and regimes can 

indeed lead to different strategies in the provision of structural resources and different 

dynamics of non-take up (Benjaminsen & Andrade, 2015). In that vein, in the Dutch speaking 

context the term ‘underprotection’ (‘onderbescherming’) has been introduced. 

‘Underprotection’ is defined as a situation in which a citizens’ rights are not guaranteed by the 

welfare system (Van den Broeck & Blomme, 2012), and stresses the ineffectiveness of social 

policy since there is a failure to provide a safety net for those who need it the most (Steenssens, 

2013).  

Social work research and practice development should thus focus on the non-take up of social 

rights from a sophisticated and multi-level approach that takes into account the functioning of 

the broader welfare state in the global realm (see van Oorschot, 1995, 1996; Lister, 2007) 

while capturing the complex interaction between the individual agency of citizens and the 

structural resources that are made available to them (Clapham, 2003; Grunwald & Theirsch, 

2009). In order to deepen our knowledge about the complex and multi-level processes 

associated with the non-take up of social rights, social work research should shed light on the 



inherent dynamic nature of people’s experiences, strategies and life trajectories as intertwined 

with structural aspects (Alcock, 2004; Millar, 2007; Ridge & Millar, 2011; Author’s own, 2017a, 

2017b). A multi-level analysis also expands the terrain of citizenship and social rights to 

embrace the relationship between the private sphere of the lifeworld and the local, the urban, 

the regional and the global sphere of the system and its structures (Kabeer, 2005; Isin, 2005).  

 

Concluding reflections  

In this article, we have discussed the current knowledge and knowledge gaps in the 

existing body of research on the non-take up of social rights, arguing that these issues 

should become a central focus in further social work knowledge and practice 

development. A social work perspective on non-take up is vital, due to its quest for social 

justice and a substantive realisation of human rights (Lundy, 2011; Author’s own, 2020a). Our 

literature review demonstrates that, although social workers often have vital street-level 

knowledge of these complex dynamics underpinning the non-take up of social rights, there is 

nonetheless a tangible scarcity of theoretically and empirically grounded social work research 

that generates fruitful and in-depth insights into the socially unjust situations and complex 

dynamics behind these processes which enables our understanding of how to tackle the non-

take up of social rights (see for exceptions Weiss-Gal & Gal, 2009; Van Parys & Struyven, 

2013; Bowpitt et al., 2014; Author’s own, 2020d). Also Weiss-Gal and Gal (2009, p. 286) 

particularly draw attention to the necessity to flesh out and theorise “the actual involvement of 

social workers in practice that seeks to further take-up of these rights”.  

 

Our integrative and context literature review and analysis shows that future pathways for social 

work research on non-take up can therefore be situated on three interrelated terrains of 

research: (i) avoiding the reproduction of the categorisation of citizens; (ii) from charity to rights, 

and back, (iii) shaping the multi-level relationship between lifeworld and system. Social work 

research can work from the vantage point of street-level practice development to investigate 



whether or not rights are substantively practiced in everyday lives (Kessl, 2009; Weiss-Gal & 

Gal, 2009), and examine “who is and feels included, excluded or at least on the edges” as an 

experience emerging from their dynamic everyday interactions with welfare recipients 

(Warming & Fahnøe, 2017, p. 5). Our analysis implies that the social work research community 

should also get its teeth into grappling with the complex relationship between the lifeworld and 

system (Grundwald & Thiersch, 2009). Social work can quite literally bring the potential 

benefits of the welfare state to the people (Author’s own, 2018c), yet principles of social justice 

and human rights particularly serve as vital reference points for social work and its contribution 

to re-shaping the socio-political circumstances and socially unjust fabric of societies (Lorenz, 

2005, 2016). As Lorenz (2016, p. 4) asserts aptly, reflections on social work’s position within 

varying political contexts “help to promote a renewed critical examination of the profession’s 

political role and highlight the need to turn interventions at the personal level into occasions 

that affirm social citizenship, ensure rights and promote social equality”.  
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