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Steef Peters and Edda Heijting

Successful Reintegration by Co-operation and 
Guidance

Abstract
We describe a social experiment in a municipality to increase the e�  ciency 
of guiding people to work. � e experiment is based on the hypothesis that 
using the individual space to grow combined with using the discretionary 
space of the consultants in the municipality in a methodological way and 
the participation of the employers leads to a better match. We show the in-
crease in e�  ciency by comparing the results with a control group guided 
in the original way. � e new method is a bottom-up approach for changing 
the processes in the organization of the municipality. � e results show a sig-
ni� cant improvement indication that applying this way of working not only 
increases e�  ciency but also improves the professionalism of the consultants.

Keywords: social experiment, matching e�  ciency, methodological working

1 Introduction
Dutch municipalities have increasingly less funds to reintegrate their un-
employed citizens back into the societal workforce. Furthermore, the Dutch 
government requires its citizens to be more self-directive and take responsi-
bility; the motto being ‘� ose who can work, should work’. Not only from a 
� nancial standpoint but also for the individual’s wellbeing, current society 
requires unemployed citizens to participate in society and get back to work 
as soon as possible.

� erefore Dutch municipalities are forced to change their setup for reinte-
gration support. To be able to implement the necessary changes, the munici-
palities need to develop educational reintegration programmes for and with 
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their unemployed citizens and have to seek co-operation and co-creation 
with employers in their region.

In this article we present the results of a reintegration experiment with new 
intervention tactics: ‘Voor Arbeid en Kansen’ (‘For the Bene� t of Work and 
Opportunities’) developed by the Heijting Weerts Groep (HWG) together 
with the municipality of Zwolle and executed at the municipality of Zwolle 
in 2013 – 2015. � e experiment was set up to integrate the training of the mu-
nicipality’s consultants, to help reintegrate the municipality’s unemployed 
citizens, and to co-operate with external partners. In this article we will dis-
cuss the setup of the experiment and its results.

2 Context of the Experiment
In this experiment we use an integral approach with the three major groups 
involved: 

• citizens of the City of Zwolle who are on social welfare with a long history 
of unemployment, needing to be reintegrated into the societal workforce 
(in the article referred to as ‘job seekers’);

• employees of the City of Zwolle, in particular the municipality’s consult-
ants, the job seekers’ coordinators and support contacts (in the article re-
ferred to as ‘consultants’);

• regional companies, the employers in the region.

At the beginning of the experiment an analysis was made of the available 
literature about the problems with existing interventions for reintegration 
(Koning, J. de / Gelderblom, A. / Zandvliet, K. / Boom, L. van den (2005), 
E� ectiviteit van Reïntegratie. De stand van zaken – Literatuuronderzoek. 
Ministerie van Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid). At the same time an 
analysis was made by HWG of the existing organization of processes with-
in the Zwolle municipality and the level of skills of their consultants. � e 
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analysis showed that part of the intervention should be the training of the 
consultants to increase their quality of skills. In the analysis we also investi-
gated the relation among three groups, the job seekers, the consultants of the 
municipality and the employers in the region, the organizations.

� e job seekers are in a position of having to � nd a job; otherwise they will 
not have enough income. � ey are dependent on the activities of the con-
sultants of the municipality not only to help them but also to o� er possible 
positions at the employers in the neighbourhood. � e consultants of the mu-
nicipality have to determine how to help the job seekers in the best way to 
have the maximum possibility of a match with a position at the employer. 
� e employers are looking for good personnel but at the same time they do 
not want to spend a lot of time in the recruitment process. � e result is a 
limitation of space to grow.

During the analysis it turned out that, although the municipality had in gen-
eral a good relationship with employers in the region, this did not a� ect the 
job seekers’ opportunities in a positive way. One of the conclusions of the 
analysis was that the interventions were mainly oriented to the matching at 
the end of the reintegration process. � ere was no link between the possible 
competences of the job seekers and the possible jobs employers o� ered. In 
fact, the employers complained that, when they were looking for new sta� , 
none who � tted the requirements was o� ered to them by the municipality. 
� e conclusion of HWG was that the low percentage in matching was the 
result of insu�  cient information about the job seekers at the start of the 
guidance process. It appeared that the competences of the job seekers were 
interpreted by the consultants and translated to � t the job descriptions of the 
employers. So in fact in the diagnosis of what a job seeker could do the job 
description instead of the competences was used.

Another major factor found during the analysis was the attitude of the con-
sultants regarding the position of the job seekers. In fact the consultants were 
in support mode, helping the job seekers to get � nancial support from the 



1068

Steef Peters and Edda Heijting

Challenging Organisations and Society

municipality instead of guiding the job seekers to create their own space, us-
ing their own competences to create new possibilities. � e consultants were 
used to operating within the existing space set by the rules and norms of the 
existing organization and hierarchy.

Both the analysis of the above mentioned literature about reintegration and 
the municipality’s organization of processes led to the design of the reinte-
gration experiment with job seekers, consultants and employers. With all 
three groups the variables to be measured were discussed. � e decision was 
made by the municipality to focus only on the percentage of job seekers who 
found a job due to the intervention.

3 Theoretical Model of the Experiment
� e theoretical models we used for the development of the intervention are 
‘� e Job Demands-Resources Model’ (Bakker, A. / Schaufeli, W. et al (June 
2001), Journal of Applied Psychology, Vol. 86, No. 3, p. 499 – 512), the trans-
action cost model of Williamson (Williamson, O.E. (1981), � e Economics 
of Organization: � e Transaction Cost Approach, American Journal of So-
ciology, Vol. 87, No. 3, p. 548 – 577) and Social Constructivism (Weick, K.A. 
(2001), Making Sense of the Organization. Blackwell, Oxford). Although ‘� e 
Job Demands-Resources Model’ was develop to explain burnout situations 
from the point of view of the employer and employee, it is a useful model to 
describe the e� ects of a (mis)� t between job demands and job resources. We 
did not use the model for people actually working for an organization, but in 
our case for people who wanted to work for an organization, the job seekers. 
By determining the job demands and by measuring the possible job resourc-
es available as competences, we were able to determine a possible � t and 
maximize this � t during the process of guiding job seekers to the jobs avail-
able (Laloux, F. (2014), Reinventing Organizations. Nelson Parker, Brussels). 
� e hypothesis was that by maximizing the � t before someone becomes an 
employee, the chance that someone really becomes an employee increases, 
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and that the chance that someone lands in a stressful situation a� erwards, 
which might result in contract termination, decreases.

� e transaction cost model describes the di� erent costs involved in the in-
teraction between organizations and other organizations or individuals. It 
describes the di� erence between the costs involved in the diagnosis process 
(ex-ante) and the costs involved in the service delivery. In organizations 
where the ex-ante processes are based on not enough or wrong information 
we can see that the service delivery is more expensive and o� en delivers the 
wrong result.

Our hypothesis is that splitting the diagnosis process (� nding the compe-
tences for possible jobs) from the service delivery (guiding the job seeker 
to work) would improve the chance to use the maximum of the job seeker’s 
competences and thus make the chance to obtain work bigger. By making 
the diagnosis process a collaborative process between the job seeker and the 
consultant and basing it on the self-management of the job seeker, we in-
crease the job seeker’s motivation.

Social constructivism (Peverelli, P. / Verduyn, K. (2012), Understanding the 
Basic Dynamics of Organizing. Eburon, Del� ) and the use of social capital in 
organizations (Halpern, D. (2005), Social Capital. Polity Press, Cambridge) 
show that collaboration and self-management are the basis of organizing in 
groups of professionals. In fact an organization is not built by the manage-
ment but by the professionals organizing themselves around their own goals, 
norms and values. In our experiment we assume that the consultants are 
professionals with their own goals, norms and values. So when these goals, 
norms and values do not align with the values of the management, there is 
a possible con� ict. � is con� ict results in processes which do not give the 
desired results. Our hypothesis is that by teaching the consultants, the pro-
fessionals, what is expected of them because of the new laws, and at the same 
time by changing their behaviour and use of their discretionary space into 
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a methodological way of working based on a solution driven approach, the 
results of their actions will align better.

All three theoretical models are based on the use of space to grow. � ey are 
translated into the approach taken in the experiment. ‘� e Job Demands-
Resources Model’ is used for the approach with the job seekers. By using the 
existing competences instead of the results of the past as the basis to grow 
the space to grow increases. � e transaction cost model and Social Con-
structivism are used in the approach with the consultants. By learning to use 
their own discretionary space, the space to � nd solutions for the job seekers, 
and discussing that space in the organization, the consultants learned how 
to increase the chance of success.

4 The Experiment

4.1 The Di� erent Groups Involved in the Intervention and Their Relation

selection co-operation

organisation

VAK

guidance

consultantjob seeker

� e � rst group involved in the experiment were the job seekers. In March 
2013 the municipality of Zwolle had 3,200 unemployed citizens with an un-
employment history of more than two years on social welfare.
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When a city citizen loses his/her job the following procedure goes into e� ect: 
during a certain time frame the citizen receives � nancial bene� ts from the 
municipality; the amount of bene� t depending on the duration of citizen’s 
previous job. When during this time frame no job is found, the citizen is put 
on a guaranteed minimum income (‘bijstand’) by the municipality. 

� e second group involved were the employees of the municipality responsi-
ble for the process of guiding the job seekers, the consultants.

� e consultants are responsible for decisions about the monthly unemploy-
ment payments based on the intake process (the diagnosis process), but also 
for guiding the job seeker back to work. So in fact they have to make a deci-
sion about the � nancial position of the job seeker as well as the support pro-
cess to guide them to (possible) work). In the past the main goal was to � nd a 
solution for the � nancial problem. � e budget for the minimum guaranteed 
income was a governmental budget. � is has been changed; the budget is 
now a municipal budget and the new law is oriented to participation in so-
ciety even when people cannot work 100 %. Because of the societal pressure 
to reintegrate as many people as possible, the consultants need to develop a 
professional attitude. Where they were oriented to � nding a � nancial solu-
tion, they now have to give professional support to maximize the partici-
pation. Participation also means that the job seekers learn how to manage 
themselves instead of asking for � nancial help. � e consultants have to teach 
the job seekers to be self-directive and how to take responsibility, with the 
result that the employee becomes more of a consultant than a facilitator.

� e third group consisted of companies in the region, the potential regional 
employers of the job seekers. � ese employers’ main goal is to get appropri-
ately skilled employees who can be employed as quickly as possible in their 
production process. � eir attitude is quite simple; they need personnel for 
the company but want to have costs as low as possible plus � exibility to � re 
personnel when necessary.
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4.2 Setup of the Experiment 
� e municipality’s goal for the experiment was to � nd work for 80 % of the 
job seekers. � is was more based on expectations than on experience, since 
an experiment like had never been done before. For the experiment 72 job 
seekers were selected from the municipality’s total job seekers database. � e 
criteria for selection of the job seekers were that they were unemployed and 
had one or two major reasons not to be able to get work immediately. � ose 
reasons were the cause of their special status of receiving a monthly ben-
e� cial payment from the municipality and could not be addiction, � nan-
cial problems or juridical problems. � ey could be mental reasons (previous 
drugs problems or psychiatric problems) or a complete mis� t between their 
competences, age or background with possible jobs.

In addition to the group of the 72 job seekers, a reserve group of 20 and a 
control group of 54 job seekers were selected. � e other selection criteria 
were education level minimum MBO2 and working experience in a certain 
branch. 

� e group of 72 job seekers taking part in the experiment were evenly divid-
ed into 6 groups to be guided by the trained consultants. If someone from the 
group found work before the end of the intervention period (three months), 
someone from the reserve group was added to the experiment group. � is 
happened in seven cases. To keep the reserve group at the desired level, seven 
participants from the control group were added to the reserve group. � e 
control group were treated by non-trained consultants as usual and were not 
informed about the experiment.

As part of the experiment a special training was developed for the munici-
pality’s consultants by HWG together with the municipality of Zwolle and is 
now o� ered by the University of Applied Sciences of Arnhem and Nijmegen. 
It is built using the third hypothesis. � ere are three parts in the training: 
knowledge exchange, training in how to work methodologically and dis-
cussion of attitude. � e training is oriented to group processes (attitude, 
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professionalism) as well as to individual processes (knowledge, capabilities 
to use new techniques). � e training is done by university professors for the 
knowledge exchange, specialized trainers for the group learning processes 
and other specialized trainers. Part of the training is practising the learned 
knowledge, capabilities and attitudes with clients. � is is guided by HWG, 
including an evaluation on individual level.

Because there were 6 groups of job seekers to be guided by 2 consultants 
each, 12 consultants of the municipality were invited to attend the training. 
� ere was no selection. Everyone participated voluntarily, the only condition 
being 100 % attendance during the courses and writing essays, because it was 
important that all consultants were always involved.

� e training consisted of a three-month knowledge exchange and exercises 
and three months of work with the groups. During the training the con-
sultants were obliged to � ll in forms on a regular basis, and to measure the 
e� ects of their training on the way they worked a� er their sessions with the 
job seekers. At the same time these measurements were used to crosscheck 
the e� ectiveness of the training and the guidance of the job seekers by the 
consultants. We used this information to re� ect with the consultants about 
the training and the results.

� e companies in the region who participated in the experiment had jobs 
available at present or in the near future. � e regional employers had a good 
relationship with the municipality and their consultants, who acted as inter-
mediaries between the municipality and the employers.

� e companies were active in the area of technics, logistic, call centres and 
care. In general there was already some sort of co-operation with the mu-
nicipality. � e most important factor, however, was the companies’ manage-
ment being involved in the experiment and not just their recruiters, because 
we wanted them to give input on the guidance process of the job seekers; not 
only on the quality, but also on the competences needed. We had the manag-
ers indicate which competences were important in order to determine each 
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job seeker’s competences and how to translate these competences into skills 
necessary for the job.

4.3 Process of the Intervention
� e process of the intervention was as follows. At � rst we randomly selected 
3 groups of job seekers out of the municipality’s database. � e � rst group 
and second group (reserve group) had to answer a questionnaire about their 
situation and status and were tested on competences related to those needed 
for possible jobs indicated by the regional employers. � e third group was 
treated as usual. � is was done before the start of the guidance by the con-
sultants. A second questionnaire had to be � lled in when a job was found. 
� is questionnaire also included questions about how the job seeker valued 
the guidance process. � e information in the second questionnaire was used 
to determine whether the person really had found a job (instead of a short-
term solution).

In the same timeframe a group of consultants was trained in the new meth-
odological way of guiding the job seekers to work as described above. When 
the groups of job seekers were formed the consultants began to guide the 
groups; two consultants per group, guided by HWG trainers. At the begin-
ning of the training an assessment was made in order to create a learning 
plan for each individual consultant. � is learning plan was used at the end of 
the intervention to measure the e� ectiveness of the training for the consult-
ant. During the practical part of the intervention where the consultants had 
to use their new knowledge, capabilities and attitude, the consultants had 
to � ll out a form per group session about their own e� ectiveness and the re-
sponses of the group of job seekers. � is information was used to crosscheck 
the information given by the job seekers.

� e qualitative measurement of the e� ectiveness of the consultant was used 
for the hypothesis related to the organization of the professionals involved.
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However, to us the most important measurement was the e� ectiveness of the 
method related to the percentage of job seekers in the group � nding work. 
� is measurement shows the e� ectiveness of the intervention as a whole.

‘What I like about the project is the way the consultants treated us. Very 
positive and personal. � ey start with your own interests. Where do you want 

to go and what are the possibilities? � is was completely di� erent from the 
previous way I was used to. � en I had to apply for as many jobs as possible, 

functions ranging for instance from fruit picking to banker. Of course I can 
understand that way of working but I think in the end it is more e� ective to 

look for something which � ts you.’
One of the job seekers

4.4 Results of the Experiment 
From the control group of 47 job seekers, 3 people (6 %) found work within 
three months.

From the experiment group of 72, the result a� er three months was that 
35 people (48 %) found work. � is was signi� cantly more than the control 
group. To � nd out whether this result was just a one-time event or not, the 
experiment was extended for three months and a� er the extension repeated 
in exactly the same way as before. � ere was one main di� erence: the people 
from the � rst group who were not able to � nd a job a� er the extension were 
included in the second experiment.

� e result a� er the extension was that, a� er six months in total, we reached 
a level of 57 % of the group of 72 job seekers (a� er adding people from the 
reserve group) � nding a job, whereas the results for the control group re-
mained at 6 %. � is means that the original expected target of 80 % was not 
reached, but that a signi� cant improvement was made compared to the orig-
inal way of working.
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� e result for the second experiment a� er three months was lower than the 
� rst experiment (40 % instead of 48 %), but we found that the adding the 
‘le� -overs’ of the � rst intervention to the second had a major in� uence. We 
used the data from the questionnaires for the consultants to � nd out whether 
the intervention was also e� ective for the consultants. Because of the low 
statistics (we use the data from 18 consultants) we can use these data only in 
a qualitative way. We found that the 18 consultants reached the level of the 
professional consultant.

Hypothesis One stated that measuring and using the competences of the 
job seekers at the beginning of the whole process and in cooperation with 
the employers would increase the chance of a match. We can conclude that 
the results of the experiment support that, because in an early phase job 
seekers already found work although they had been unemployed for a long 
time. � e direct input from the employers taught the consultants to use the 
competences of the job seekers in a better way but also allowed the job seek-
ers to search for work requiring their own strengths instead of trying to � t 
to a certain vacancy.

Hypothesis Two stated that splitting the diagnosis process from the service 
delivery would improve the process � ow and increase the chance of a pos-
sible match. Following the introduction of both a special diagnosis phase 
based on competences of the job seekers and a new work methodology for 
the consultants, we can conclude that the whole process is working more ef-
� ciently and e� ectively, especially since the di� erent consultants now use the 
same methods and information.

Hypothesis � ree stated that the training of the consultants would improve 
the process and as such the e� ectiveness of the service delivery. Based on the 
signi� cant increase of job seekers � nding a job plus the increase in profes-
sionalism of the consultants as supported by the qualitative data, we can say 
that training the consultants had a positive in� uence on the e� ectiveness of 
the process.
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As stated above, we have to be aware that this is a small experiment in just 
one city. � is means that we cannot say that the same results can be repro-
duced in other cities. For that reason we are now performing the same ex-
periment in another municipality in the Netherlands and are setting up the 
same experiment in a city in Germany in 2017. 

One major result of the experiment, however, is the fact that the job seekers 
have given positive feedback especially regarding self-management. In the 
questionnaire they indicate that the guidance of the consultants based on 
their own competences had a positive in� uence on their motivation.

� e other major result is the innovation in the municipality. � e training of 
the consultants ended with an individual essay directed to improvements in 
the processes or tactics in the municipality. � is started a major discussion 
in the municipality, which has led to other improvements and more discre-
tionary space for the consultants.

� ere is one element which is important for a further implementation of 
the results: a � nancial construction like Social Impact Bonds. Because the 
experiment was completely dependent on municipal funding everybody 
was afraid that the experiment would be too successful, resulting in cutting 
budgets instead of training more consultants to a professional level. By set-
ting up a separate � nancial fund for these kinds of innovative projects this 
e� ect can be minimized.

5 Conclusions
As mentioned above, the results of the experiment show that our hypotheses 
were proven. We have seen that by giving the job seekers space to grow using 
their competences in relation to the job demands instead of using results of 
the past gives a better chance of � nding a job.

Training the consultants in using their own discretionary space and organ-
izing the teams in that way resulted in lower costs for the municipality and 
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better results. In fact the feedback of the consultants was that they acted 
more as professionals instead of just workers. Apparently the organization 
in teams with their own rules and norms within the laws to be applied by the 
municipality still o� ers enough discretionary space to � nd individual solu-
tions for the job seekers.

� e general feedback from the employers was that supplying information at 
the very beginning of the process not only saved them time but eliminated 
the hiring of employees based on incorrect assumptions from the past.

So we propose to implement this approach when supporting job seekers 
and to use an assessment plus a clear description of the job demands to � nd 
matching competencies. � is can be supported by teams who operate as 
professional learning groups using their own discretionary space within the 
existing laws. 

� e Heijting Weerts Groep will do the same experiment in another munici-
pality to determine possible e� ects in the region. Apart from that the inter-
vention will be applied to refugees who are admitted to the Netherlands and 
seek work.
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