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Abstract: This paper explores a zone of conflict and a demonstrable gap in perceptions of casework 

and public services in Denmark between service users with disabilities and caseworkers. First, 

based on two surveys, one of service users with disabilities (N=1,427) and one of caseworkers from 

four human services departments (N=428), we find significantly different levels of trust in the 

services between the two groups. Second, drawing on semi-structured interviews with service users 

(N=20) and municipal caseworkers (N=10), we explain this difference through the identification of 

a series of intersecting dilemmas that create barriers and conflict. Overall, the interviews show that 

trust between caseworkers and people with disabilities is influenced by a complex interplay of 

individual, relational, situational and organisational factors. Knowledge gained from this study will 

help shape municipal service provision for people with disabilities, by supplementing the 

experiences and perspectives of caseworkers and service users and by directing attention to core 

dilemmas in social work that challenge trust and service user involvement. 

Keywords: people with disability; caseworkers; trust; user involvement; dilemmas 

Teaser text: Based on two surveys and 30 conversations with disabled people and public 

caseworkers, this article identifies and explains a gap between caseworkers’ and service users’ 

perceptions of and trust in public services for disabled people. We argue that the gap stems from the 

complex interplay of individual, relational, situational and organisational factors, including five 
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distinct but overlapping dilemmas that influence the encounter between caseworkers and service 

users.  These dilemmas are:  

 The economy dilemma 

 The autonomy dilemma 

 The fragmentation dilemma 

 The rules-versus-needs dilemma, and 

 The categorization dilemma 

To reduce the gap, public service providers need to mind the barriers created by these dilemmas and 

their interaction. 

Introduction  

In 2009 the Danish Parliament ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities (CRPD), aimed at promoting, protecting and ensuring the full and equal enjoyment of 

human rights and fundamental freedoms by all persons with disabilities (Amilon et al., 2021). To 

achieve the aims of the convention and to reduce or remove the barriers preventing their societal 

participation, people with disabilities may need various types of assistance, e.g., assistive devices, 

accompaniment services or adaptations to the home or workplace. In a comprehensive welfare state 

this make them users of public services. In recent years, Danish disability stakeholders have 

proclaimed a crisis of trust in the relationship between service users and various, public, human 

services departments (Krag & Hyveled, 2019) that is manifested in a gap between the evaluations of 

service users and of caseworkers within services for people with disabilities (Carlsen & Thøgersen, 

2015). 

This paper investigates the alleged trust gap using a complementary mixed methods approach to 

first document the existence of a significant gap in perspectives and then provide an in-depth, socio-

contextual analysis and understanding of this gap and its dynamic character. Through the analysis 

of quantitative data from two surveys, one targeting service users (N=1,427) and the other 
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municipal caseworkers (N=428), the paper documents a significant difference between caseworkers 

and service users’ perceptions of the casework and of public services for people with disabilities. 

Furthermore, through a thematic analysis of semi-structured qualitative interviews with both groups 

we introduce light and shade into this particular encounter between the welfare state and citizens 

with disabilities and identify five overlapping yet distinct dilemmas characteristic for their 

encounters: the economy dilemma, the autonomy dilemma, the fragmentation dilemma, the rules-

versus-needs dilemma and the categorization dilemma.  

The study utilises a broad and inclusive approach to analyse trust in the encounters between 

human services caseworkers and people with mental or physical disability within the Danish 

welfare system. In accordance with the World Health Organization’s international classification of 

functioning, ‘Disability and Health’, we understand disability as the negative outcomes resulting 

from the interaction between persons with impairments and attitudinal and environmental barriers 

that hinder their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others (WHO 

2013). 

The study participants are municipal caseworkers and a heterogeneous group of people aged 19–

67 who report having been in contact with municipal caseworkers within the past year because of 

own and/or their child’s disability. In lieu of ‘individual with disability or parent of child with 

disability’, we will use the label ‘service user’ here. We are aware of the critique of the term’s roots 

in consumerism (McLaughlin, 2009) and strongly oppose reducing individuals with disabilities to 

mere users of a public service. The appeal of the concept is that it describes individuals based on 

their relationship to the public system, rather than on personal characteristics such as age, gender or 

impairment type.  

Whereas previous Danish disability research has often concentrated on the encounter between 

service users and specific departments, this study includes caseworkers from four different 
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departments: the ‘Job Centre’, ‘Adult Disability’, ‘Children & Families’, and ‘Health’. Finally, we 

understand trust broadly, as influenced by a complex interplay of individual, relational, situational 

and organisational factors (cf. Howarth et al., 2019). This inclusive approach enables the 

investigation of the complexities, challenges and possibilities inherent in system–client encounters 

in a comprehensive welfare state. 

 

Governing disability in Denmark 

By combining universal social services such as disability pensions with measures from active social 

and labour market policies, Denmark maintains a high level of social security while striving to 

(re)integrate people with disabilities into the labour market (Caswell & Høybye-Mortensen, 2015; 

Møller & Stone, 2013). Danish social legislation stipulates that people with reduced physical or 

mental capacities have the right to various forms of care and assistance services, assistive devices, 

adaptations to the home and workplace, and financial support (Ministry of Social Affairs and 

Integration 2011; LBK no. 1349 2008). Since 2007, the 98 Danish municipalities have been 

responsible for assessing citizens with disability needs for social services, and for ensuring that 

public welfare services are organised as efficiently as possible, considering local conditions and the 

citizen’s specific circumstances and needs (Ministry of Social Affairs and Integration 2011, 7). 

Among the core principles undergirding Danish social policy are public responsibility, user 

influence, a comprehensive view of individual problems, and a high degree of local government 

autonomy in implementation (ibid). 

Theory 

Trust is a critical dimension of the relationship between caseworkers and service users (Jessen, 

2010). In line with previous research, this paper defines trust as one’s willingness to be vulnerable 
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to others on the basis of one’s positive expectations of their intention and competence (Behnia 

2008; Grell et al., 2020). Trust reduces complexity and enables action, as it serves to help the 

individual overcome fear and uncertainty in situations where they must make themselves vulnerable 

to others to obtain a positive outcome (Luhmann, 1999). 

Trust as a phenomenon exists at several levels, but of interest here is the social trust that service 

users may have in the system based on their general perceptions of other people, and the particular 

interpersonal trust one may develop over time in relation to a specific caseworker (cf. Bjørnskov & 

Svendsen, 2013). Interpersonal trust, must be established and maintained over time, in order to form 

the deep, trusting relationship necessary for service users to feel safe disclosing deeply personal 

information to their caseworkers (Behnia, 2008).  

The encounter between caseworker and service user is subject to various structural pressures that 

challenge the development of such relationships. Service specialisation (Grell et al., 2020), high 

caseworker turnover (Strolin-Goltzman et al., 2010) and the inherent conflict between help and 

control/confrontation in public services all present structural challenges to trust (Grell et al., 2020; 

Järvinen and Mik-Meyer 2003). So too may the asymmetrical power relations between service users 

(Järvinen & Mik-Meyer, 2003) and the street-level bureaucrats implementing social policies 

(Lipsky, 2010) under pressure from complex and sometimes conflicting aims and expectations 

(Kohl, 2020; Moesby-Jensen & Moesby-Jensen, 2016). However, power asymmetry is not 

inherently problematic; dependency upon a professional perceived to be competent and benevolent 

may actually induce trust (Grimen, 2001).  

Conversely, various factors may lead to erosion of trust, such as when service users perceive the 

caseworker to be incompetent or inefficient, or are dissatisfied with services delivered by 

middlepersons endorsed by the caseworker (Grimen, 2001). Furthermore, caseworkers may be hard-

pressed to reconcile the standards of their profession with budgetary, legal or policy constraints, e.g. 
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a political preference for ‘stick over carrot’ (Lipsky, 2010). Finally, the municipal culture and 

organisation also constitute important contexts for trust in the relationship between caseworker and 

service user, leading for example to substantial differences in the use of sanctions from one 

municipality to another (Caswell & Høybye-Mortensen, 2015). 

In the quantitative analysis, we operationalise trust in four specific survey questions measuring 

service users and caseworkers’ perceptions of the public services. This operationalisation does not 

neglect the above-sketched complexity, it intentionally includes various aspects and nuances of trust 

in encounters between caseworkers and service users. The questions concern the crux of social 

service delivery and reflect the aims of the CRPD and the above-mentioned core social policy 

principles. First we ask the crucial question of whether service users receive the help from the 

municipality that they need. Second, we ask if service users have influence on the services they 

receive, because previous studies have demonstrated that influence can contribute to feelings of 

empowerment, self-respect and autonomy, and thereby to an equal and trusting relationship between 

service users and caseworkers (Elstad & Eide, 2009; Weiste et al., 2020). Third, we ask about 

perceptions of the quality of the interprofessional collaboration (Hjortbak et al., 2011), because a 

smooth collaboration across authorities can be vital for perceived service quality, the coping 

capacity of service users, and quality of life (Angel et al., 2011). Fourth, research has emphasised 

the importance of social trust for a trusting relationship between individual caseworkers and service 

users (Grell et al., 2020). The last question thus concerns social trust in service legality, i.e., 

whether service users trust that they receive the services to which they are legally entitled.  

Methods  

This study uses a mixed methods design to analyse and compare structural and dynamic aspects of 

trust and mistrust in public services for people with disabilities from the perspectives of service 

users and caseworkers. The structural aspects are subjected to a quantitative enquiry and the 
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dynamic aspects are analysed using qualitative methods. Previous scholarly work performing dual 

perspective analysis has mainly applied qualitative methods (Germundsson et al. 2011; Sweeney et 

al. 2016; Schmidt et al. 2020; Lietaert 2019). However, qualitative analysis cannot establish the 

existence of a significant gap between perspectives. Therefore, this research uses rich and unique 

quantitative and qualitative data from four sources: survey data and interview data on service users 

and caseworkers, respectively. The quantitative analysis investigates whether statistically 

significant gaps exist within four specific domains of disability services, and analyses where on the 

scale disagreement appears, while the interviews aim at understanding why the identified gaps arise. 

By integrating the data during collection, analysis and discussion, we produce a more complete 

picture of the differences between caseworkers and service users’ perspectives on disability services 

than any single source of data could (Denscombe, 2008; Feilzer, 2010; Wisdom & Creswell, 2013). 

While the social science field in Denmark is only now beginning to form institutional ethics 

committees, both the quantitative and the qualitative parts of the study follow the international 

standards as described in the Danish Code of Conduct for Research Integrity (Ministry of Higher 

Education and Science, 2014). 

The quantitative analysis builds on data from two surveys conducted in 2020. First, the Survey of 

Health, Impairment and Living Conditions in Denmark (SHILD), which is a representative study 

covering 38,000 individuals aged 16–64. Data was collected online with telephone follow-up and 

the final net sample includes 17,935 respondents (47.2% response rate). We limited our sample to 

respondents who had been in contact with the municipality during the previous year due to own 

and/or a child’s disability (N=1,427–1,447). Second, we distributed a caseworker survey to four 

municipal departments (Job Centre, Adult Disability, Children & Families, and Health) in each of 

Denmark’s 98 municipalities. 428 caseworkers from 90 municipalities (i.e. 92% of municipalities) 

answered the questionnaire. 
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The caseworker and service user surveys contain the same questions, with the wording adapted 

to fit their respective perspectives (see table 1). Questions were answered on a 4-point Likert scale 

(to a large degree, to some degree, to a low degree, not at all).  

 

Table 1. Formulation of questions 

Questions to service users Questions to caseworkers Label  

In your experience, to what degree have 

you received the help from the 

municipality that you need? 

In your experience, to what degree do service 

users receive the help that they need from 

your department? 

Help 

In your experience, to what degree do 

you have an influence on the help and 

services offered by the municipality? 

In your experience, to what degree do service 

users have an influence on the help and 

services they receive from your department? 

Influence 

In your experience, to what degree does 

your municipality collaborate with other 

authorities to give you the help that you 

need? 

In your experience, to what degree does your 

department collaborate with other authorities 

to provide service users with the help they 

need? 

Collaboration 

In your experience, to what degree do 

you trust that the municipality provides 

you with the help and services to which 

you are legally entitled? 

In your experience, to what degree does your 

department provide service users with the 

help and services to which they are legally 

entitled? 

Legality 

 

Notably, whereas caseworkers were asked about services in the department where they work, 

service users were asked how they perceive the municipal services without reference to a specific 

department. An analysis of caseworkers revealed a large degree of consistency in replies across the 

four types of department (Kohl et al, 2021). However, potential differences in service users’ 

perception of services across departments remain unknown. The quantitative analysis relies on 
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tabulation of service users and caseworkers’ responses to the four questions in table 1. Data on 

service users was weighted to correct for non-response bias. We used chi-square tests to investigate 

whether differences in the distribution of answers between service users and caseworkers were 

statistically significant. 

For the qualitative analysis, we carried out 30 semi-structured interviews with service users 

(N:20) and caseworkers (N:10) to provide an in-depth, socio-contextual understanding of the gap 

between service users and caseworkers’ perspectives on their relation, and of their different levels 

of trust and mistrust in public services for disabled people. This provides dynamic knowledge about 

the gaps identified in the quantitative analysis. Due to COVID-19 the interviews (duration 20–60 

minutes) were conducted by phone and recorded. Albeit driven by necessity, the telephone format 

yielded benefits. First, it enabled us to include participants regardless of location. Second, limiting 

sensory impressions to the auditory often seemed to facilitate rapport and a focused conversation. 

Two service users with self-reported cognitive or social impairments hindering participation in 

interviews elected to respond in writing.  

All participants consented to participation, both in the surveys and during the telephone 

interviews. The interviewees were selected via a recruitment inquiry to survey respondents who had 

expressed willingness to participate in a follow-up study. We recruited 20 service users (including 5 

parents of service users), and 10 caseworkers (3 from Adult Disability, 3 from the Job Centre, 2 

from Children and Families and 2 from Health). 

The interviews nuance and provide examples of encounters between caseworkers and service 

users, furthering our understanding of the differences between their experiences. The interview 

transcripts were coded sentence-by-sentence and subjected to a thematic analysis to identify 

meaning patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The interview data cannot support conclusions regarding 

the prevalence of one theme over another in encounters between service users and caseworkers, 



Kohl, K.S., A. Amilon & L. Olsen (accepted/in press) “Trust and Mistrust in Public Services for 

People with Disabilities: analyzing the gap between the perspectives of caseworkers and disabled 

people in Denmark”. British Journal of Social Work. 

10 

 

moreover the list of themes may not be exhaustive. Other limitations relate to sampling and data 

collection, which are likely to have excluded some service users unable to participate in telephone 

interviews or in writing. 

Findings  

Figure 1 presents results from a comparison of service user and caseworker responses to questions 

about help, influence, collaboration and legality in relation to services for people with disabilities. 

The figure reveals a large gap between service users and caseworkers for all four questions (all 

differences in distributions are statistically significant to at least 0.1%). Notably, caseworkers are 

between two to three times more likely than service users to trust that service users ‘to a large 

degree’ receive the help they need, that service users have influence on the services they get, and 

that service users receive the services to which they are legally entitled. Similarly, while between 0–

2% of caseworkers answer ‘not at all’ to all four questions, the corresponding figures for service 

users are 11–19%. For the question on collaboration, the gap between caseworkers and service users 

is much smaller, as relatively few caseworkers state that authorities collaborate ‘to a large degree’.  

Nevertheless, a substantial proportion of both groups trust that the services are ‘to some degree’ 

characterised by help, influence, collaboration and legality (35–56% among caseworkers and 37–

38% among service users).  

[Figure 1: here] 

Help and the economy dilemma 

The first question in the quantitative analysis concerns whether service users receive the help from 

the municipality that they need. Only 27% of service users agree that they receive this help ‘to a 

large degree’, whereas this share is nearly twice as large among caseworkers (50%). 

Correspondingly, only 6% of caseworkers agree that their municipality ‘not at all’ or ‘to a low 
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degree’ provides service users with the help that they need, whereas this share is six times larger 

(36%) among service users. 

 The interviews provide a more nuanced picture of the large and significant gap between 

caseworkers’ and service users’ perceptions. Their findings suggest that mistrust is highly 

correlated to the managerial regime under which caseworkers operate. Not all, but most interviewed 

caseworkers struggle to balance responsibilities towards clients with budgetary restraints:  

We have a 1-hour departmental meeting every month where about 40 minutes are 

dedicated to ‘the finances’. And I am expected to address that in the same way as a 

departmental head, middle manager or team leader. That shows the extent to which we 

are observant of this economic aspect, and how much it means for our behaviour, our 

casework, and recommendations (Maya, Adult Disability). 

Municipalities have made most financial support decisions the purview of committees with no 

direct contact to service users. According to Maya and others, this system burdens frontline 

caseworkers, who now need to dedicate resources to educating the committees, e.g. on the 

inexpediency of moving youths with autism from housing where they have social relations to 

cheaper alternatives albeit with the same level of services. 

 About a third of the interviewed service users believe that the municipal budget weighs too 

heavy on their caseworkers’ decisions. Their mistrust should be understood as related to the 

tensions inherent in a challenging managerial–service relationship where caseworkers are pinched 

between the sometimes clashing interests of their managers and their service users (Goffman, 1961, 

p. 294). John, who has cognitive and physical impairment from Parkinson’s disease, believes that 

the initial inertness of his caseworker delayed help in order to control costs. He feels that this cost 

him dearly:  
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I think the municipality believes me [now], especially when they see how the disease 

affects me in their presence. But they should have shown greater responsiveness early in 

the course of my disease, when there was still something to save – for instance job, 

marriage, house, my children from divorce and me from a lot of personal and 

professional failures. 

When services are made difficult to access, costs (in the form of time, trouble, money etc.),  are 

effectively transferred from the municipality to service users, possibly leading to reduced demand 

(Lipsky, 2010, p. 88). Some service users purchase what they need from private providers to avoid 

the frustrations and humiliation of petitioning the system for help. For instance, Fiona with partial 

paralysis and Zoë with fibromyalgia paid for their own kitchen remodelling for greater accessibility, 

while Peter who is severely visually impaired, pays for the contact lenses that enable him to work 

and support his family. For Peter and others, differences in municipal service levels contribute to 

the feeling of unfair treatment.  

 Meanwhile, parents of children with disabilities often need help to an extent that rules out 

self-financing solutions. This leaves them with no other choice besides repeatedly engaging with a 

system which they believe underserves their children. Michael, who is guardian of his adult son 

with severe brain injury, perceives the caseworkers as a ‘bulwark’ protecting the municipal budgets 

against the citizens. 

 While the tension between costs and needs is frustrating for both caseworkers and service 

users, the gap should be understood as a reflection of their unequal positions. While some 

caseworkers are frustrated by the demand to balance service users’ needs with strained budgets, 

almost all express self-efficacy at obtaining a just decision if they invest the resources needed to 

make their case. In contrast, the dissatisfied third of the service users tend to feel disempowered and 

perceive rejections as both unjust and a lack of recognition of their plight. 
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Influence and the autonomy dilemma 

The second question of the quantitative analysis concerns whether service users have influence over 

the services they receive. Again, results exhibit a large gap between caseworkers and service users. 

Of service users, 49% report that they have influence ‘to a low degree’ or ‘not at all’ against 13% of 

caseworkers. At the other end of the spectrum, 14% of service users and 45% of caseworkers 

perceive that service users have influence ‘to a large degree’. 

Based on the interviews we argue that the gap between caseworkers and service users around 

‘influence’ hinges on their different understandings of the term. Its vagueness is intentional and 

points to a paradox of autonomy inherent to social work (cf. Gubrium & Järvinen, 2013). In short, 

who is the expert when it comes to evaluating the service user’s needs? One of the service users 

affected by this dilemma is Zoë who lives with pain and restricted mobility caused by fibromyalgia. 

Three months after petitioning the municipal centre for a device combining walking support and 

seat, Zoë received a call from a needs assessment officer refusing her request:  

 

‘[…] because in this municipality we only grant aids that can be fitted specifically for 

the user. Because we do not want to be responsible for you getting pressure sores.’  

Then I said: ‘Try to listen! [The device] is obviously not something I am going to sit in 

all day long […] But if there is an event down at the library I can walk there and know 

that I will have a seat […] You are clearly not hearing what I am asking for: the 

freedom to leave the house once in a while. To not be the woman in the window 

watching life pass her by.’ 

 

The gap between caseworkers and service users in the question of user involvement hinges on 

different understandings of what it means to be ‘involved’. Caseworkers see ‘involvement’ as a core 
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part of their professional duty and describe a variety of practices when asked whether and how they 

involve service users. These practices range from giving and obtaining information and token 

choice-making processes to empowering service users by allowing them to wield the pen in the 

investigation of their situation. Service users, conversely, feel that they are being involved when 

their caseworkers hear and recognise their needs and work with them to find solutions. 

Faced with the dilemma of expertise and the paradox of autonomy, the caseworker Camilla 

connects with service users by approaching them as experts in their own lives: 

 

We fill in the form together, with the service user [...] agreeing on what to write word 

for word. It takes a bit longer, but our impression is that service users seem more 

engaged, and that they devote themselves to the investigation […] I used to work in 

social psychiatry where I learned that there is no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’. If the service users 

experience something […] then that is right for them. And that needs to be our starting 

point. (Camilla, Health) 

 

Camilla emphasises that this ‘involving approach’, is necessary to build the trust needed in a 

helping relationship. It is worth noting that the strategy constitutes a change in practice throughout 

her unit. Rather than being one caseworker’s individual initiative, it reflects a managerial decision 

striving to improve services through user involvement. However, handing the pen to the service 

user does not guarantee that the services granted meet their needs. Therefore, efforts to increase 

user involvement may do little to reduce the gap unless carried out in a way that also makes service 

users feel seen and heard even when their petitions are rejected. 
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Collaboration and the fragmentation dilemma 

The quantitative analysis reveals that 24% of caseworkers find that municipalities collaborate with 

other authorities ‘to a low degree’ or ‘not at all’, whereas the corresponding figure is twice as large 

(48%) among service users. Moreover, 16% of service users and 20% of caseworkers evaluate that 

authorities collaborate ‘to a large degree’. Thus, while we still find a large and significant gap 

between caseworkers and service users, this gap is much smaller than in the questions on help, 

influence and legality. This smaller gap is particularly due to a lower share of caseworkers holding 

positive views on collaboration. 

The qualitative analysis verifies that both caseworkers and service users experience difficulties 

related to the cross-departmental coordination of service provision. The encounter between the 

individual and the various human services departments catering to different aspects of their 

situation leads to fragmentation, often producing a need for service users to assume a coordinating 

role. Even those who are able to do so successfully often feel burdened by the responsibility. 

Martha, mother of Matthew who was diagnosed with anxiety and ASD after dropping out of high 

school, describes her own role in the process of getting help for her son: 

 

If I had not kicked everyone around and boxed like a boxer nothing would have 

happened. Once you find your way into the system they are really nice [… ]. But if I 

had not had the private insurance through my job, which expedited the investigation, 

and if I had not possessed the energy and spirit to stand up and fight through, and to 

understand what needs to happen, and who must do what, and when the deadlines are, it 

would have taken years. 
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Similarly, caseworkers are frequently frustrated with the cross-departmental or the health sector 

collaboration. For instance, Job Centre interventions may never gain momentum if Adult Disability 

refuses to grant service users in-home support, or even a home. Meanwhile, the Family Department 

may derail efforts further by cutting support or bringing children home from out-of-home care. 

According to caseworkers, cross-departmental conflict may reflect competing ideas and different 

professional perspectives regarding service users’ needs, as well as departments’ interest in 

controlling their budgets: 

 

[Adult Disability] may have promised something at the meeting in the cross-

departmental rehabilitation team and then they kind of cut corners or back out a little bit 

when it needs to be carried out in practice. It becomes a discussion about who will pay 

(Lisa, Job Centre). 

 

The problem-based organisation of services results in a situation where a service user may be 

everybody’s and nobody’s case (Matos and Sousa 2004; Grell et al. 2020). Yet, the adequacy and 

efficiency of services hinges on the ability of the caseworker to assume comprehensive 

responsibility for the individual’s situation and ensuring cross-departmental coordination and 

collaboration. Some of the caseworkers in the study relate helpful collaboration initiatives, e.g. a 

disability team caseworker posted in the Job Centre to facilitate the transitioning of young disabled 

people to adult occupational services. 

Legality and the dilemmas of categorisation and rules-versus-needs 

We find the largest gap in the question pertaining to social trust in the legality of the decisions; 41% 

of service users reply ‘not at all’ or ‘to a low degree’, whereas the corresponding figure among 

caseworkers is ten times smaller at 4%. At the positive end of the spectrum, 22% of service users 
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and 57% of caseworkers trust that municipal services are lawful – again revealing a large gap in 

perceptions.  

The qualitative inquiry indicates that this gap correlates with more than one dilemma. First, ‘the 

categorisation dilemma’ is at play where caseworker needs and eligibility assessments clash with 

the way individual service users understand their situation, needs and rights. For instance, parents 

may find themselves categorised as ‘too resourceful to need help’, or their children as ‘grey-zone 

kids’, sitting in an indeterminate area between eligibility and non-eligibility (cf. Moesby-Jensen & 

Moesby-Jensen, 2016). Categorisation disputes can be amplified by factors such as deficient self-

insight, groupthink among caseworkers or service users, or unequal access to legal knowledge. 

Furthermore, the interviews show evidence of the ‘rules-versus-needs dilemma’. This dilemma is 

less informative regarding the gap in perceived legality than the categorisation dilemma but it adds 

nuance to the subject through increased understanding of the common frustrations of caseworkers 

and service users. Most importantly, it demonstrates that caseworkers need to balance the 

meaningful with the lawful. Indeed, some caseworkers describe working under rules that can impair 

the meaningfulness of their services: 

 

Sometimes we are a bit constrained when it comes to [activation] offers, especially with 

[service users] who have been in the system for a long time, who have already attended 

all our offers … they are supposed to have an activation offer at all times […] so in 

some cases it becomes activation for the sake of activation (Hannah, Job Centre) 

 

The rules-versus-needs dilemma describes a situation where the caseworker finds herself unable to 

grant the preferred services because of a lack of legal authority, or because local rules or 

infrastructure impede the preferred solution. At times, it intersects with the autonomy dilemma, 
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such as when Maya from Adult Disabilities finds that youth with disabilities are given too little 

autonomy because the rules prevent her from granting them daytime in-home support if they refuse 

an out-of-home day-care offer. According to Maya, the ‘restricted and pre-set menu of services’ 

begs the question of whether youth with disability are actually given equal opportunities, which 

places her in a legal dilemma. 

Interviews with service users reveal a field of dispute and negotiation about what is entailed in 

ensuring their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis with others (UN 2008). 

They raise the question of what it is fair to expect a person to do without and how to make the 

complex distinction between ‘need-to-have’ and ‘nice-to-have’ in the life of a fellow human being. 

The vulnerability of service users comes clear in the example of Carina, who suffers from cancer-

related sequelae. She confessed that she has concealed her allotment from her caseworker because 

she does not trust the system to recognise the importance of gardening for her recovery and well-

being. She worries that her caseworker would make her sell the allotment to save energy for paid 

employment. Conversely, some service users describe caseworkers coping with the dilemma by 

protecting them from rule-induced harm. Thomas, a young man with ASD and ADD offers an 

example: 

 

I am being treated very well; I think. [The caseworkers] are very, very sympathetic. 

Actually, it was only because our caseworker in the Job Centre was so bright […] 

because there are these rules on assets, and I would not have been eligible because I 

have a children’s savings account given to me by my parents and grandparents. But then 

she transferred me to rehabilitation [benefit] instead of educational aid.  
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While Thomas’ trust in his caseworker increased due to this positive experience, Carina’s mistrust 

was fuelled by insider advice from a friend working at her municipality. In both cases, what is at 

stake is more than just the interpersonal issue of whether the caseworker can be trusted to have the 

best interests of the service user at heart. The rules-needs dilemma shows that caseworkers need to 

be able to grant the help they find fair and appropriate within a complex interplay between the 

framework of the law, the rules of the municipality and the available infrastructure (e.g. homes and 

activation offers). At times this requires creativity, advocacy and support from management and 

peers if caseworkers are to sustain service users’ full and equal enjoyment of all human rights and 

basic freedoms.  

Discussion  

The survey data reveal a large and significant gap between service users and caseworkers in 

questions related to trust. They also show that there are more positive than negative experiences 

among service users. The overall positive experiences of most service users are likely a product of 

several factors, including the comprehensive welfare state’s relatively high service level, and the 

trust generated by being dependent on benevolent and effective authority figures (Grimen, 2001). 

Nevertheless, a gap exists because service users in general are far less impressed with municipal 

services for people with disability than caseworkers are. It should be noted that service users were 

asked about their own cases, while caseworkers were asked to evaluate the municipal services based 

on aggregated knowledge of a number of cases.  

The qualitative analysis identified five separate, yet overlapping, dilemmas. These ideal-typical 

dilemmas contribute to explaining the gap by improving our understanding of the frictions and the 

competing concerns behind them. Due to the relatively low number of interviews, the list of 

dilemmas is unlikely to be exhaustive. Nevertheless, the analysis demonstrates that trust between 

caseworkers and people with disabilities depends on a complex interplay of individual, relational, 
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situational and organisational factors. Thereby, the study provides a solid basis for discussions of 

the complexity of trust in the relationship between caseworker and service user. 

Dilemmas such as these cannot be resolved, rather they require ongoing balancing work. The 

caseworker role entails tension, not least from the sometimes incongruent aims of balancing the 

budget while delivering client-oriented services (Kivistö & Hautala, 2020; Lipsky, 2010, p. 73). For 

service users, the fact that the caseworker is bound to aims other than their best interest alone may 

hamper trust (Behnia, 2008). Previous research recommends that caseworkers cope with the 

dilemmas of service by reflecting on their own practice, norms and values (Jörg et al. 2005) and by 

positioning themselves more clearly on the side of the service user in order to be able to build 

empowering partnerships with them (Kivistö & Hautala, 2020). However, the assumption that 

caseworkers need only be given permission to follow an instinct to side with their service users is 

problematic, as Møller and Stone (2013) have demonstrated by showing that caseworkers 

internalise the pressures of managerial reforms to discipline both service users and each other. Our 

finding is useful for understanding the impact on trust of personal values, municipal groupthink and 

norms, and their roles as drivers of the gap between service users and caseworkers’ perceptions of 

services.  

Previous studies have called for the dismantling of restricting structures that vitiate the promise 

of client orientation, and weaken caseworker agency as well as service users’ trust in both system 

and caseworker (Kivistö & Hautala, 2020). Wheeler-Brooks (2009) argues that the tensions created 

when client orientation clashes with system orientation can be handled through organisational 

flexibility and empowerment orientation. The organisational ideal of this literature is a client-

oriented practice in which management trusts employees, and employees trust service users. 

According to Beresford et al. this intra-organisational trust increases service user trust in both 
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caseworker and system (Beresford et al. 2008). However, it is important to note that this ideal is 

unable to resolve our dilemmas, although it may facilitate the continuous balancing of aims.  

Implications for practice 

Knowledge gained from this study can help qualify municipal service provision for people with 

disabilities, by offering various insights into the inter- and intragroup differences between 

experiences and perspectives of caseworkers and service users. By drawing attention to the 

complexity of trust in the relationship between caseworkers and service users through focusing on 

core social work dilemmas challenging trust and service user involvement, the study elucidates the 

complex interplay of individual, relational, situational and organisational factors of relevance to 

actors in municipal service provision for and with persons with disabilities.  
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