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What are job seekers facing at the present time?

Because of globalization and the digital revolution of recent decades, a 
growing number of people are being laid off. Especially low-qualified, 
disadvantaged job seekers are at risk of long-term unemployment. While 
in past phases of change in the working society, new perspectives almost 

always arose for disadvantaged groups, this no longer seems likely given the current 
circumstances of the digital revolution. In contrast to preceding waves of modernization, 
neither sociopolitical nor employment policy measures can guarantee a long-term 
reintegration of disadvantaged job seekers into the working process.

A range of different instruments and methods has been utilized to fight unemployment, 
without significantly reducing it. While up to the 1990s, most job seekers could be integrated 
into some kind of employment – at least temporarily – these policies are proving ineffective at
the beginning of the 21st century. The prospect of reintegration or employment in the first 
labor market has declined continuously over past years. Many job seekers rotate between 
phases of unemployment, employment in job creation schemes and various qualification and 
assessment measures organized by the employment office. Due to structural unemployment, 
an enduring integration into the labor market is becoming an illusion for many job seekers. A 
major proportion of the unemployed will continue to move through the waiting loops of the 
employment and qualification institutions and not accomplish re-entry into employment on 
the first labor market.

Economic and social changes are causing an increasing release of individuals from social 
determination (Beck 1986; 2000, Galuske 2002). This individualization is what characterizes 
the modern society of digital capitalism (Böhnisch/Schöer 2002). These processes of change 
mark the starting point for the prognosis on the end of the society of full employment (cf. 
compare Giddens 1999, Negt 2008, Gorz 2000). Rifkin’s assumption “The end of 
employment and its future” (1995) is currently being confirmed. Individuals are increasingly 
discharged; employment changes continuously. This will result in an incessant segregation on 
the labor market and a broad exclusion of disadvantaged persons in the decades to come. The 
change in the labor society will not take place in the following generation, as was case with 
past change processes. Instead, it will take place within the current generation of employees – 
in the form of changing working conditions and demands.

The continuous adaptation to changing working conditions has been implemented in the 
European Employment Strategy as part of the proclamation on life-long learning. But it will 
also cause a further exclusion of employees who possess neither the resources and capacities 
for an adaptive behavior modification nor the competence to cope with the transition to a 
flexible working life. The dissolution of normal phases of employment forms the labor 
society. Discontinuity becomes normality. The rotation between diverse workfields, 
destandardized working conditions, and temporally flexible employment is becoming an 
element of the employment biography. This change to a high-risk reality of life can cause a 
permanent withdrawal from working life, especially for persons in precarious employments. 
Work and societal integration, or rather participation, lose meaning for the identification of 
individuals with the labor-focused model of society in the second (digital) modern era.



The coping strategies needed during these transition phases, as well as a flexible adaptation to
changing circumstances and occupational perspectives, become key competencies during 
discontinuous employment courses. The former occupational fixation after successfully 
overcoming the first and second transition phases is being replaced by a flexible arrangement 
of changing conditions on the labor market: the capability to cope with unemployed phases 
and the flexible (re-)integration in new working conditions. The delimitation of occupational 
socialization and traditional occupations, as well as the transitions between unemployment 
and the first, second, or third labor markets, require the existence or provision of resources for
a flexible arrangement. Because of a lack of financial, social, or psychological resources in 
this delimited labor society, coping is connected with a high risk of social deprivation, 
especially for educationally disadvantaged persons. The adaptation to changing working 
conditions is a must to ensure their livelihood.

Due to the growing number of discontinuous employment biographies, coping with 
unemployment is moving toward the center of attention of sociopolitical strategies. Services 
involved in labor market politics work within a field of conflict between placement-focused 
qualification and a holistic, pedagogical orientation toward coping with precarious 
employment biographies. Moreover, qualification, training, and placement into a regular 
employment cannot be realized for all individuals.

How to cope with structural unemployment?

Facing the circumstances described, the following questions arise: How to cope with 
structural unemployment, and which capabilities have to be guaranteed by society?

Until now, there are no standardized methods and instruments to measure resources and 
competencies to cope with unemployment and unstable life courses that have been adapted to 
a Luxemburgish population of job seekers. Thus it seems meaningful to analyze how coping 
with unemployment and coping with instabilities in the employment biography can be 
enhanced and measured. A measurement of coping competencies is especially important, 
because the resources and competencies to cope with precarious situations in life are 
distributed very unequally.

Thus the goal of Inter-Actions is to develop an instrument to assess coping competence. Its 
theoretical background is based mainly on concepts from the capability approach first 
elaborated by the popular economist and political philosopher Amartya Sen.

Moving beyond the concept of employability – the capability approach as a call for new 

instruments

As an alternative to the human capitalistic model of employability, the capability approach by 
the Indian economist-philosopher and Nobel prize laureate Amartya Sen does not just focus 
on the utility of resources and abilities for their usage-oriented application on the labor market
(Sen 2000: 348 ff; Dean et al.: 5ff). Sen extends the approach of usage maximization, 
“rational choice” (Rawls 2009; Sen 200: 339; Sen 2003: 19; Nussbaum 2001: 88ff) by 
trusting in not only thinking of individual advantage but also the societal sense of 
responsibility for all individuals. The realization of individual goals requires the societal 
access (“process aspect of freedom”) and equal opportunities (“opportunity aspect of 
freedom”) that enable options for freedom of choice (Sen 2003: 5; Sen 200: 28f). “Sen’s 
primary use in the notion of capability is to indicate a space within which comparisons of 
quality of life (…) are most fruitfully made. Instead of asking about people’s satisfactions or 
how much in the way of resources they are able to command, we ask, instead, about what they
are actually able to do or to be” (Nussbaum 2001: 12). By this definition, poverty, 
unemployment, and social disadvantages are not reduced to lacking access to income, but are 
a consequence of a lack of freedom. In the sense of the availability of access and ability to 
trade, this freedom is defined as “capability” (Sen 2000).



This is not only a theory of distributive justice encompassing the access to goods like living 
space, nutrition, education, work, healthcare, or culture. In fact, the approach discusses 
whether, on the societal macrolevel, all humans are provided with the material, institutional, 
and societal premises that enable a successful life (Otto/Ziegler 2008: 9ff). Based on this 
model, Martha Nussbaum developed a catalogue of ten criteria (Nussbaum 2001: 77ff). “Most
importantly, Sen has never made a list of the central capabilities” (Nussbaum 1999: 86). This 
“list of capabilities” presents a catalogue of claims, or rather, a test catalogue, to capacitate all
citizens to a self-determined, good life (Nussbaum 1999: 86). This capability to a good life 
(Grundmann 2008: 132) is the core of the “capability approach.”
In any consistent application of this concept, all job seekers have to be offered jobs, or rather 
employment, in order to assure their existence (Zimmermann 2004).

The model of coping competence

According to the coping concept of Lazarus (Lazarus 2006: 101ff), individuals have to be 
empowered to (re)produce their sense of self-efficacy and to perceive themselves as the actors
in their own biographies. Following this model, phases of unemployment are seen as a crisis 
that may cause psychological and physiological destabilization, social isolation, delinquency, 
and disintegration (Hurrelmann 1989; 13ff; Kieselbach/Wacker 2006).

The utilization of social resources and the strengthening of self-confidence promote a 
proactive way of handling unemployment. Efforts for coping with unemployment should 
focus on the individual resources of the persons concerned. Furthermore, the support systems,
that is, counseling centers, employment offices, as well as employment and qualification 
institutions, should not only concentrate on compensating support efforts, but also ensure the 
individual’s capability to cope with discontinuous biographies.
Among others, the construct of coping competence comprises the psychological construct of 
resilience. The term resilience is derived from the Latin word “resilire” (to rebound, to recoil).
In physics, resilience is the label given to the ability of a material to bend under pressure 
without breaking. Thus the term is a synonym for elasticity and flexibility.  Resilience 
incorporates the competence to deal constructively with the demands and challenges of life 
and to appraise them as manageable rather than threatening. Resilience is a learnable ability 
(Siebert 2006) that can be modified and strengthened over the life-course (Wustmann 2005).

The term salutogenesis was introduced by the American-Israeli medical sociologist Aaron 
Antonovsky. It focuses on protective factors that defend and strengthen health and is 
perceived as a contrast to pathogenetic approaches. Salutogenesis essentially concentrates on 
the sense of coherence (SOC), which includes the comprehensibility, manageability, and 
meaningfulness of one’s own life (Antonovsky 1997). The theory assumes that the 
development of an SOC ends at the latest by the age of 30. In contrast, the resilience approach
works with the hypothesis that resilience or coping competencies can ameliorate throughout 
the life-span.

Emily Werner and Ruth Smith started a study with 698 children on the Hawaiian island of 
Kauai, and followed them up for 40 years. Although growing up under the same 
circumstances, risk factors, and conditions of socialization, they found that one third of the 
children developed in a healthy way – despite adverse precarious life-events, health 
impairments, experiences of poverty, and a low parental education level. Protective factors 
enabled these children and adolescents to achieve healthy development even though 
confronted with precarious life-events.

Both the capability approach and the concept of salutogenesis are based on the provision of 
resources. Antonovsky describes resistance resources, which can be drawn from different 
areas of life (i.e. in the proximate social environment, on a societal or cultural level), whereas 
Sen’s resources are primarily but not exclusively based on income or civil rights. Resistance 



resources and capabilities are very similar: Both need a medium if an individual is to be able 
to use them. In the concept of salutogenesis, the SOC acts as such a medium and enables an 
individual to use her or his resistance resources to attain a goal. In the capability approach, 
conversion factors are needed to convert resources into capabilities.
Keupp, in contrast, states that capabilities are very similar to resistance resources. An 
explanation for these two different points of view might be that certain capabilities are 
required to attain other capabilities. The connection is not linear, but more circular. Thus, none
of the views described above can be rejected as being wrong. Both can be integrated into a 
circular model.

Furthermore, Keupp (2009) points out that Antonovsky names sociostructural and political 
processes as important prerequisites for resistance resources. Thus, the focus is on the 
connection between an individual’s agency and the enabling structures that need to be created 
on a societal level. Sen made a very similar statement: “Indeed, individual agency is, 
ultimately, central to addressing these deprivations. On the other hand, the freedom of agency 
that we individually have is inescapably qualified and constrained by the social, political and 
economic opportunities that are available to us. There is a deep complementarity between 
individual agency and social arrangements. It is important to give simultaneous recognition to
the centrality of individual freedom and to the force of social influences on the extent and 
reach of individual freedom” (Sen 2000, p. XI). The 13th child and youth report to the 
German Federal Government concluded that the capability approach and the concept of 
salutogenesis share a common view on the promotion of health. A human being is a self-
determined individual who is capable of acting and who requires and uses certain resources to
cope with stressful demands in order to maintain or regain health. It is the duty of the 
institutions to directly enhance the resources of the persons concerned and to create structures 
that empower individuals to make use of their rights and to render them more capable of 
acting (Sen 1975: 38).

Another important component of coping competence is perceived self-efficacy (Bandura 
1977). Perceived self-efficacy describes the expectation that one will be able to execute 
actions successfully on the basis of one’s own competencies. One component of perceived 
self-efficacy is the concept of locus of control. Established by Rotter (1966), it measures an 
individual’s beliefs regarding how far events can be influenced. A locus of control is internal 
when an individual attributes an event as the consequence of own behavior, while a locus of 
control is external when this event is appraised as being independent of one’s own behavior or
control.
An additional dimension of coping competence is the concept of coping. Coping describes a 
strategy needed to overcome critical life-events. Richard Lazarus defined the term in the 
1960s (Lazarus 1966, Psychological stress and the coping process, New York). The coping 
concept contains activities and efforts to deal with adverse situations (Lazarus & Launier 
1978). The stress theory of Lazarus assumes that the appraisal of an adverse situation depends
on the extent to which one disposes of the resources to successfully overcome it (Lazarus 
1991, Emotion and adaptation).

Another dimension of coping competence is the modern concept of empowerment. In Social 
Work, this term is used as a positive notion for available resources and competencies. 
Empowerment is also described as self-competence. The social scientist Julian Rappaport 
defined the term for the first time in 1985. It integrates the word power – power which is 
supposed to be used to empower individuals to use their resources for a successful life-
management (Herriger 1997). This empowers persons to cope with problems in critical stages 
of life in an effective and self-determined way. Empowerment also incorporates the 
opportunity to strengthen humans so that they will rediscover their resources and 
competencies and use them for a successful life. Empowerment allows the persons concerned 



to see themselves as engineers of their own life-worlds and to arrange their lives in a self-
determined way. The term describes “a self-initiated and self dependent process of 
(re)creation of sovereignty on the level of everyday relationships, but also on the level of 
political participation and creation power” (Herriger 1997:14).

Empowerment processes enable the persons concerned to solve problems or rather to escape 
from an attitude of helplessness and determine their life-situation on their own. Empowerment
also encompasses the issue of resources that has received a lot of attention. Therefore, 
empowerment is an activating process characterized by participation opportunities, self-
responsibility, and autonomy.

An instrument to measure coping competence

The concepts described above served as the theoretical background for the development of an 
instrument to assess internal resources and competencies for coping with critical life-events. 
We derived the dimensions it examines from the scientific literature on coping with critical 
life-events and from interviews with experts from the Social Work sector in Luxembourg.
We labeled the constructs to be assessed interaction capacity, self-fulfillment orientation, 
diversity of perspectives, and positiveness. The relevance of the operationalized dimensions is
described in the context of discontinuous life courses.

The construct of interaction capacity encompasses not only competent social behavior but 
also a self-confident demeanor. The concept of competent social behavior taps whether an 
individual acts empathetically and openly toward others, whereas self-confident demeanor 
taps whether the individual behaves self-confidently and asserts her or his interests in the 
presence of others.
The construct self-fulfillment orientation is operationalized by scales on the self-reflective 
approach to problems and positive concept of own competence. A person with a distinctly 
self-reflective approach to problems addresses them actively and observes her or his behavior 
while doing so. The scale positive concept of own competence measures how an individual 
appraises her or his competence to achieve a goal.
Diversity of perspectives is operationalized by the scales creativity of goal attainment and 
flexible creation of the future. Creativity of goal attainment measures whether an individual 
tries various ways to reach a set goal. The scale flexible creation of the future measures 
whether a person disengages from unattained goals to pursue new ones to which he or she 
adapts.
The construct of positiveness is divided into a healthy distance and an optimistic outlook.  
The scale positiveness assesses whether a person maintains an inner calm and balance despite 
a difficult situation. The scale optimistic outlook measures how hopefully or confidently an 
individual appraises her or his future.
Each scale will contain about ten items. Along with the clients’ demographic variables, their 
aspirations and motives will be assessed during the course of the data collection.
The novelty of this instrument is that it will be available in three languages. The participants 
will be able to choose between Luxembourgish, German, and French. Furthermore, much 
attention is being paid to formulating easy-to-understand items. The next step will be to offer 
an auditory version of the instrument. Persons with limited reading skills will then have the 
opportunity to listen to the items, instead of or in addition to reading them.

Extract taken from: From Employability Towards Capability. Edited by Hans-Uwe Otto & 
Klaus Schneider. Luxembourg 2009, page 117-126

REFERENCES

Antonovsky, Aaron. 1997. Salutogenese. Zur Entmystifizierung der Gesundheit. Tübingen: 
Dgvt-Verlag.
Bandura, Albert. 1977. Social learning theory. Englewood Cliffs.



Beck, Ulrich. 1986. Risikogesellschaft. Auf dem Weg in eine andere Moderne. Frankfurt 
a.M.: Suhrkamp.
Beck, Ulrich. (ed.). 2000. Die Zukunft von Arbeit und Demokratie. Frankfurt a.M.: 
Suhrkamp.
Böhnisch, Lothar/Schröer, Wolfgang. 2002. Die soziale Bürgergesellschaft. Zur Einbindung 
des Sozialpolitischen in den zivilgesellschaftlichen Diskurs. Weinheim: Juventa Verlag.
Dean, Hartley/Bonvin, Jean-Michel/Vielle, Pascale/Farvaque, Nicolas. 2005. “Developing 
capabilities and rights in welfare-to-work policies”. European societies, 7 (1): 3-26.
Galuske, Michael. 2002. „Fördern und Fordern“. Anmerkungen zur Sozialen Arbeit im 
„aktivierenden Sozialstaat“. 26. Tübinger Sozialpädagogentag 22. und 23.11.2002. Tübingen.
Giddens, Anthony. 1999. Der dritte Weg. Die Erneuerung der sozialen Demokratie. Frankfurt 
a.M.: Suhrkamp.
Gorz, Andre. 2000. Arbeit zwischen Misere und Utopie. Frankfurt a.M.: Suhrkamp.
Grundmann, Matthias. 2008. Handlungsbefähigung – eine sozialisationstheoretische 
Perspektive. In Otto, Hans-Uwe/Ziegler, Holger (eds., 2008), Capabili¬ties – 
Handlungsbefähigung und Verwirklichungschancen in der Erzie¬hungswissenschaft, 131-142.
Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.
Herriger, Norbert. 1997. Empowerment in der Sozialen Arbeit. Eine Einführung. Stuttgart: 
Kohlhammer.
Hurrelmann, Klaus. 1989. Warteschleifen. Keine Berufs- und Zukunftsperspektiven für 
Jugendliche. Weinheim: Beltz Verlag.
Keupp, Heiner. 2009. Gesundheitsförderung durch Kinder- und Jugendhilfe – Perspektiven 
des 13. Kinder- und Jugendberichts. Vortrag im Rahmen des Forums Kinder- und Jugendhilfe 
München des Sozialreferats der Landeshauptstadt München am 5. März 2009. 
http://www.ipp-muenchen.de/texte/keupp_09_forumkjh_text.pdf. (Zugriff am  19.10.2009).
Kieselbach, Thomas./Wacker, Ali. 2006. Arbeitslosigkeit und Gesundheit: Stand der 
Forschung. In Hollederer, A./Brand, H. (eds., 2006), Arbeitslosigkeit, Gesundheit und 
Krankheit, 13-31. Bern: Huber.
Lazarus, Richard S. 1966. Psychological stress and the coping process. New York: Springer.
Lazarus, Richard/Launier, Raymond. 1978. Stress-related transactions between person and 
environment. In Pervin, L./Lewis, M. (eds., 1978), Perspectives in international psychology, 
287-327. New York: Plenum.
Lazarus, Richard S. 1991. Emotion and adaption. New York: Oxford University Press.
Lazarus, Richard S. 2006. Stress and Emotion: A New Synthesis. New York: Free Association
Books.
Negt, Oskar. 2008. Arbeit und menschliche Würde. Göttingen: Steidl.
Nussbaum, Martha. 1999. Gerechtigkeit oder Das gute Leben. Gender Studies. Frankfurt a. 
M.: Suhrkamp.
Nussbaum, Martha. 2001. Women and Human Development: The Capabilities Approach. 
Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
Otto, Hans-Uwe/Ziegler, Holger. 2008 Der Capabilities-Ansatz als neue Orientierung in der 
Erziehungswissenschaft. In  Otto H.-U/Ziegler H. (eds., 2008), Capabilities : 
Handlungsbefähigung und Verwirklichungschancen in der Erziehungswissenschaft, 9-13. 
Wiesbaden: VS Verlag für Sozialwissenschaften.
Rappaport, Julian. 1985. Ein Plädoyer für die Widersprüchlichkeit. Ein sozial-politisches 
Konzept des „Empowerment“ anstelle präventiver Ansätze. Verhaltenstherapie und 
Psychosoziale Praxis, 2: 257-278.
Rawls, John. 2009. Eine Theorie der Gerechtigkeit. Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp
Rifkin, Jeremy. 1995. Das Ende der Arbeit und ihre Zukunft. Frankfurt: Fischer.
Rotter, Julian B. 1966. Generalized expectancies for internal versus external control of 
reinforcement. Psychological Monographs, vol. 80, no 609.



Sen, Amartya. 1975. Employment, Technology and Development. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press.
Sen, Amartya. 2000. Ökonomie für den Menschen. Wege zu Gerechtigkeit und Solidarität in 
der Marktwirtschaft. München u. Wien: Carl Hanser.
Sen, Amartya. 2003. Rationality and Freedom. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Siebert, Al. 2006. „The Resiliency Imperative for Executives, Managers, and Employees“. 
Personalführung, 04/06, 30-37.
Wustmann, Corina. 2005. „As early as possible!” – Results of research into resilience. IzKK 
News “Violence against children: Early recognition – early intervention”, 1-2/2005, 15-19. 
München: German Youth Institute e.V.
Zimmermann, Benedicte. 2004. Competences-oriented logics and the politics of 
employability. In Salais, R., Villeneuve, R. (eds., 2004), Europe and the Politics of 
Capabilities, 38-53. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press

Picture: www.pixelio.de (Photographer: Maroc Greitschus) 

The Autor works in Luxemburg at the institution FORWARD and is founder of the European 

Anty Poverty Network Luxemburg (EAPN). 

Tags: coping, employment, Luxemburg, policy, work, youth


