
Social Work & Society   ▪▪▪   K. Sztandar-Sztanderska & M. Zieleńska: What Makes an Ideal 
Unemployed Person? Values and Norms Encapsulated in a Computerized Profiling Tool 

Social Work & Society, Volume 18, Issue 1, 2020 
ISSN 1613-8953   ▪▪▪   http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:hbz:464-sws-2028 

1 

 

What Makes an Ideal Unemployed Person? Values and Norms 

Encapsulated in a Computerized Profiling Tool1 

Karolina Sztandar-Sztanderska, University of Warsaw 

Marianna Zieleńska, University of Warsaw 

1 Introduction 

According to a growing body of literature, the payment of social contributions or the fact of 

belonging to a broad target group are no longer sufficient reasons to access services or obtain 

previously universal entitlements (e.g. Berkel & Valkenburg, 2007; Serrano Pascual & 

Magnusson, 2007; Dubois, 2009, 2014; Betzelt & Bothfeld, 2011). It marks a shift in the 

understanding of social citizenship which is no longer based on rights deriving from 

collective statuses, but instead, accessing benefits and services is becoming increasingly 

dependent on the assessment of individual behaviors and work attitudes. These changes create 

a necessity to find ways to assess individuals and compare them, and to reduce complexity of 

their specific circumstances in order to decide what type of public intervention or sanction 

shall be implemented. Previous research has shown that this kind of individualization in the 

frame of labor market policies, paradoxically, pushes for standardization: standardized tools 

are required to translate “differentiated life-situations into ‘manageable’ organizational 

categories,” (Garsten, Jacobsson, & Sztandar-Sztanderska, 2016, p. 286; see also Caswell, 

Marston, & Larsen, 2010; Garsten & Jacobsson, 2016a). In other words, these administrative 

tools offer lenses through which individuals are made “legible” and “measurable” for a state 

and therefore – as indicated by James Scott (1998) and Nicolas Rose (2005) in their seminal 

books – makes it possible to govern them from distance. Interestingly, legibility tools 

themselves, disguised as merely technical devices, often remain invisible (Bowker & Star, 

2000) and escape public and academic attention. 

 

1 The authors would like to particularly thank Christina Garsten, Kerstin Jacobsson, Kristina Tamm Hallström 

and Martin Heidenreich, whose previous work, insightful comments as well as long-term academic support 

inspired this line of research. We would also like to thank Panoptykon Foundation for fighting the access to 

algorithm in court, in particular Jedrzej Niklas (currently employed at Data Justice Lab, Cardiff University), 

Wojciech Klicki and Katarzyna Szymielewicz. The article was prepared in the frame of the ongoing project 

“Information technologies in public policy. Critical analysis of the profiling the unemployed in Poland” directed 

by Karolina Sztandar-Sztanderska and financed by the National Science Centre, Poland (2016/23/B/HS5/00889). 

We would like to thank other research team members: Alicja Palęcka, Michał Kotnarowski and Barbara 

Godlewska-Bujok. For the purpose of the paper, we also used data gathered in the frame of previous small pilot 

projects and one scholarship: 1) “To measure, to weigh, to calculate, to classify. Methods of making citizens 

legible” carried out by K. Sztandar-Sztanderska (DSM 112900/16); 2) “Profiling the unemployed - social and 

political consequences of new categorization tools introduced by local labour offices” carried out by K. 

Sztandar-Sztanderska (DSM 110400/66) and M. Zieleńska (DSM 110 400/72); 3) “Profiling the Unemployed in 

Poland. Social and Political Implications of Algorithmic Decision Making” research conducted by K. Sztandar-

Sztanderska and J. Niklas for Panoptykon Foundation and funded by Media Democracy Fund, Ford Foundation 

and Open Society Foundations.; 4) Scholarship for outstanding young scholars granted to K. Sztandar-

Sztanderska by Polish Ministry of Science and Higher Education for years 2015-2018 (653/STYP/10/2015). 
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In this paper we take a closer look at one of such legibility tools, a supposedly neutral and 

purely technical information technology for profiling the unemployed. More specifically we 

study a computerized scoring system which was used by frontline workers of Public 

Employment Offices (pl. powiatowe urzędy pracy) to profile all of the unemployed persons in 

Poland. Profiling involved dividing the unemployed population into three categories after a 

computer-based interview. Individuals were turned “into ranked and rated objects” (Citron & 

Pasquale, 2014, p. 3) through a scoring of their presumed “employability” (pl. potencjał 

zatrudnieniowy). The measurement of employability significantly affected life situations and 

professional chances of the unemployed citizens because depending on a categorization, 

different active labor market policies (ALMP) were accessed and different case management 

procedures applied2. 

We argue that the profiling technology served to shape the conduct (Rose 1999: 52) of the 

unemployed and imposed upon them an “ideal type of what a ‘normal’ citizen should be” 

(Wedel, Shore, Feldman, & Lathrop, 2005, p. 37). We propose to treat the profiling tool as a 

source of information about what was expected from the unemployed citizens by state 

authorities rather than verifying if it was (or wasn’t) capable of actually measuring 

“employability.” By analyzing a profiling questionnaire and scoring mechanism, we 

reconstruct what behaviors and attitudes were perceived by the state as “appropriate” and 

“desirable,” and which, on the contrary, were regarded as “wrong” and “demanding 

adjustment.” We reconstruct the implicit way of thinking and normative assumptions behind 

the criteria that were used to distinguish between the unemployed persons and to sort them 

into newly created target groups called “assistance profiles.” In this regard, this paper 

contributes to the strand of literature that departs from the functional analysis of public policy 

and places policy instruments in the center of empirical inquiry (Lascoumes & Le Gales, 

2007). Those instruments are not merely technical and purely neutral devices, but rather they 

are bearers of values, fuelled by specific interpretations of citizenship which are used to 

“normalize” particular kinds of attitudes and behaviors (Lascoumes & Le Gales, 2007; Scott, 

1998; Bowker & Star, 2000; Wedel, Shore, Feldman, & Lathrop, 2005, p. 37–38). 

The article is structured as follows. First, we provide background information concerning the   

implementation of profiling in Poland. Second, we present how we accessed data on profiling, 

what types of data we relied on, and how we analyzed them. Third, we reconstruct the 

normative assumptions that are hidden in the computerized profiling tool. In the conclusion, 

we explain how these assumptions are connected to the broader transformations of the welfare 

state. 

2 Implementation of Computerized Profiling in Labor Market Policy in Poland 

The standardized and computer-integrated classification system officially called “profiling the 

assistance for the unemployed” was obligatorily used in all Polish PES between 2014 and 

2019. Profiling replaced the former system of allocation of ALMP which was based on broad 

target groups considered to be in particularly difficult circumstances. Beforehand, the 

vulnerability of the unemployed person was assessed by frontline workers of PES in reference 

to characteristics defined in a legal framework (such as long-term unemployment, young or 

old age, single parenthood). The previous system was criticized as non-transparent, leaving 

space for street-level bureaucrats’ discretion as well as leading to territorially differentiated 

 

2 Frontline workers were allowed to change the automatic classification, but – according to data from the first six 

months of profiling – this possibility was only exceptionally used (Sztandar-Sztanderska & Zieleńska, 2018, p. 

4). 
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policies and creaming (giving preferential access to ALMP to the higher skilled unemployed) 

(for the analysis of its actual working, see Sztandar‐Sztanderska, 2009; Sztandar-Sztanderska, 

2016; Garsten et al., 2016). 

The profiling system introduced in 2014 was legitimized through an expert and managerial 

narrative as a solution to those problems (Kwiatkowski, 2015; Męcina, 2015; Wiśniewski & 

Wojdyło-Preisner, 2015). The introduction of an algorithm was presented as a way to 

standardize assessments of the unemployed all over the country, unify the principles of 

allocation of ALMP, and make spending in this respect “rational” and “efficient” (for critical 

accounts, see: Sztandar-Sztanderska, 2013; Niklas, Sztandar-Sztanderska, & Szymielewicz, 

2015; Sztandar-Sztanderska & Zieleńska, 2018). As a result of profiling, all the unemployed 

were ranked into three categories (“assistance profiles”) depending on the calculated value of 

their presumed employability. In order to make this calculation, software used client data 

filled in during a registration process and interview, conducted by a client counsellor with the 

help of an electronic template. However, the questionnaire and the scores, as well as the logic 

behind classification were kept secret by Ministry officials. They were not included in the 

law, nor discussed during the legislative process, and the Ministry of  Labor and Social Policy 

(from 2015 the Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Policy) refused several times to make 

them available to researchers, activists, and the general public. 

The only thing that what was known from the legal act was the fact that the unemployed were 

divided into three groups, called first, second, and third assistance profile, and that 

categorization was consequential in terms of access to active labor market policies and case 

management procedures. The legal act did not specify who was included in what group – the 

criteria of the assessment and distribution into profiles were inscribed in the profiling tool. 

Later, from the leaked internal materials of Ministry of Labor and Social Policy, it was 

possible to learn that the first profile was supposedly regrouping people with the highest level 

of employability (Ministerstwo Pracy i Polityki Społecznej, 2014), the second profile was 

meant for those with average scores, and the third profile was for people with the lowest 

employability. 

In terms of the ALMP, priority was given to people included in the second assistance profile 

who were allowed to apply for the largest range of services including, among other things, job 

placement and counselling, vocational training, apprenticeships, subsidies for opening their 

own business, and various forms of subsidized employment (Sejm, 2014, article 33 paragraph 

2c). Unemployed people with a supposedly high level of employability included in the first 

assistance profile were allowed to use mainly the job placement services. Such a restriction 

was presented as a measure against allocating resources to those with the highest chances for 

taking up work. However, one has to be skeptical when it comes to its supposedly anti-

creaming effect of this restriction since PES still had the legal possibility to offer them some 

of the services intended for the second profile such as training or subsidies for opening their 

own business provided that a particular case of a person could be considered “justified.” 

In regards to the persons classified into the third profile, they were not entitled to any of the 

regular instruments offered by PES. Instead, according to the law, they could have been 

referred to outsourced services and two types of facultative programs. The problem was that 

these measures were hardly accessible. Outsourcing was very limited in scope, and facultative 

programs were rarely launched by PES (Herman-Pawłowska et al., 2016). Therefore, people 

profiled as lacking “employability” were, in practice, excluded from most forms of active 

labor market programs (Sztandar-Sztanderska, 2013; Niklas et al., 2015; Sztandar-
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Sztanderska & Zieleńska, 2018). Problems of access to ALMP might have affected 

approximately between 3 and 4 hundred thousand people a year, if we count all persons 

included in this group (own calculations based on: Ministerstwo Rodziny, Pracy i Polityki 

Społecznej, 2019). 

The exclusion from ALMP was considered, perhaps, the most controversial effect of the 

profiling. The Supreme Audit Office found it “discriminating” and in contradiction to “the 

right to equal treatment” (Najwyższa Izba Kontroli, 2019) which was one among many 

reasons why the profiling was withdrawn in 2019. It should be noted, however, that being in 

the third profile held one important advantage from the perspective of the unemployed: access 

to free healthcare insurance with the exemption of job search requirements and sanctioning3. 

For people who were assigned the third profile, healthcare became an unconditional right, 

whereas for others, it remained conditional upon job search requirements and participation in 

ALMP. 

3 The Study of Profiling the Unemployed 

In this section we will describe how we accessed data on profiling, what types of data we 

relied on, and how we analyzed them. 

3.1  Access to Data 

In the case of profiling, similarly to other ICTs based on scoring (Citron & Pasquale, 2014; 

Pasquale, 2015; O’Neil, 2016), the classification criteria used to distinguish between the 

individuals, assess them, and classify them into groups were non-transparent and difficult to 

obtain. As previously mentioned, legal acts regulating profiling provided only basic 

information – largely that the unemployed would be divided into three assistance profiles and 

that people included in each category were, on the one hand, potentially entitled to a different 

range of services and support and had different obligations, on the other (Sejm, 2014). The 

crucial bits of information, including the questionnaire that was used to gather information, 

criteria of differentiation, the rationale behind it, and the scoring mechanism, were, however, 

guarded as a secret by the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy. They were concealed even 

though they actually defined who can get the services specified by the law which is a political 

decision par excellence (Lasswell, 1950). 

This politically sensitive information has been publicly disclosed thanks to an electronic 

journal Dziennik Internautów and the involvement of – a non-governmental activist 

organization – Panoptykon Foundation. Dziennik Internautów (Maj, 2014) first published 

leaked electronic questionnaire and internal ministerial materials intended exclusively for PES 

staff (Ministerstwo Pracy i Polityki Społecznej, 2014). Then, the Panoptykon Foundation, 

with whom one of us conducted pilot research on profiling (Niklas et al., 2015), decided to 

challenge the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy before the court after their refusal to reveal 

the algorithm. Lawyers from Panoptykon Foundation sued the Ministry of Labor and Social 

Policy for refusal of granting access to the algorithm as public information and won this case 

in court. It enabled us to break the black box of the computerized scoring system which we 

analyzed, for the purpose of this article, from the perspective of values and ideas embedded in 

it. 

 

3 In contrast to other countries, registration with PES in Poland gives people access to free healthcare insurance 

rather than to unemployment benefits (Góra 2006; Portet & Sztandar-Sztanderska, 2010). Benefits have been 

accessible for less than 17 per cent of the unemployed (data for 2010-2019 from: Ministerstwo Rodziny, Pracy i 

Polityki Społecznej, 2019). 
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3.2  Research Questions 

Our aim was to shed light on the normativity of a supposedly technical and neutral profiling 

instrument, by asking whether and how values, convictions, and prejudices of the designers of 

the profiling tool were – as Cathy O’Neil phrased it – “camouflaged” within the technology 

(O’Neil, 2016), and, more specifically, what kind of ideal of citizen the tool imposed on the 

unemployed (Wedel et al., 2005). Our research questions were: what behaviors, attitudes, and 

circumstances were perceived – according to the profiling tool – as “appropriate” and 

“desirable” for the state, and which, on the contrary, were regarded as “wrong” and 

“demanding adjustment”? What were the implicit ways of thinking and normative 

assumptions behind the criteria that were used to distinguish between the unemployed persons 

and sort them into newly created target groups called assistance profiles? 

3.3  Types of Data and Methods of Analysis 

Findings presented in this article are mostly based on the analysis of the profiling 

classification instrument itself: i.e. a profiling questionnaire and the scoring mechanism. 

However, in order to understand how both the questionnaire and scoring mechanism were 

developed and what role they played in labor market policy, we also reconstructed the policy-

making process. For this purpose, first, we analyzed the legal framework that regulated 

profiling (Sejm, 2014; Minister Pracy i Polityki Społecznej, 2014) and the legislative 

processes that lead to it. Second, we conducted 4 in-depth interviews with the people involved 

in creating the profiling tool, and analyzed the available statistics, policy making documents 

(including ministerial manual for PES (Ministerstwo Pracy i Polityki Społecznej, 2014), 

statistical justification of decisions behind the algorithm (Młodożeniec, 2013, 2014d, 2014c, 

2014b, 2014a), and the official answers to our questions provided by the Ministry of Labor 

and Social Policy who agreed to reply after the court ruling. However, this data served only as 

background information, as this particular paper focuses on the normative ideal of citizen 

prescribed by the profiling tool.  

The main type of data analyzed herein was the profiling instrument composed of the 

computer-integrated standardized questionnaire and scoring system on the basis of which the 

unemployed were distributed into groups4. Both the questionnaire and the scoring turned out 

to be simplistic, having little, if nothing, in common with mathematical models that apply 

data mining techniques and/or involve machine learning in order to make predictions about 

the future (for an analysis of use of such a technique in social policy, see Dubois, Paris, & 

Weill, 2018). Instead of relying on immense data sets, data used in Poland for profiling the 

unemployed were quite modest. The data set was restricted to standardized responses to a 

questionnaire composed of 24 questions. Eight questions relied on data gathered during 

registration with PES, such as age, sex, education level and work experience, foreign 

language skills, duration of unemployment, disability, and registered instances of non-

compliance with PES requirements (meaning refusals of suitable employment or no-shows for 

an appointed meeting). The rest of the pre-defined answer choices had to be filled into the 

software by the client counsellors who were responsible for conducting the interviews with 

the unemployed. 

 

4 Frontline worker could have changed the assistance profile, if she or he disagreed with the automatic 

classification of the unemployed person. However – according to data from the first years of profiling, this 

possibility was used only in 0,58% of cases of profiling (Młodożeniec, 2014a, s. 6; Sztandar-Sztanderska & 

Zieleńska, 2018, s. 4). 
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The questionnaire used to profile the unemployed was developed mostly by a group of civil 

servants working in PES and the Ministry of Labor and Social Policy, and, only later, slightly 

revised by a statistician. Their convictions and ideas about how an unemployed person should 

and should not behave, what he or she can or cannot reasonably expect from the state, and 

what characteristics make him or her more employable are visibly reflected in the tool. The 

first step of analysis was to thematically code all the questions and answers from the profiling 

questionnaire to identify what circumstances, experiences, behaviors, attitudes, and 

characteristics were perceived as important from the state’s perspective. This thematic coding 

helped us to reconstruct what constitutes the ideal unemployed person imposed by the tool. 

We have distinguished three dimensions around which the normative assumptions underlying 

the profiling tool are grouped: (i) the division of responsibility between the state and the 

citizen, (ii) motivation to work, and (iii) key structural or socio-demographic characteristics. 

Second, we analyzed the algorithm which turned out to be a simple mechanism that assigned 

scores to each of standardized answers, summarized them, and depending on the total, sorted 

the unemployed person into one of the three assistance profiles5. Every response had an 

assigned score, ranging from 0 to 8. Receiving 0 means the highest employability possible 

while any result beyond zero might be interpreted as a deviation from the ideal of 

employability for the unemployed. The higher the score the more a person deviates from this 

ideal. People receiving in total more than 22 points were grouped into the second profile with 

a supposedly average level of employability. If the total score was higher than 59, a person 

was assigned to the third profile for people with low levels of employability. The maximum 

score from the overall questionnaire was 155 points. The minimum was 0, however, this score 

was only possible for men to achieve because 1 point was automatically tallied to all women 

respondents. 

4 What Makes an Ideal Unemployed Person? 

4.1  The Division of Responsibility Between the State and the Citizen 

We have distinguished three dimensions that make up an ideal unemployed person. The first 

refers to the division of responsibility between the state and the citizen, as far as solving the 

problem of unemployment is concerned. This aspect relates to convictions and ideas 

embedded in the profiling tool about what an unemployed person can or cannot reasonably 

expect from the state, and what the desired scope of responsibility of an individual and of the 

state is when it comes to dealing with unemployment. 

 

 

 

 

 

5 At the early stage of preparing a profiling tool, there was no numerical scoring at all. Instead, each answer was 

assigned a symbol representing one of three assistance profiles (a, b, c). Depending which answers „a“, „b“ or 

„c“ prevailed, an unemployed was supposed to be categorised respectively into first, second or third assistance 

profile. Only later the Ministry decided to implement scoring. The numerical values were assigned and then 

calibrated in a way that a value of Alfa Cronbach indicator will increase. We will however not go into details in 

this paper as to how the profiling tool was developed and what was problematic about the algorithm. These 

questions will be addressed in other publications. 
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Table 1: Answers indicating illegitimate or legitimate reasons for registering in PES 

Question  Answers Scores 

15. What is the main reason that 

you have registered with the 

employment agency? 

obtaining a preretirement benefit 8 

applying for support at the social 

assistance center 

5 

obtaining health insurance 4 

securing an entitlement to 

unemployment benefits 

2 

help getting work in the sense of 

receiving offers of suitable 

employment 

0 

help from the employment agency such 

as apprenticeship, training, etc. 

0 

23. Would you register at the 

employment agency while already 

having an entitlement to/source of 

health insurance? 

No, I wouldn’t 4 

Yes, I would 0 

There were a number of questions in the profiling questionnaire that were used to distinguish 

legitimate and illegitimate expectations of the state. Decision to turn to the PES for support 

was considered wrong when a person wanted financial support or health insurance rather than 

job placement and ALMP (question no 15). All responses indicating such expectations were 

penalized by points, although the exact scoring depended on a specific type of financial 

support a person registered for (see Table 1). Preretirement benefits were considered the worst 

for the employability of an individual (8 points). People declaring the need for social 

assistance benefits were given slightly less points (5 points). Those who wanted an 

unemployment benefit deviated even less from the ideal of the employable individual (2 

points), yet this expectation was still decreasing their employability in the eyes of the state. 

People who declared that their main reason for registration was for health insurance were 

penalized by 4 points; additionally, all the unemployed risked receiving another 4 points if 

they also declared that – in having another option of health insurance (e.g. being insured by a 

spouse or parents in the case of the youth) – they would not register with PES at all. By 

contrast, willingness to participate in ALMP or to use job placement services were considered 

legitimate reasons for registration with PES. Those answers were scored “0.” 

The profiling questionnaire also implied what an unemployed person could or could not 

reasonably expect from the PES in terms of assistance in finding a job (table 2). A person who 

thought that it was the task of PES to find him or her a job was seen as departing from 

accepted standards. Such an answer scored 7 points, and in contrast, a belief in the possibility 

of finding a job, either with the help of PES or on their own, was treated as a desirable 

attitude. 
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Table 2: Answers indicating appropriate or inappropriate expectations towards PES 

Question  Answers Scores 

14. Do you expect to find work on 

your own in the near future? 

I have no chance of finding work – the 

employment agency should find me 

work 

7 

I have a chance of finding work, but I 

need support from the employment 

agency 

0 

I have a good chance of finding work 

on my own 

0 

To summarize, the profiling tool implies a very specific understanding of the relationship 

between the state and the unemployed persons. Individuals shouldn’t expect to have a right to 

so-called “passive labor market policies,” i.e. any type of benefits or healthcare. It means that 

the citizens are required to take considerable responsibility for finding a job and for 

supporting themselves financially. The profiling questionnaire makes them aware of the 

limited responsibilities of the state in response to unemployment. 

4.2  Motivation to Work 

Another dimension important for the reconstruction of the ideal underlying the profiling tool 

was the motivation to work. Profiling was supposed to (i) determine whether someone is 

motivated enough to take up work, and (ii) distinguish people with the appropriate types of 

motivation from others with inappropriate ones. 

In the tool, there were several questions and answers designed to test whether an unemployed 

person showed motivation to find a job. Question 15 about reasons for registering with PES 

was already mentioned in the previous section. As shown in Table 1, a person who registered 

in order to make use of job placement or ALMP was seen as behaving in an appropriate way 

as opposed to people seeking financial support. 

There were also other questions directed towards the assessment of motivation – they related 

to several issues: whether a person is at all motivated to take up work (question no 21 and 13) 

and is looking for it (13), how soon a person is ready to start a job (22), what actions has she 

or he undertaken in order to find it (17), and what is she or he able to do in order to find it 

(18). Table 3 shows all the answers that were treated as a sign of lack of motivation. Most of 

them were worth 8 points which is the maximum a person could get for a single answer. It 

means that their significance for the overall measurement was high and they were treated as 

deviations from the ideal. A scoring model negatively assessed people who were not able to 

tell when they could start work; did not send a CV or take other actions to find a job; and 

were reluctant to intensify job search activities or to do other things to increase chances of 

employment. 

 

 

 



Social Work & Society   ▪▪▪   K. Sztandar-Sztanderska & M. Zieleńska: What Makes an Ideal 
Unemployed Person? Values and Norms Encapsulated in a Computerized Profiling Tool 

Social Work & Society, Volume 18, Issue 1, 2020 
ISSN 1613-8953   ▪▪▪   http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:hbz:464-sws-2028 

9 

Table 3: Answers indicating lack of motivation to work 

Question  Answers Scores 

18 What are you able to do in order 

to improve the chances of your 

finding work? 

 

I am not prepared to do anything 

(among others: not ready to be more 

active in looking for work)  

8 

21. What inclines you to take up 

work, apart from the income? 

Nothing inclines me to take up work 

(not even the income) 

8 

13. Please indicate the reasons why 

it is difficult for you to find work. 

Not convinced of the need to take 

work / not looking for work 

8 

22. When are you available to start 

work? 

I’m not able to tell 8 

17. In the last month have you 

independently prepared material for 

a job application (CV, cover letter)? 

No 4 

No, because it has not been necessary 

(3 points) 

3 

A number of answers in the questionnaire were also directed to single out people whose 

answers indicate motivation to take up work. As shown in Table 4, apart from the already 

mentioned appropriate reasons for registering (15), the properly motivated unemployed 

should be looking for work on their own (16), should be able to point to at least three job 

search activities from a long list of options (16), and declare the readiness to take up work 

immediately (22). 

Table 4: Answers indicating motivation to work 

Question  Answers Scores 

15. What is the main reason that you 

have registered with the employment 

agency? 

Help getting work in the sense of 

receiving offers of suitable 

employment 

0 

16 Are you looking – or have you 

been looking – for work on your 

own? 

Yes 0 

16 What are you doing – or have 

you been doing – in order to find 

work? 

At least 3 of the following options 

are required: 

a) I send out CVs with a cover letter 

b) I look at job adverts in the 

newspapers 

0 
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c) I look at job adverts online 

d) I call employers 

e) I arrange to meet employers 

f) I get help from the employment 

agency 

g) I get help from a recruitment 

agency 

h) I get help from friends and family 

i) I attend job fairs 

j) I try and find work experience or 

an internship, even if it is unpaid 

k) I do voluntary work 

17. In the last month have you 

independently prepared material for 

a job application (CV, cover letter)? 

Yes 0 

22. When are you available to start 

work? 

Immediately 0 

Moreover, the profiling tool distinguished between different sorts of motivation to work, 

implicitly assuming that some of them better than others. The details on this subject are 

presented in Table 6. Interestingly, according to the designers of the profiling tool, income 

should not be the only reason for looking for employment. Answering that money is the only 

factor inclining the unemployed to find a job was penalized with an added 2 points. What’s 

more, one should not be picky in regards to the salary – not agreeing to take up work for 

minimum wage, or agreeing to it only under certain conditions were seen as deviations from 

the ideal and scored with 7 points and 1 point respectively. Moreover, showing any external 

motivation to find work was also treated as opposed to the ideal, whereas the need to support 

family was scored with 1 point, admitting that expectations of other people were an essential 

motivator was scored with 6 points. Similarly, willingness to take up employment in order to 

gain retirement rights also did not match the ideal and was penalized with 2 points. As far as 

the appropriate motivation is concerned, the ideal citizen should be internally driven by the 

urge to be active and by the idea of professional and personal development. 
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Table 5: Answers indicating appropriate or inappropriate motivation 

Question  Answers Scores 

21 What inclines you to take up 

work, apart from the income? 

Keeping active 0 

The prospect of professional and 

personal development 

0 

The necessity of providing for myself 

/ my family 

1 

Securing a pension 2 

Nothing, apart from the income, 

inclines me to work 

2 

Other people expect me to work 6 

19. Given the choice between 

taking work at the minimum wage 

and remaining out of work, what 

would you choose? 

To take the work 0 

To take the work under certain 

conditions (depending on the 

location, the type of work, whether 

it’s in your profession, what the 

possibilities are for professional 

development etc.) 

1 

To remain out of work 7 

To summarize, the analysis shows that motivation to work is a key element of the ideal 

unemployed person in a twofold sense. On the one hand, the unemployed person is required 

to prove his or her motivation to work. Not showing motivation is considered as departing 

from the accepted standards. On the other hand, not all types of motivation are equally 

valuable. The appropriate motivation should have internal rather than external sources – 

instead of satisfying financial needs, a person should act upon his or her need of self-

development and self-improvement. Interestingly: answering to the expectations and needs of 

other people (e.g. willingness to support family or satisfy others) is implicitly treated as an 

inappropriate incentive. What is quite striking here is that the ideal encapsulated in the 

profiling tool includes a very specific concept of an individual as someone who is socially 

disembedded and self-reliant. 

4.3 Socio-Demographic Characteristics 

The questionnaire also includes a number of questions connected to socio-demographic 

characteristics. They relate to gender, disability, place of residence, age, education, and 

duration of unemployment. Table 6 displays extreme characteristics in each category, i.e. 

those considered to be matching the ideal of employability and those the most distant from it. 

Higher education (0 points) is contrasted with having lower-secondary education or below (8 

points); being unemployed for less than 6 months (0 points) is contrasted with being 

unemployed for more than 24 months (6 points), being between 25 and 39 years old (0 points) 
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is contrasted with being older than 49 years old (5 points), having no disability (0 points) is 

contrasted with having severe disability (5 points), living in urban agglomeration or a large 

city with suburbs is contrasted with living in remote rural areas (5 points), and finally, being a 

man (0 points) is contrasted with being a woman (1 point). 

Table 6: Socio-demographic characteristics with minimum and maximum scoring 

Question  Answers Scores 

3. Education of the unemployed 

person 

 

Up to lower-secondary education 8 

Higher 0 

7. Length of time the unemployed 

person has been out of work 

24 months or longer 6 

Less than 6 months 0 

1. Age of the unemployed person 50 or over  5 

30 – 39 0 

25 – 29 0 

6. Disabilities of the unemployed 

person 

An individual with a serious 

disability 

5 

Healthy individual (no medical 

certification) 

0 

11. Place of residence in terms of 

distance from potential places of 

employment. 

A village or settlement located at a 

considerable distance from the labor 

market 

5 

A large town or city with suburbs 0 

Urban area  0 

2. Gender of the unemployed 

person 

female 1 

male 0 

The scoring suggests that the person who embodies the ideal is a well-educated male between 

25-39, from a large city, in good health, who remained jobless for less than 6 months. What is 

even more striking, however, is the fact that those characteristics are derivatives of certain 

structural problems such as unequal access to education, discrimination of women in the labor 

market and their relatively low employment levels, residual public transportation in rural 

areas, scarce support systems for disabled people both in terms of social and vocational 

integration, and simply regional economic inequalities. Yet, those structural characteristics 

are converted by the profiling tool into features of individuals that influence their assessment 

as an unemployed person. 
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5 Conclusions 

In this article, we proposed to look at the ICT for profiling the unemployed implemented in 

Poland in between 2014 and 2019 from a specific perspective of a legibility tool. Our analysis 

focused on reconstructing the set of normative criteria underlying this technology, against 

which the unemployed people had been assessed. These criteria are related to a certain 

concept of social citizenship according to which, access to benefits and services should no 

longer be based on collective statuses or payments of social contributions, but on adequate 

behaviors and attitudes of the individual. In the analysis, we determined three dimensions 

which form the ideal of social citizenship encapsulated in the profiling tool. Each of the 

highlighted dimensions relates directly to the key aspects of a welfare state transformation, 

namely, to the new social contract, the new concept of a citizen, and the new perception of 

social risks (e. g. Clarke, 2005; Garsten & Jacobsson, 2004, 2016b; Serrano Pascual & 

Magnusson, 2007). 

As shown in our analysis of the questionnaire and the scoring system, the division of 

responsibility between the state and the citizen is founded on the assumption that the citizens 

may legitimately count on and ask for access to ALMP or support in finding a job, but not on 

the state finding a job for them. It means that an active engagement in the process of job 

search and adjusting skills to labor market demands is expected from the citizen; whereas, 

counting on any kind of benefits/insurance from the state is considered an illegitimate claim 

(Portet & Sztandar-Sztanderska, 2010). This conceptualization of the share of tasks and duties 

relates directly to what Serrano-Pascual and Magnusson (2007) call the new social contract, 

marking a shift from a paradigm based on provision of welfare to a paradigm based on 

provision of activation. As a result, the role of the state is no longer to protect the workforce 

from the negative effects of market forces by granting them benefits and insurance, but to 

help them adapt to market expectations through activation policies. In this way, the state 

becomes responsible for the “moral-therapeutic regulation of behaviour” (Serrano Pascual & 

Magnusson, 2007) meaning that it is about correcting individual behaviors and attitudes rather 

than providing a safety net to minimize risks generated by the market. It is the “self” of the 

citizen which becomes the constant object of the state’s interest (Rose, 1999; Garsten & 

Jacobsson, 2016a). This paradigm shift also produces a specific understanding of the citizen 

as well as new perception of social risks which correspond to other dimensions identified in 

the analysis of the profiling tool. 

The second dimension identified in the analysis, relates to the motivation to work. On the one 

hand, the “ideal” or “normal” unemployed citizen should be showing motivation to find a job 

and be ready to take active part in the process. On the other hand, there is a strong expectation 

for this motivation to be internally driven and founded on the need for self-development and 

the urge to be active. Such normative assumptions are also at the core of the concept of the 

citizen characteristic of the paradigm based on provision of activation, i.e. the employable 

individual (Garsten & Jacobsson, 2004, 2016b; Serrano Pascual & Magnusson, 2007). The 

success of the new social contract is strongly dependent on the self-reliance of the individual 

and whether she or he takes the responsibility for working on one’s own attractiveness for the 

labor market. It means that the individual is considered to be both – the source of problems 

(because of wrong attitudes and skills) and the source of solutions (understood as becoming 

entrepreneurial, and working on oneself in order to improve and gain independence). 

Finally, the reconstructed ideal also includes certain socio-demographic characteristics which 

are desired – they relate to gender, disability, place of residence, age, education, and duration 

of unemployment. This means that the profiling tool converts certain structural problems into 
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features of individuals that undergo assessment (e.g. a person’s low education is a problem 

not educational inequalities; a person’s gender is a problem, not the fact that women are 

discriminated against in the labor market). In this way, social risk becomes individualized by 

shifting the diagnosis of the causes of certain problems from social and economic inequalities 

or the underperformance of the economy to the maladjustment of the individual. 
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