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Abstract

Social welfare aims to support financially vulnerable house-

holds by protecting them from financial shocks and provid-

ing them with a basic standard of living. Many eligible

households, however, do not take up social welfare. We

present the results of in-depth interviews with 31 members

of financially vulnerable households in two large Dutch cit-

ies about their experiences with welfare. We examined the

role of money in their lives, what inhibited them from taking

up social welfare, and how they sought support. For many

interviewed households, money was a source of stress. The

fear of reclaims and mistrust of government institutions

were the main inhibitors to participating in welfare pro-

grams. Whereas the experience of shame and stigma were

substantial inhibitors for claiming local welfare benefits,

they were not for participating in national welfare programs.

Formal and informal help promoted welfare participation,

but many participants lacked access to both. We discuss

policies that could decrease the perceived uncertainty of

benefits receipt and give directions for future research.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

With child support, I had to repay everything. As I said, I worked through an employment agency, so I

don't have one salary. Sometimes I earned more; other times, I earned less. That was a fact of life. […]

At the end of the year, I got a blue envelope in my mailbox. I had to pay back € 1.500. I thought:

“how is that possible?” […] I had to repay € 150 every month. But if I earned € 1.200 - € 1.300 per

month, that was very difficult.

This excerpt is from our interview with a single mother on the weekly street market in a deprived

neighbourhood in The Hague, the Netherlands. During the interview, she cheered up when she told us that she had

recently received a fixed contract, providing her with a stable income. She explained why she no longer used any

benefits, despite being eligible. Her story was illustrative of our conversations with financially vulnerable households

for the current study.

Relative poverty has profound implications on mental and physical health (Adler & Snibbe, 2003; Ridley

et al., 2020). Research shows that being relatively poor is linked with feelings of uncertainty, stress and shame

(Sen, 1983; Underlid, 2007; Van Dijk et al., 2022). Welfare systems aim to decrease financial distress by providing

income security for the population after adverse events such as illness, unemployment, retirement, and death

(Dubois & Ludwinek, 2015). Yet, many eligible households do not participate in the welfare programs. Non-take-up

rates vary between countries and programs, but 30%–40% rates are not exceptional (Dubois & Ludwinek, 2015;

Hernanz et al., 2004; Plueger, 2009). This means that welfare systems do not achieve their goals, which may under-

mine their legitimacy (Odum, 1923) and increase inequality (Hernanz et al., 2004). For individual households, not par-

ticipating in welfare lowers their wellbeing and may exacerbate poverty (Vrooman & Asselberghs, 1994).

Theoretical and quantitative studies have identified numerous potential inhibitors for welfare participation,

including welfare stigma (Handler & Hollingsworth, 1969; Moffit, 1983; Odum, 1923), transaction costs, learning

costs, psychological costs (Currie, 2019; Moffit, 1992; Mood, 2004), administrative burden, fear of reclaims, and lack

of social support (Bertrand et al., 2000; Christensen et al., 2020; Garthwaite, 2014; Mood, 2004; Rege et al., 2012).

Promotors of welfare participation include knowledge of program criteria, perceived eligibility, and perceived utility

(Craig, 1991; Kerr, 1982; Van Oorschot, 1994). It is well-established that more complex systems with more eligibility

criteria go hand-in-hand with a smaller fraction of the eligible population participating (Van Oorschot, 1991). This

generates a paradox: more targeted social welfare development results in more stringent rules and, hence, lower

take-up, which likely disproportionally affects the most financially vulnerable.

There is evidence that formal and informal support may stimulate welfare participation (Bertrand et al., 2000;

Finkelstein & Notowidigdo, 2019). But there is little research on how the financially vulnerable find formal and infor-

mal support when needed. Several studies have shown, however, that feelings of mistrust and shame are higher

among groups with lower socioeconomic statuses (Hamamura, 2012; Sen, 1983; Walker et al., 2013). Mistrust and

shame may well inhibit help-seeking behaviour.

Few studies have examined how eligible households, especially financially vulnerable ones, experience welfare

participation. Understanding these experiences may help develop more inclusive social welfare systems that better

target needy households. To this end, the current study aims to grasp the lived experiences of financially vulnerable

households eligible for benefits. It captures their experiences of being financially vulnerable, what inhibits them from

using welfare, and where they turn for help when needed.

The remainder of this article is organised as follows. We start with an overview of the literature on welfare par-

ticipation (Section 2). Then, we describe the methodological approach (Section 3) and the results (Section 4). We end

with conclusions, implications for policy and directions for further research (Section 5). Data S1 provide background

on the Dutch system for income support and the two interview locations (The Hague and Eindhoven) and contain

the interview guide.
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2 | WELFARE PARTICIPATION LITERATURE

2.1 | Financial vulnerability

Even in affluent welfare states, being financially vulnerable brings insecurity and fear (Underlid, 2007). Low socioeco-

nomic status is strongly related to stress and rumination (De Bruijn & Antonides, 2020; Johar et al., 2015; Van Dijk

et al., 2022). There is ample evidence of the impact of financial vulnerability on mental and physical health (Adler &

Snibbe, 2003; Haushofer & Fehr, 2014; Netemeyer et al., 2017; Ridley et al., 2020). A recent line of literature sug-

gests that the subjective feeling of financial scarcity impedes cognitive functioning. Decreased cognitive perfor-

mance may negatively affect subsequent behaviours, such as saving, borrowing, and investing, thus exacerbating

financial vulnerability (Mani et al., 2013; Mullainathan & Shafir, 2013).

2.2 | Promotors and inhibitors of welfare participation

Initially, the study of welfare participation was pre-eminently the domain of social policy and public administra-

tion research. The first studies focused on welfare stigma, which has maintained a prominent role in the litera-

ture. Scholars started to systematically include other causes of non-take-up of welfare in the 1970s. For

example, based on a literature review, Craig (1991) concluded that some groups do not claim due to ‘some mix-

ture of pride, ignorance, a sense of stigma, reluctance to make the efforts a claim calls for, a desire for self-suffi-

ciency on the part of an individual or family, an unwillingness to become involved with a government agency and

a feeling that the whole business is not worthwhile’ (p. 543). Around the same time, Van Oorschot (1994) pres-

ented a comprehensive framework that integrated a range of promoters and inhibitors of welfare take-up.

According to his model, potential claimants must pass certain thresholds (knowledge and perceived eligibility)

before making a trade-off between promoting factors, such as perceived need, and inhibiting factors, such as

negative attitudes towards welfare.

Another primary line of welfare participation research comes from economics. Economic models have examined

the issue by balancing welfare participation's benefits (utility and need) and costs (transaction costs, learning costs,

psychological costs, and stigma) (Anderson & Meyer, 1997; Currie, 2019; Moffit, 1992).

Behavioural insights have contributed significantly to the welfare participation literature in the last decade. Pub-

lic administration scholars now realise that administrative burden, defined as ‘an individual's experience of policy

implementation as onerous’, looms larger for citizens with less human capital and thus increases inequality

(Christensen et al., 2020; Herd et al., 2013; Moynihan et al., 2015, 2016). Behavioural economists have developed

interventions to counteract psychological inhibitors of welfare participation, such as unawareness, informational

complexity, and (non-cognitive) application costs (Bhargava & Manoli, 2015; Deshpande & Li, 2019; Domurat

et al., 2021; Finkelstein & Notowidigdo, 2019).

2.3 | Support and help on financial matters

Studies show that formal and informal support help may promote welfare participation (Bertrand et al., 2000;

Finkelstein & Notowidigdo, 2019). Few studies have examined how financially vulnerable households go about

seeking help. From a theoretical perspective, there is reason to suspect that financially vulnerable households

may experience thresholds for seeking help. Evidence shows trust is lower among financially vulnerable house-

holds in affluent countries (Hamamura, 2012). Also, relative poverty brings shame (Sen, 1983) and social exclu-

sion (Kabeer, 2000).
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2.4 | The current study

The academic literature on welfare participation tends to be theoretical, and most empirical studies in this area are quan-

titative. Quantitative research has the advantage of providing generalisable knowledge. It often lacks, however, depth

and context (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2017). Many important characteristics of people and communities cannot be mean-

ingfully reduced to numbers or adequately understood without reference to the local context in which people live

(Choy, 2014). Examples of such characteristics are identities, perceptions, and beliefs. In the case of social welfare, it

seems especially worthwhile to better understand the experiences of financially vulnerable households with welfare par-

ticipation. This understanding may help the development of inclusive social security systems that have a bigger chance of

reaching their goal of supporting the financially vulnerable. Many studies have focused on the experiences of the finan-

cially vulnerable. Still, they do not apply a systematic approach to welfare dependence and participation, as in the non-

take-up phenomenon. The current study examined the lived experiences of financially vulnerable households with wel-

fare participation. It aimed to reveal what it means to be financially vulnerable, which barriers financially vulnerable

households experience when applying for benefits, and where they find help (Box 1).

3 | METHODS

The current study was part of a qualitative research program of the Dutch Ministry of Finance to gather the experi-

ences of financially vulnerable households with different aspects of personal finances. We collected data through in-

depth interviews to capture the experiences of financially vulnerable groups, who are less likely to participate in

quantitative studies and thus risk marginalisation (Plano Clark & Ivankova, 2016, 2017). Our research objectives fit

best with an interpretative phenomenological epistemology (Willig, 2013). We chose an interpretative research para-

digm rooted in the phenomelogic and hermeneutic research traditions (Boeije, 2009; Giorgi, 2005; Van

Manen, 2014).

BOX 1 Income support in the Dutch Welfare System (see Data S1 for details)

Local benefits. The Participation Law (Participatiewet) mandates local municipalities to move people towards

the active labour force and aims mainly at the unemployed and those with meagre incomes (Ministry of

Internal Affairs, 2019). Programs under the Participation Law tend to have strict eligibility rules, such as

the obligation to search for jobs. Non-take-up rates for these programs vary significantly between different

provisions and municipalities.

National benefits. The three primary national income support programs are healthcare, rent, and child

support benefits. These programs target many in the population. The take-up rates were between 84%

and 90% in 2018. Childcare benefits provide financial means that enable working parents to hire childcare.

For all four programs, applicants receive an advance payment based on their estimated income, which is

settled at the end of the year. This mechanism results in a large number of retroactive corrections. In 2018,

there were 2.3 million reclaims.

The benefits scandal. Between 2005 and 2017, the tax office unjustly accused around 30,000 house-

holds of fraud with childcare benefits. Households were required to repay large sums of received benefits,

often causing severe debts and a cascade of problems in all areas of their lives, such as loss of job or home,

relocation of children, and mental and physical health problems. The scandal has received a lot of media

coverage.
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3.1 | Study participants

A team of four trained and experienced interviewers (one female and three males) conducted the interviews. We

performed the interviews in pairs of varying compositions. Working with two interviewers could be helpful or intimi-

dating for the participants in discussing potentially sensitive subjects. Following Monforte and Úbeda-Colomer

(2021), we felt that working in pairs would enable us to build rapport, set a good atmosphere, and manage awkward

silences. One interviewer would start the interview and follow the interview guide. The other interviewer would

focus on taking notes, observing the conversation, and asking curiosity-driven questions as the interview progressed.

The sample was diverse in terms of household composition (couples, singles, divorced, widowed; with and with-

out children), income situation (student, employed, self-employed, unemployed, disabled, and retired), and cultural

backgrounds (with and without migration backgrounds). Of the 24 interviews, we excluded three because the partici-

pants—relatively wealthy couples—did not belong to the target group of our study. Of the remaining 21 interviews,

12 were with one participant, eight with two participants, and one with three participants. The interviews took

between 20 and 55 min. See Table 1 for an overview of the sample.

The interviewers came from different socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds than most interviewees. These

background differences might result in prejudices in both directions and distance between interviewers and inter-

viewees. To address these potential issues, the interviewers discussed them at the start to raise awareness of them.

Also, during the interviews, they paid ample time and attention to creating an atmosphere of trust and equality and

practised active listening without prejudice.

3.2 | Participant recruitment

We recruited and interviewed people in a weekly street market in a deprived neighbourhood in The Hague and the

city centre of Eindhoven (see Data S1 for details).

We chose places that attracted a broad audience with diverse socioeconomic and cultural-ethnic backgrounds

and where people were not in a hurry. Representativity was not an aim of our sampling strategy; however, we did

TABLE 1 Overview of participant characteristics

The Hague Eindhoven Total

Gender

Male 6 3 9

Female 10 12 22

Work status

Employed 10 4 14

Housewife 1 1 2

Retired 3 3

Self-employed 3 2 5

Student 1 1

Unemployed 1 5 6

Cultural background

Migration background 4 6 10

Native Dutch 12 9 21

Single or couple

Couple 11 6 17

Single 5 9 14
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strive for a diverse sample to obtain experiences from various groups. We recruited potential participants in the

streets by asking them whether they wanted to share their experiences of making ends meet.

We informed participants that the general goal of the research was to capture their personal experiences with

financial matters. We did not reveal our interest in non-take-up until the debriefing stage to obtain their unbiased

and spontaneous responses. In both locations, we interviewed participants until we reached a saturation point,

jointly decided by the interviewers. We offered no monetary compensation because we wanted to include intrinsi-

cally motivated participants to share their experiences. All participants provided informed consent.

3.3 | Data collection

We used semi-structured interviews, making participants feel at ease talking about a potentially sensitive subject

(Fontana & Frey, 2000). Also, semi-structured interviews enabled us to address theoretically driven variables while

providing room for lived experience (Galletta, 2013) and to explore the context-specific variation between house-

holds (Boeije, 2009; Kvale, 1996).

We held the interviews in public places with an informal ambience, at the same time ensuring privacy. To create a

homely setting, we set two tables (one inside, one outside) with attributes, such as a tablecloth. To ensure privacy, we set

interview tables beyond hearing distance of the other tables. Being aware that the Ministry of Finance might encounter

distrust and distance, we took ample time to create an open atmosphere. We stressed that we wanted ‘real stories; not
the opinions of civil servants or scientists, but the experiences of people who know what life looks like’. We also

explained to participants how we ensured their privacy and that they could refrain from answering questions or stop their

participation at any time without negative consequences. To ensure that participants were at ease, we first asked them

to describe themselves (their household composition, daily activities, et cetera) and offered coffee, tea, or a soda.

We used a simple language interview guide (see Data S1) to ensure that the participants understood the questions.

The interviews consisted of open-ended questions in three blocks. The first block aimed to collect participants' thoughts

and feelings about money and its role in their daily lives. It included experiences with making ends meet, borrowing, and

saving. The second block captured potential inhibitors for claiming benefits. In the third and final block, we asked partici-

pants if and how they looked for help when they could not figure out financial matters themselves.

We planned an evaluation of the interview guide after the first four interviews to update it if needed. In the evalua-

tion, we concluded that relatively much time was spent on the first block, after which little time was left for our study's

primary focus. Therefore, we decided to spend more time on the second block from the fifth interview onwards.

We revealed that welfare participation was our prime research interest at the debriefing stage. Because participants

could perceive the research subject as sensitive, extra care was given to potential stress or other negative emotions dur-

ing the debriefing stage to prevent harm. We recorded the interviews and transcribed them non-verbatim; we removed

elements such as interview noise, corrected grammar, and stutter from the transcriptions (Oliver et al., 2005).

3.4 | Data analysis

At the end of both field days, the interviewers discussed themes that had emerged during the interviews. The first

author coded the interviews using ATLAS.ti version 9. In the first iteration, he read the transcripts while listening to

the audio recording, capturing nuances not visible in the transcriptions, such as hesitations, lapses, interruptions, and

emotions. He followed an iterative process of reading and analysis. He used deductive and inductive analysis: the

predefined set of codes was expanded as new themes emerged (see Data S1) (Abramson et al., 2018). After reading

all the interviews, he performed an integrative analysis. He collected emerging themes and made connections by per-

forming thematic co-occurrence analysis (Scharp, 2021). He then had a session with the other three interviewers to

reflect on the emerging patterns.
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4 | RESULTS

We observed that, after some initial hesitation, people talked openly about their finances, life events, and experi-

ences with benefits. Some showed anger and sadness when talking about their experiences with money. One partici-

pant indicated she did not want to talk about her financial experiences. After suggesting to her to stop the interview,

she decided to continue. On one occasion, an interviewee showed signs of potential distress. We took extra time to

talk to her. She told us that talking about money evoked negative emotions. After expressing her feelings, the dis-

tress lessened, and she told us she was okay.

4.1 | Money experiences

4.1.1 | Associations with money

We asked participants to mention the first thing that came to mind when we said ‘money’. Most participants had

negative thoughts and feelings about money, associating money with sadness, pain, and difficulties making ends

meet. One participant described this as ‘one big fight’. Another compared money with a ‘punishment’. One partici-

pant said:

Two for the price of one. That is what comes to mind. And food that you can buy but don't want to

eat. Buying the cheapest vegetables. Not because you like them, but because you can buy them.

For many participants, stress was the dominant feeling associated with money. Some spontaneously mentioned

‘panic’. A considerable number of participants linked money to health problems. For example, one participant told us

that she could not afford to go to the dentist and had terrible teeth. She could hardly chew and said, ‘I am ashamed

to smile’. Negative attitudes towards money were more common among self-employed and unemployed, those with

a migration background, those with fluctuating incomes, and single participants (either divorced or otherwise).

When participants mentioned positive experiences with money, these mainly included the absence of stress and

not worrying. Some mentioned that money gave them a feeling of freedom and the ability to do nice things, such as

vacations and outings. Others had ambivalent or neutral associations with money. One female participant

(Willig, 2013), for example, spontaneously said ‘heaven and hell’ when we asked to mention the first thing that came

to mind. She explained that she had a love-hate relationship with money by saying:

Yes, because, as I said, you need money to live. And that can be a great concern. I've had times that I

had so little that I could hardly buy food, you know. But on the other hand, money also gives you a

lot of freedom, of course.

She told us that—if she had more money—she would help poor people. And for her, having more money was

associated with not worrying.

4.1.2 | Financial behaviour

Balancing income and expenditures

Many participants indicated that they had difficulties making ends meet. These difficulties were closely related to

negative associations with money, especially stress and worries, and were more common among the unemployed

and self-employed. For the unemployed, this finding is likely due to low incomes, whereas income fluctuation may
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play a role for self-employed participants. For most couples, at least one of the two had a paid job, which made diffi-

culties making ends meet less common among couples.

Borrowing and debts

Most participants had very negative attitudes towards debt. These negative attitudes were strong for those who had

experiences with debts, as one divorced woman told us:

The last years of my marriage were terrible financially. And then with bailiffs at the door. And I never

ever want that again. So I make sure that I make ends meet. Then if necessary, I eat bread for a few

days, but I will never get indebted again. I know what that results in.

Participants generally indicated that they preferred borrowing from a relative to borrowing from an institution.

Sometimes, participants did not see a loan from a relative as a ‘real’ debt. Participants generally regarded a debt to the

tax administration very negatively. This negative view seemed to result from the ‘harshness’ of the tax administration in

reclaiming debts. A few participants were still heavily indebted. One young mother told us that her debts totalled

€100,000. These debts were mainly due to not paying rent, and the tax administration reclaimed unjustly paid childcare

benefits. She was at peace with the fact that a curator managed her finances. This gave her ‘rest’, although she would like

to manage her own finances again in the future because this would make her feel proud of herself.

Financial buffers and savings

Most participants indicated having some financial buffer to cover unexpected expenditures, such as replacing a broken

fridge. Some only had minimal buffers that were insufficient to cover setbacks. A few participants indicated that they

were unable to save at all. Self-employed had more buffers than employed, who, in turn, had more buffers than unem-

ployed participants. Respondents with current or recent unemployment had the lowest buffers. Singles had fewer buffer

savings compared to couples and divorced participants. Some participants had a buffer in the form of a relative they

could always fall back on. Such a buffer protected them against unexpected expenditures and financial stress.

Meeting financial challenges

When asked how they dealt with their financial challenges, most participants spontaneously mentioned that they cut

spending, for example, by refraining from going on holidays or not buying clothes. Some cut spending at the cost of

their health. For example, one participant indicated that she needed orthotics but could not afford them. Another

participant, as described above, had stopped going to the dentist, which had resulted in bad teeth. Yet another par-

ticipant indicated that she had to take a non-diversified diet depending on what was on sale in the supermarket:

‘Sometimes I just eat potatoes the whole week’. In addition to cutting spending, generating additional income, for

example, by working more hours, was also mentioned quite often.

4.2 | Experiences with welfare participation

4.2.1 | Fear of reclaims

The most mentioned reason for not using benefits was fear of reclaims. This fear was often realistic: many partici-

pants had previously experienced reclaims. They wanted to avoid the stress of having to repay a received benefit

afterwards. A young couple without children said:

Indeed, when I got that letter, plus that invoice for last year, and saw the amount that I had to repay,

then I thought: I immediately quit [using benefits].
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None of the participants was a victim of the benefits scandal. Only two participants mentioned the benefits

scandal, but it did not seem to contribute to their fear of reclaims. Notably, the fear of a reclaim often co-occurred

with general financial stress. Participants talked about benefits as if they represented a loan. A retired 74 years old

painter did not apply for benefits anymore because of a reclaim in the past. Instead, he still worked for his son's com-

pany and as a self-employed painter to acquire sufficient income. A self-employed woman of 56 had recently

borrowed €600 from her sister to pay for her son's study trip. At the same time, she did not apply for healthcare and

rent benefits, although she was eligible. Only one of the participants was aware of the possibility of applying for ben-

efits retroactively after one's yearly income is known. The fear of reclaims was present amongst participants of vary-

ing background characteristics. It was more common, however, for self-employed and for divorced participants.

Unemployed participants had relatively little experience with reclaims. Some unemployed participants told us they

received help from the social service with their application. Also, those unemployed for a more extended period had

no fluctuation in their incomes and ran no risk of having to repay benefits.

4.2.2 | Negative attitudes towards government

Many participants had a negative attitude towards the government and the tax administration. We did not ask for

this explicitly; this theme emerged during the interviews. Participants indicated that the government had not helped

them when they needed help in the past. Also, they indicated that the tax administration had made mistakes,

resulting in reclaims. A typical example involved a divorced woman without children:

Yes, I felt left alone. Even a bit discriminated against. And very sad. Really very sad, yes. You expect …

I really needed help. I've always been able to do everything myself. And then I couldn't because of the

circumstances. […] And if you are left out in the cold like that, then I think, yes, so many other people

d�o get help.

There was a clear link between reclaims and mistrust in the tax administration. Many participants felt that the

tax administration is responsible for ensuring that people receive the correct benefits amount since ‘they know

everything about you’. Negative attitudes towards the government were powerful among native Dutch participants.

Participants with a migration background less often showed negative attitudes towards the government. Two groups

that stood out in mistrust against the government were self-employed and divorced participants.

4.2.3 | Lack of knowledge

Some participants lacked knowledge about the benefits they could receive. However, we did not find this a primary

cause of non-take-up. Lack of knowledge was often the consequence of the absence of the necessity of knowing

because someone else—for example, children or a professional—took care of the benefits application. Others did not

seek information about benefits because they said they did not need them or did not want to ‘scrounge’. Lack of

knowledge was more common among native Dutch participants.

4.2.4 | Administrative burden

Participants often mentioned the administrative burden associated with social security. However, this administrative

burden did not relate to the application process for national benefits, which most participants perceived as very easy.

The application for other—often locally administered—welfare programs was experienced as more burdensome.
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Some participants mentioned that ‘the government wants to know everything about you’, which humiliated them.

The administrative burden for national benefits was often associated with updating information with the tax adminis-

tration whenever one's situation changed. Participants mentioned that this required continuous attention because

they ran the risk of receiving a reclaim. This caused a cognitive load and—on some occasions—stress:

… Because I've done this [applied for healthcare benefits] and then, it changed again, because you

earn more then suddenly your benefits will change. So you go from € 12 to € 9 to € 4, and at the end

of the year, I have to repay € 180. I'm not in the mood for this! For a few euros. […]. So you continu-

ously need to keep track of what you're doing. If you don't … many people just fill it in once and think

whatever. And then you get into problems.

Notably, the experience of administrative burden was more common for native Dutch participants (compared with

participants with a migration background). Unemployed hardly suffered from administrative burden because a profes-

sional took care of the application and administration of their benefits, and their eligibility was relatively stable.

4.2.5 | Stigma and shame

Few participants reported stigma or shame as an inhibitor of welfare participation. Many participants explicitly men-

tioned that shame played no role in participating in a national benefits program for which one is eligible. Some partic-

ipants indicated that they could imagine someone being ashamed to apply for benefits, but no participant reported

feeling shame about welfare participation themselves. Their rationale was that national benefits are broadly used,

and employed citizens are also eligible. Stigma and shame seemed to play a more prominent role in other welfare

programs, for example, unemployment benefits and the Food Bank. This was especially the case for native Dutch

participants. For example, one young woman said:

[…] requesting unemployment benefits feels like a shortcoming. It should not be necessary. You

should be able to earn your own money, be self-reliant. And not feel like not being capable of some-

thing normal.

4.2.6 | Other inhibitors

Participants mentioned several other potential inhibitors for claiming welfare. For example, some participants experi-

enced a lack of freedom when participating in a welfare program. Others mentioned the pressure to meet the eligibil-

ity criteria; this applied to local rather than national benefits. On some occasions, language barriers and digital

illiteracy played a role, especially for those who did not get support from a professional or a relative. Some thought

they were ineligible for benefits. We could not check whether this was the case. Based on our best estimate, the per-

ception was correct in some instances and wrong in others. In any case, perceived eligibility did not seem to be a sig-

nificant benefit threshold in our sample. Finally, two participants indicated they were against using benefits because

they disagreed with government policy, specifically around COVID-19.

4.3 | Getting help

Friends and relatives were most often mentioned as a source of help. Quite a few participants got help from a pro-

fessional, such as a curator (in the case of unemployment or overindebtedness) or bookkeeper (for self-employed
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participants). Others got help from the local government, especially in Eindhoven. A considerable number of partici-

pants mentioned We Eindhoven as a source of help.We Eindhoven is an initiative of the municipality that offers inhab-

itants who temporarily need support to get a grip on their life. One refugee mentioned receiving help from the

Council for Refugees. Some of our participants also provided financial help as a professional, relative, or friend.

Participants also mentioned barriers to seeking help. Many had had bad experiences seeking but not receiving

help from the government in the past. Some mentioned that they had to overcome shame to seek help, but that did

not stop them from asking. A few participants did not know where to go for help.

4.4 | Differences between the two locations

Although the general findings apply to both locations, we noticed some differences. Negative associations with

money, including stress, were more common in our interviews in The Hague, whereas neutral and ambiguous associ-

ations were more common in our interviews in Eindhoven. This coincides with the finding that more participants in

The Hague had difficulties making ends meet and negative experiences with borrowing and debts. The fear of

reclaims was also more prominent for participants from The Hague. Participants in Eindhoven found the application

easier than participants from The Hague. No participants mentioned the local service point in The Hague; in Eindho-

ven, many knew the local service point (We Eindhoven).

5 | DISCUSSION

We interviewed 31 financially vulnerable people about their experiences with welfare participation. We examined

money's role in their lives, the inhibitors they experienced for taking up benefits, and where they sought help if

needed. We observed a high level of disclosure on sensitive financial subjects. We suspect that the effort spent on

building report, creating an open atmosphere and asking open-ended questions (‘What is the first thing that comes

to mind when I say “money”’?) stimulated interview participants to talk freely about their financial affairs.

Our study complements the growing body of—mainly quantitative—literature on the association between finan-

cial vulnerability, stress, and mental health (e.g., Adler & Snibbe, 2003; De Bruijn & Antonides, 2020; Drentea &

Lavrakas, 2000; Halliday, 2008; Ridley et al., 2020) by revealing the lived experiences of the financially vulnerable.

For them, money struggles are ubiquitous in their everyday lives. Many associated money primarily with stress; they

worried about making it through the end of the month, being able to buy (healthy) food, or getting the health care

that they needed. They associated having money with being stress-free.

For financially vulnerable individuals—especially those with low, fluctuating incomes—the fear of reclaims was

strongly related to welfare participation. Many had experienced reclaims, and fear of reclaims was the most common

reason for not applying for national benefits. The fear of reclaims may be more salient for those in low-paid jobs

because the possible reclaim amounts are larger and have a larger impact, given their lower incomes. As a result,

those at the lower end of the labour market may experience a threshold for seeking work, which may sustain

inequality and poverty. This threshold for entering the labour market may also be stronger for women, who are more

likely to take on care responsibilities. Thus, the fear of reclaims may contribute to sustaining income and gender

inequalities.

To our surprise, participants rarely mentioned the benefits scandal. Despite its broad media coverage, the scan-

dal did not seem to play a prominent role in the decision of our participants to take up benefits. A few participants

mentioned the scandal but indicated it had not affected their behaviour. Although participants did not mention the

benefits scandal as a reason for not using benefits, it is conceivable that the media attention on the subject nega-

tively affected trust in government and, thereby, indirectly discouraged welfare participation. The scandal shows

resemblance with the Australian Robodebt scandal, in which hundreds of thousands of welfare recipients got
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unjustified reclaims based on faulty computer algorithms (Whiteford, 2021). Studies indicate that these reclaims have

resulted in confusion, hardship, anxiety, stress, and depression (Huggins, 2019; Millar & Whiteford, 2020). Some

authors have placed the Robodebt scandal in the broader context of the digitalisation of welfare assignment, where

computers, instead of humans, take decisions on welfare eligibility. This digitalisation has resulted in a shift of admin-

istrative burden from the government towards the individual and increased unpredictability of welfare receipt, which

primarily hits the vulnerable (Human Rights Watch, 2020; Rinta-Kahila et al., 2022). Given this trend, it would be

worthwhile for future studies to examine the effects of welfare digitalisation, reclaims and scandals on trust and wel-

fare participation.

Participants experienced benefits as a loan from the tax administration. With advance payments based on an

estimate of future income, the current benefits system seems to increase rather than decrease financial insecurity

for financially vulnerable households. This runs counter to the intention of social welfare but corroborates findings

from the United Kingdom and Australia, where the unpredictability of benefits seems to decrease their perceived

integrity (Millar & Whiteford, 2020). In line with these findings, financially vulnerable households tended to have a

negative attitude towards the government, including the tax administration. Participants had experienced that the

government did not help them when they needed help and had made mistakes that had resulted in unexpected

reclaims, which, in turn, had caused financial worries. These findings align with the large body of literature indicating

that debts (Drentea & Lavrakas, 2000) and income shocks (Halliday, 2008; Lichand & Mani, 2020; Ridley et al., 2020)

increase financial stress and decrease mental health.

Although the literature often mentions stigma and shame as a reason for forgoing benefits (Handler &

Hollingsworth, 1969; Moffit, 1983; Odum, 1923), participants in the current study seldom mentioned stigma or

shame concerning national benefits. This is likely due to national benefits being available for a broad population

group, including those with jobs. Another possibility is that participants were ashamed to talk about their shame.

Several participants said that they could imagine someone else feeling ashamed or stigmatised for using benefits,

which might be an indication of them projecting their shame on others. At the same time, we found that participants

displayed a high level of disclosure on other sensitive topics. Also, stigma and shame were mentioned for local bene-

fits such as unemployment benefits, for which one must visit social services and physically reveal personal informa-

tion about oneself. In contrast to national benefits, local benefits are associated with being unemployed and unable

to take care of oneself. This finding corroborates earlier findings that perceived stigma is larger for local welfare

schemes (Ko & Moffitt, 2022). In sum, stigma and shame play a limited role in relatively anonymous programs for

large segments of the population, including those who work. In contrast, stigma and shame may be felt if participat-

ing in more visible programs that may signal that one cannot look after oneself.

In the literature on welfare deservingness, scholars consistently find that the general population see migrants as

the least deserving group (Reeskens & van der Meer, 2019; Van Oorschot, 2006). We would, therefore, have

expected migrants to experience more welfare stigma and more mistrust of government. We did not, however, find

explicit or latent indications that this might have been the case. On the contrary, we observed less mistrust in gov-

ernment among migrants compared to native Dutch. Despite the attention we dispensed to the interview setting to

provide comfort and trust, this may have resulted from interviewer effects. Because the government promoted the

research, migrants may have been more hesitant to speak their minds than the native respondents. The welfare

experience of migrants is a relevant area for future research, mainly because the support for equal welfare provision

to migrants seems to have declined further due to the growing number of asylum seekers and the call for austerity

measures after the last economic crisis (Jørgensen & Thomsen, 2016; Kootstra, 2017). Participants often mentioned

administrative burden and fuss. For national benefits, this was not related to the application process but to continu-

ously needing to be alert to administer changes in their situations to prevent reclaims. This finding fits into a growing

body of theoretical and quantitative literature arguing that administrative burden affects vulnerable groups more

than others (Christensen et al., 2020; Martin et al., 2022). Participants reported pressure to meet the eligibility

criteria for local benefits and the humiliation and stigma associated with disclosure. These aspects did not seem to

play a role in national benefits.
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Some groups readily had access to professional help, such as the unemployed and the overindebted, migrants

and people with a broad social network and self-employed who could afford a bookkeeper. But those without such a

safety net, such as financially vulnerable entrepreneurs and divorced women, had an additional financial vulnerability

and an increased risk of non-take-up. This finding corroborates earlier findings that social support may enhance wel-

fare participation (Bhargava & Manoli, 2015; Daponte et al., 1999; Finkelstein & Notowidigdo, 2019).

There were notable differences between the two locations. We offer two potential explanations. First, the loca-

tion in The Hague, a local street market in a poor neighbourhood, may have attracted more financially vulnerable citi-

zens. The location in Eindhoven, the city centre, likely attracted a broader audience. Although we recruited people

who had experienced difficulties making ends meet, our sample included more financially vulnerable citizens in The

Hague, such as unemployed and low-income self-employed individuals. In Eindhoven, relatively more participants

were employed. Second, the strong position of We Eindhoven as an organisation that helps people get a (financial)

grip may have contributed to decreasing the financial distress of the financially vulnerable.

The findings in this article give insights into the lived experiences of an important target group for social welfare

that can guide policy and future research. We reveal the experiences of a group that often does not participate in

quantitative studies. The findings of our study underscore that policymakers must develop welfare systems with the

target population—usually the financially vulnerable—in mind. Rather than basing assumptions of research and policy

only on professional respondents, it is worthwhile to invest the effort to collect the perspectives and experiences of

financially vulnerable groups themselves.

An important consequence of our findings in the context of social welfare systems that work with advanced pay-

ments is that these cause unpredictability and stress for the participants. Overpayments are inherent to means-

tested welfare systems responsive to household welfare needs (Millar & Whiteford, 2020). At the same time, OECD

observes a trend of increasing income volatility and proposes that a key priority of social welfare systems is ‘making

protection sufficiently agile to respond to changes in people's need for support’ (OECD, 2019). There is little

research on the effects of reclaims on take-up of benefits and trust in the welfare system. Scholars have proposed

ways to prevent overpayments or mitigate their effects, such as waivering reclaims or making it easier to report

changes (Millar & Whiteford, 2020). However, the effectiveness of such interventions has not yet been tested. Thus,

here lies an important opportunity for further research.

Our study shows that a lack of trust in government institutions inhibits welfare participation. Increasing trust in

government and tax administration may contribute to welfare participation. Citizen-centred welfare policies,

characterised by a focus on the quality of the service to citizens rather than a focus on rules, procedures, and con-

straints, are one possible way of achieving this (Doherty et al., 2021; Kernaghan, 2000). For example, using ‘local
helpers’, either by stimulating informal support or creating an easily accessible professional support facility, may be a

viable way to increase trust and welfare participation. Those closer to the financially vulnerable have a bigger chance

of increasing the confidence of this group in their right to help them overcome the stress of potential reclaims. They

can assist them in monitoring their financial situation and informing the tax administration about changes, thus

decreasing the administrative burden of welfare participation.

Future studies could examine interventions using the findings of this article. For example, experiments to reduce

unpredictability could give valuable insights. One way of achieving this is to stimulate retroactive benefits applica-

tion. Another could be to make updating personal information easier for welfare recipients. In the interviews for this

study, we found that fear of reclaims and trust in government institutions inhibit financially vulnerable citizens from

participating in welfare. To increase the generalizability of these results, it would be worthwhile to test them in quan-

titative studies. Finally, extending the research to welfare participants in other countries would be valuable.

We hope that the current study reminds policymakers of the importance of considering the challenging circum-

stances of financially vulnerable households when designing welfare policies. This is essential if welfare policies are

to achieve their goals: to provide security to the financially vulnerable.
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