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PREVIOUSLY UNPUBLISHED REPORT

Einar Vetvik (Diakonhjemmet University College)

POVERTY AND DIGNITY IN A RICH WELFARE STATE
— THE CASE OF NORWAY. DOES DIAKONIA
MATTER?

1 Introduction

his paper is about poverty in a rich state, which is also a welfare state

— contemporary Norway. A hundred years ago Norway was a poor
country in the North Western Periphery of Europe. Poor economic condi-
tions led to a massive emigration from Norway to the USA in the period
from 1870-1930. The emigration rate as a percentage of the population was
only exceeded by Ireland among the European countries.

This paper is structured to address the following questions relating to the
main theme. Has the rich welfare state abolished poverty? If not, which forms
of poverty exist? What interest and response does the problem stimulate in
Norway today? How does poverty appear in statistics and social life? What
is the role of public policy and diakonia in combating the existing forms of
poverty? Does diakonia matter, that is, does it make a difference in terms
of its impact on important aspects of poverty in Norway? These questions
are considered in this paper from comparative and contextual perspectives
using both national and international data.

Poverty is as old as human life and it is related to other problems threate-
ning the quality of life and in severe cases life itself, like starvation, illness
and lack of care. In the past this challenge to life was overcome by work and
family solidarity based on an informal contract between the generations.
Even though this has been modified and changed in the modern world, the
institutions of work and family are still more important for poverty relief
than is normally recognized. But the sharing that takes place within the fa-
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mily over a life time in accordance with the cycle of life does not redistri-
bute resources over different income strata.

At present more than eight million people die from poverty each year (Sa-
chs 2005). This is related to the stark reality of extreme poverty which me-
ans that people and households lack basic means of survival. The standard
for defining extreme poverty used by the World Bank is a purchasing po-
wer of less than one US dollar per day per person. Moderate poverty as a
less severe category is defined as income between one and two dollars per
person per day, barely enough to meet basic needs. More than 90% of the
world’s extreme poor live in Asia and sub-Saharan Africa. Overall extreme
poverty in the world declined strongly between 1981 and 2001, but in sub-
Saharan Africa extreme poverty was much increased over the same period
(Sachs 2005). It was against this background that the UN made its Millen-
nium Declaration which includes several socio-economic goals, the first of
which was to halve the proportion of people whose income is less than one
dollar a day between 1990 and 2015.

The situation with regard to poverty is markedly different in Europe and
particularly northern Europe. Poverty is also a social/political issue here,
but in a different form. The concept most commonly used here is relative
poverty, which is defined and measured as the income of a household/per-
son 50% (in OECD) or 60% (in the EU) below, average income as measu-
red by the median income in each nation. This means that poverty in the
public statistics and political discussion in the western world is mainly con-
nected to income inequality in the population. It also means that the po-
verty threshold in terms of purchasing power for the individual varies sig-
nificantly from nation to nation for example in the European Union. In
the academic world and research it is necessary to go deeper in analyzing
the empirical data to provide more knowledge on a complicated phenome-
non. Although for academic and research purposes deeper analysis taking
account of complicated phenomena has to be undertaken it should not be
overlooked that poverty is strongly connected to income distribution and
inequality in a given society.

Poverty is of course normally viewed as an unwanted social phenomenon,
which attracts social and political attention although to varying degrees.
Over the last 20 years the issue of poverty has once again become a focus

of concern within Europe, both in nation states and increasingly in the Eu-



ropean Union (EU). In the Lisbon strategy for the period 2000-2010, the
EU declared that poverty in EU should be abolished by 2010. The EU as-
ked members to formulate national action plans (NAP) for implementati-
on of the goal.

As it is well known, this strategy did not succeed at all. Poverty increased
through the period. But the EU did not give up fighting poverty. The year
2010 was proclaimed the European year for combating poverty and social
exclusion. Learning from its experience in implementing the Lisbon strate-
gy EU realized that poverty was a more complex and difficult problem than
carlier believed. The new EU development strategy for the period 2010—
2020 was based on a modified goal of reducing poverty among the citizens
of member states by 20 million persons. The precise meaning of this goal

remains somewhat unclear.
2 What is poverty? About the concept and understanding of poverty

Poverty is a classical social problem which societies and politicians in Eu-
rope (Rowntree 1951) and all over the world have tried to resolve (Sachs
2005). Sometimes the problem has been proclaimed solved in the modern
affluent welfare societies in EU and OECD. At the end of the 1960’ and
in the 1970’s politicians in Norway declared that poverty had been over-
come. These statements reflected the fact of economic and social progress
but the frame of reference was poverty in the form of people lacking basic
means of subsistence. Relative poverty in the form of economic inequali-
ty, labeled by some as “the new poverty”, was never abolished. Current da-
ta shows that poverty is still present in wealthy welfare states (See Eurostat
and OECD statistics). At the end of the 1970’s the very important work
“Poverty in the United Kingdom” by Peter Townsend (1979) presented a
broad and thorough approach to modern Poverty studies.

Use of the concept of “poverty” declined in social policy studies and the
public debate (Lavalette & Prat 2006). Other concepts such as “social exclu-
sion”, “low income”, “marginalization”, “relative deprivation”, “low standard
of living/conditions” and others have been used instead or as supplements
(Lister 2004). Among the possible reasons for this are both new insights in-
to the problem and its correlations and also the wish to avoid stigmatising

people in poverty. These can be seen as positive and legitimate reasons but
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can also be seen as escapism arising from uneasiness about society’s lack of
success in handling the problem. Poverty is seen as something which is best
not mentioned by its crude, but proper name.

In Norway there has been a revival in the use of the poverty concept in the
last 15 year (Flotten, Pedersen & Lodemel 2009). There are several reasons
for this. The fact that grassroots client organizations started to use the pover-
ty label on themselves was important. Also political parties and the govern-
ment became aware of poverty again and put it on the political agenda.

Poverty can be understood as consisting of three dimensions.

The first and basic is about money, that is, total economic capacity. Po-
verty is about lacking economic resources for a normal life in society for
an individual or a household. This is relative poverty, a significant negati-
ve deviation from the average economic standard in the given society. Le-
vel of income is the central denominator, but other economic factors such
as wealth and social capital contribute to the assessment. When the level is
so low that material basic needs like food, clothes, housing and care can-
not be met, it is appropriate to use concepts such as “strong deprivation”
or” absolute poverty.”

Poverty is basically about lack of economic resources but many factors that
correlate with lack of economic resources, both in terms of causes and of
consequences have to be taken into consideration to understand the pheno-
menon. This is reflected in the second and the third dimension of the con-
cept of poverty.

The second dimension of poverty is social exclusion. This includes low
participation, low integration into society and sometimes real isolation. This
dimension relates to economic poverty both with regard to causes and con-
sequences. Social inclusion in a community is the opposite of this.

The third dimension of poverty is lack of dignity in the sense of lack of
respect and value demonstrated by the way that a person is treated in so-
ciety and by his/her fellows. Dignity is a crucial attribute of being human.
Most of the international human rights conventions and declarations ha-
ve an initial reference to the dignity of all mankind as a precondition and
a basis for the different human rights. See for example the Preamble to the
United Nation Declaration of the fundamental human rights from 1948
(Laqueur & Rubin 1989). Dignity is also a fundamental precondition for
the rights in the European Social Charter. The dignity dimension enlarges



our understanding of poverty as something spiritual in addition to its eco-
nomic and social aspects. Dignity is about equal rights, self-determination,
respect and human value.

Empirical analyses show that the three dimensions are correlated. The
problems are related and partly overlapping. Having one problem increa-
ses the risk of suffering from the others. We also see that they often develop
into vicious circles of causes and consequences reinforcing each other. This
phenomenon can be illustrated by a passage from the bible, the so called
Matthew principle (Mt. 25:29). Poverty and its problems are often transfer-
red from one generation to the next; a social and economic inheritance. In
political science poverty has been connected to social policy, distribution of
resources and power in a broad sense (Bachrac & Baratz 1970). In Norway
the concept “political poverty” has been used to describe “powerlessness” as

an important aspect of poverty (Jacobsen 1970).

3 The return of poverty to the Norwegian political and academic
agenda

In a book with the critical title “The myth of the welfare state” (Lingds 1970)
a group of radical academics pointed to the fact that there were few studies
and little information about poverty in Norway at that time (Aubert 1970).
On the political level poverty was little discussed and the general view was
that poverty belonged to history. But towards the end of the 1970’ research
started to rediscover poverty in the western world (Stjerng 1989). Poverty
also was put on the agenda in the European Community where a report to
the Commission reported more than 10 million people living in poverty in
the member states. In Norway Steinar Stjerng published “The modern po-
verty” (Stjerng 1985). He reported that there was little interest in the ques-
tion of whether poverty was still a fact of life in Norway up to that time. His
study concluded that the new/modern poverty was best understood as a re-
lative poverty. 5% of the adult population had an income of less than 50%
of the average income in Norway in the beginning of the 1980’. 5% of the
population at the same time had an income lower than the lowest pensi-
on from the National Insurance System (Folketrygden). Stjerne referred in
his work to Peter Townsend’s definition of poverty in his extensive work on
poverty in the UK (Townsend 1979). The fruitful concept of “relative dep-
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rivation” was central to his definition, that is, a situation where people lack
the necessary resources to obtain adequate food, equipment and social life
that are common in the society where they belong,.

During the 1990’ little happened with regard to the poverty issue in Nor-
way. Norway was much less affected by the economic crisis that for example
became a real, major problem in Finland and some other European count-
ries. But from the end of the 1980’s Norway also had to reconsider some
of the development which took place during the 1980’s where a conserva-
tive government had pursued a more liberal economic policy. This resulted
in a banking crisis and massive government support to stabilize the econo-
mic system.

Finland and Sweden joined the European Union in 1994, partly as a res-
ponse to these economic problems. In Norway the majority of the people
voted against membership in spite of a massive campaign from the politi-
cal elites, the economic elite and the overwhelming majority of the media.
It may be seen as a true sign of democracy that the people can still beat the
elites of a society in a fight over really important issues in a peaceful way, by
voting. There were many reasons behind the people’s No-vote in the refe-
rendum about membership of the EU. Protection of the welfare state and
a desire to maintain control over the country’s vast natural resources were
central issues. There was also concern about the so called democratic defi-
citin the EU and a desire to protect national political independence. In na-
tional election campaigns from 2001 onwards, poverty became a central is-
sue on the political agenda. It was seen as problem, if not a shame, that the
rich welfare state had to realize that the poverty in the country had not been
abolished. The issue was brought to the centre of national politics by va-
rious governments. In 2003 the Ministry of Social Affairs on behalf of the
Center-Right/conservative coalition government published an action plan
to combat poverty (Det kongelige sosialdepartement 2002). In the electi-
on campaign before the 2005 election opposition Social democratic parties
attacked the government parties for lack of success in the matter. They ar-
gued that the problem was easy to solve. They argued that if the political
will was there, the means to solve the problem were available. The so called
red-green coalition (Social Democrats, Socialist Left Party and the Agrari-
ans/Green Party) won the 2005 election and formed a new government. In

the government’s declaration they promised to eradicate poverty in the co-



ming four year period. A new plan to combat poverty was launched in 2007.
Norway was thus on the same wavelength as the EU statement in the Lis-
bon Strategy. As in the EU the much regretted conclusion at the end of the
period was that poverty was on about the same level as before, measured by
relative income indicators. This represented not only a problem for politi-
cal rhetoric and the credibility of politicians, but could be understood as a
severe dysfunction of the welfare state. As the rhetoric says, the quality of
the welfare state is best measured by the way poor and marginalized people
are treated both with regard to dignity and to material wellbeing (Chan &
Bowpitt 2005). On the positive side it was commonly accepted that the po-
verty issue was more complicated and demanding to solve, than had earlier
been believed. This emerged as one result of the 2009 election campaign.
The time for the bold promises was over.

The issue has not been shelved however. The Red-Green coalition won
the election again in 2009, probably benefiting from the effects of the in-
ternational economic crisis. The majority of the population held the opini-
on that the crisis was an argument for the continuation of a political leader-
ship which was implementing elements of a Keynesian economic-policy ap-
proach to the economy. Some on the Conservative side voiced more libe-
ral economic ideas.

The government has continued to focus on welfare issues, employment and
social policy. The political differences over these issues are however smaller
in Norway than in many other countries. The idea of “principled pragma-
tism” (Heclo 1979) is a common heritage in Norway and the Scandinavian
countries. This paves the ground for a high degree of consensus and comp-
romise on a practical level in most health, social and welfare policy issues
(Elder, Thomas & Arter 1988).

The political will to continue an emphasis on poverty and poverty related
issues has recently been documented in a public report to the government
with the title: “Welfare and migration. The future of the Norwegian mo-
del” (Det kongelige arbeids og velferdsdepartement 2011) and a Govern-
ment Report to the Parliament: “The report on distribution” (Det kongeli-
ge finansdepartement 2011). These reports contain a lot of empirical data
and important analyses and value statements about the actual status of the
multifaceted poverty issues in public policy.

In the report to the Parliament the government stated that the “The goal
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of the government is a society without poverty”. The action plan to combat
poverty will be continued in 2012, the report says.

The will of the government is thus clear. Various means to accomplish this
are analyzed and discussed. The government policy is to attack the problem
in a broad, comprehensive/holistic manner with a long term perspective and
emphasis on preventive measures. This is a very important positive basis for
working to meet the poverty from the central political level. This may be
seen as a necessary condition for improving the situation. But it is probab-
ly not sufficient to handle the poverty issue as it appears on the micro level
of individual problems in local society. The understanding of the problem
and the instruments the government proposes to handle it may be questi-
oned. To what extent is government policy adequate and relevant to meet
real challenges as they emerge in concrete terms on the local level? The re-
lationship between intention and reality needs to be examined both more
extensively and more intensely.

This point can be developed by looking at some basic information about
the Norwegian welfare state structure and its functioning. A comprehensi-
ve picture of the main pillars of the Norwegian welfare state is presented in
two recent books (Hatland, Kuhnle & Romeren 2011; Halvorsen & Stjer-
no 2008). The latter is in English.

4 Some aspects of the structure of the Norwegian welfare state model

The formation of Norway’s modern welfare state dates back to the end of
World War 2. The economic crisis in the 1930’s lead to strong support for
Keynesian economic policy amongst the ruling elite. Also the experience of
the resistance and necessity of solidarity during the Nazi occupation from
1940—45, paved the way for the proclamation of the goal to create a welfa-
re state after the war. All political parties signed a joint statement in 1945
to cooperate to implement this goal.

The building and operation of the welfare state coincided with the lon-
gest growth period in Norway both economically and socially. Without
going deeper into questions about causality, it may be maintained that this
development, which is fairly similar in the Scandinavian countries, modi-
fies or even contradicts the popular liberal economic theory that high so-

cial protection, in the form of public spending to obtain a high level of so-



cial and economic security in a society, will harm the economic performan-
ce of that country.

The basic structure of the welfare state was completed around 1970. From
this point in time a new development started that is very important for the
performance and the challenges of the welfare state today. Firstly there is the
strong movement towards gender equality and a changed role for women in
society, as well as a change regarding the role and functions of the family. At
present we see a situation where females are equal with men both with re-
gard to work and education. Secondly Norway changed to become a country
of immigration. From a modest beginning Norway today has an immigrant
population on the same level as the other Scandinavian and North western
European countries. Thirdly, Norway found oil in the North Sea/Norwe-
gian Sea, and after initial investment costs oil and gas production since the
1980ies have made an important contribution both to the private and the
public economy of the country. Most of the surplus from the state income
from the oil sector is kept in financial funds which have been steadily gro-
wing and is designed to give security for the growing pension costs in the
future (Halvorsen & Stjerng 2008).

During the Neo-liberal period in the 1980’s the idea that the future of the
welfare state was insecure and its days numbered was voiced both in poli-
tics and in academia, in Norway as elsewhere (Glennerster 1983; Kolberg
1983; Ringen 1981). In one of my works I argued, on the basis of a sur-
vey of a representative sample of Norwegian citizens, that the welfare state
was regarded positively and that the support from the people would con-
tinue if the need for more information and participation from the citizens
was met by the system (Vetvik 1988). The support of the population has
always been an important element in strengthening the legitimacy of the
welfare state in shifting political and economic environments (Bay, Blom-
berg-Kroll & Kroll 2009).

The welfare state continued, with some elements changed, but the basic
structure survived and it has been maintained as the central structure of so-
cial policy in Norway. Since 1990, however, use the concept of the welfare
state has declined. The new concept “welfare society/community” has been
used in order to make the point that the wellbeing of society is not solely
the task of the public sector.

The Scandinavian version of the welfare state is a political organisation
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of a nation where the state has undertaken the basic responsibility to pro-
tect its citizens/inhabitants from the effects of social problems through le-
gislation granting rights and services to help people to sustain a normal li-
fe in society. The value of dignity and human rights underpins this obliga-
tion. The mantra of the system for individual members of society is: “Do
your duty. Claim your rights.” This is a strong ethical obligation that may
best be understood when the Lutheran religious tradition in Norway is ta-
ken into account. A strong emphasis on work ethics is a central aspect of
the principle of the welfare state.

There are two principal dimensions which need to be measured to assess
the quality and sustainability of a modern welfare state.

The first dimension is the quality of the social fabric of society and its sus-
tainability. Because social problems appear and must be handled in a broad
social context, the question of how “good the society” is for the people living
there, is central. If a high level of social and societal problems are present in
a society, more resources are needed to combat them than in a society with
fewer and lower levels of problems. A society with a poor economy, high le-
vels of social conflict, poor health conditions and high levels of unemplo-
yment, represents a greater challenge to social policy and poverty relief, than
a society with more positive scores on these variables.

Secondly, the capacity and quality of social policy with regard to income
maintenance and social services, among others, is very important in deter-
mining the total sustainability of the society. These two dimensions are cor-
related positively and negatively. They reinforce each other. Low levels of
problems and high sustainability of the social fabric makes it easier for the
social policy system to build capacity to cope with problems. This capacity
is particularly needed when society is faced with new challenges. Thus such
a system contributes to building and sustaining trust, credibility and respon-
sibility in society. This can be understood as belonging to good or vicious
circles (Mt. 28). Another concrete and simple illustration of this point, at
least partially, is given in the biblical story of Joseph’s dream about the seven
good years which were followed by the seven bad years and how to handle
these changing economic conditions (Gen. 41). This may also be expressed
by the modern term of shifting economic cycles.

The main points emerging from these considerations are that if the sus-

taining structures of a society collapse, there is no social policy system that



has the capacity to deal with the consequences of it. And if there is no will
in the population or policy from the government to build capacity in the
public sector and its welfare systems, you cannot expect the public sector to
be able support you much when a crisis comes. The ongoing crisis in Euro-
pe can perhaps be seen as an illustration of this.

This also means that social spending figures do not always show the ge-
nerosity or the priority of social policy in a society. The employment situa-
tion and demographic factors may cause both reduction and increase in so-
cial spending at different times, regardless of, or with little correlation, to
political priorities.

Socio-economic progress has been the main driver of Norway’s progress
from a poor country with few social rights, rudimentary income mainte-
nance systems and few social services and towards a rich welfare state. Si-
multaneous and related investment in a comprehensive and relatively gene-
rous welfare state in interplay with this has been the pattern for the last 60
years. This has reduced and changed the county’s social problems and chal-
lenges. No society can, however, completely solve its social problems in the
sense that no problems will occur. The Norwegian sociologist Gudmund
Hernes has stated that whatever reforms are undertaken, there will still be
problems to solve. Solutions often create new problems. Hernes states that
what we must find out is whether we prefer present problems to the prob-
lems of the past (Hernes 1988).

The goal of the welfare state is to address social problems, their causes and
correlations — to help people and particularly to abolish or at least reduce
the relatively strong correlation / overlap between poverty, health and lack
of care as basic social problems; again, maintaining good circles and brea-
king vicious circles in the life of human beings.

The following chapter gives an overview of the present situation using sta-
tistical data relating to some important factors regarding poverty in the Nor-
wegian welfare state to make the discussion more concrete. Some resource

variables are presented and then some problem indicators are examined.

5 Central data about the Norwegian welfare state in a comparative
perspective

In table 1 we present some data on national economy, the economy of the
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households and employment for some European countries and the USA.

5.1 Economic resources

TABLE 1. INCOME AND EMPLOYMENT IN SOME COUNTRIES

COUNTRY NNI/CAP HOUSE- EMPLOYMENT
HOLD (15—64 Years)
INCOME
2006 2009 2007
Norway 45.600 USD 31.000 USD 76.5%
USA 38.900 USD 31.000 USD 67.6%
United Kingdom 30.000 USD 25.000 USD 70.6%
Netherlands 31.800 USD 24.000 USD 75.8%
Sweden 31.200 USD 23.000 USD 72.2%
Finland 28.200 USD 21.000 USD 68.4%
Germany 27.600 USD 21.000 USD 70.4%
Italy 24.400 USD 17.000 USD 57.5%
OECD Average 26.500 USD 19.000 USD 66.1%

Source and explanation: The sources for this information are the publi-
cations Society at a glance 2009 — OECD Social Indicators and Society at
a glance 2011 — OECD Social Indicators. The columns Net National In-
come per Capita and Average Household Income are both measured in
USD and adjusted for different price levels by using PPPs (Purchasing Po-
wer Parity standards).

The table demonstrates Norway’s solid economic position for, particular-
ly with regard to the national income, but also with regard to the average
household income. The correlation between the income variables and the
total level of employment is also clear, even though the US has a lower emp-
loyment rate as compared to the income variables.

The high level of employment in Norway, Netherland and Sweden is con-
nected to a general high level of productivity and economic activity. It is al-
so connected to the fact that in the Nordic countries, particularly in Nor-
way and Sweden, the percentage of employment in the age group 55-64
is much higher than in the euro countries or in EU-27 (European Union

2010, table 5.1). This is among other factors connected to the formal pen-



sion age. When the French turn to the streets to fight a one year increase
of their relatively low pension age, this is not well understood in the Nor-
dic countries.

Another factor making an impact on the total level of employment is the
high level of work participation for females, almost on equal level with men.
This is clearly connected to effects of welfare state family policy in the Nor-
dic countries. This is also reflected in current higher fertility rates for the
Nordic countries compared to southern and eastern Europe.

Another way of presenting national wealth is to measure GDP per capita
in PPDs. In the Eurostat table 1.1 for 2010, containing figures from 2008,
we find that Norway scores 190 where the average of the EU-27 is 100 and
the euro area is 108. The US scores 154, Netherlands 135, Sweden 121, UK
117, Finland 115, and Italy just on the average by 100.

The figures for state debt show that the euro area has higher debt than
the EU-27. The Nordic countries, with the exception of Iceland, have a
much more comfortable situation with regard to this in comparison with
large EU countries like Italy, France and also Germany (European Union
2010, table 1.6).

Data on taxation as a percentage of GDP show that the Nordic countries,
with the exception of Iceland, have a higher level of taxation than the ave-
rage both in EU-27 and the average in the in the euro area (European Uni-
on 2010, table 1.7). The point is that in the Nordic countries more of the
cost for the households and for contributions to and services from the wel-
fare state are met from taxation. As it can be seen from the data, this does
not mean that the economy of these countries and their households are wea-
ker than the average in EU and the OECD. On the contrary — the Nor-

dic countries are scoring higher.
5.2 Problem indicators: unemployment, inequality and poverty

In table 2 we give an overview on the factors unemployment, inequality and
poverty in Norway in comparison to some other European countries and
the USA, same countries as in table 1. The sources are data from OECD

and Eurostat.
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TABLE 2. UNEMPLOYMENT, INEQUALITY AND POVERTY IN SE-
LECTED COUNTRIES

COUNTRY UNEMPLOYMENT INEQUALITY, POVERTY,
2009 Late 2000s Late- 2000s
% of total Gini 50% of
emplyment  Coefficient median
income
NORWAY 3.2% 0.25 7.8%
USA 9.4% 0.38 17.3%
UNITED KINGDOM 7.8% 0.34 11.3%
NETHERLANDS 3.9% 0.29 7.2%
SWEDEN 8.5% 0.26 8.4%
FINLAND 8.4% 0.26 7.9%
GERMANY 7.8% 0.30 8.9%
ITALY 7.9% 0.34 11.4%
AVERAGE OECD 8.1% 0.31 11.1%

The average of the EU-27 is about the same as OECD average with regard
to unemployment and inequality. Because EU uses the 60% of median in-
come as their “risk of poverty” indicator, these figures are not equal, but the
structure with regards to ranking and differences are rather similar.

Using these indicators we see that Norway has a better score than the ot-
her countries and the average in OECD/EU and it has the lowest scores for
unemployment and for inequality. With regard to poverty, the Netherlands
has a somewhat better score. The table also shows that the Nordic count-
ries and the Netherlands have fewer problems measured this way, than the
average of the OECD and the EU countries.

One important fact that is demonstrated through particularly the OECD
studies is that inequality and poverty have been rising over the two last de-
cades when considerable economic growth has been taking place. This is a
main topic in the OECD report: “Growing Unequal”? (OECD 2008). The
report analyses growth and poverty and income distribution in the OECD



countries. There are also data in the OECD 2011 version of “Society at a
glance” and in the Eurostat Yearbook 2010. Evidence of increasing inequali-
ty and of relative poverty point to the need to re-examine poverty and distri-
bution policies in OECD and euro countries.

In Norway, however, both relative poverty and inequality have been redu-
ced since 2006 (Det kongelige arbeids og velferdsdepartement 2011; Det
kongelige finansdepartement 2011). Relative poverty and inequality are
highly correlated and can be seen as two sides of the same coin.

The inequality problem can be seen as the basic lasting expression of po-
verty. In an interesting contribution by Wilkinson and Pickett (2010) the
authors present a vast empirical study with comparisons between many dif-
ferent nations with regard to equality and other social dimensions. They
maintain that in advanced societies the sensitive social indicators of health,
life expectancy, violence and literacy are much more dependent on nation’s
levels of equality than on their levels of wealth. They conclude that equali-
ty is better for all. The conclusions from Wilkinson and Pickett are in line
with some of the findings in a study by Glyn and Miliband (1994). They
point to the fact that inequality also gives rise to severe economic costs for
the society. A similar point is made in relation to the experiences of libera-
lisation of western economies in the 1980’. The free market policy brings
heavy social costs (Taylor 1990).

The figures we have shown above have not yet reflected much of the on-
going crisis in the western economy since 2009 because statistics are lag-
ging behind reality. Figures from OECD demonstrate that from 2010 the
economic crisis is causing income difficulties for an increasing number of
people who are finding it difficult to live on their current income (OECD
2011). 24% of the people in the OECD report that they have this kind of
income difficulty. In Norway the figure is 6%, Sweden 7%, Netherlands 9
% and Finland 11%, these countries are at the on the positive end of the
scale, while USA (21%), Italy (26%) and Greece (49%) have more widesp-
read problems. This is a different way of measuring poverty, but the main
picture is reinforced by it.

Another way to compare the poverty situation is to look at indicators of
purchasing power for individuals and households on low incomes in vario-
us countries. A median income in Norway would produce a high purcha-

sing power in some other countries. This factor among others, particularly
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climate difference, explains the movement of elderly people from Northern
Europe to the Mediterranean countries.

[t is necessary, for several reasons, to identify supplementary indicators to
measure relative poverty by income at a certain point in time. To find indi-
cators of absolute poverty or strong deprivation is, however, more metho-
dologically complicated than the relative measures we have been discussing
so far. Better data about forms of absolute poverty is, however, required to
make a valid assessment of poverty. The OECD have done some work of
this kind in their study "Growing Unequal” (OECD 2008). There are also
national studies of this type for some countries.

An OECD study of 2008 mentions the use of more absolute standards in
the form of “a basket of goods and services required to assure minimum li-
ving conditions...“(OECD 2008, 129-130). By using such a measure the
report concludes that there has been a significant reduction of absolute po-
verty between 1995 and 2005. In the 15 OECD countries where this infor-
mation is available the absolute poverty rate fell by 40% in the period. This

is an important fact to take into account in the analysis of poverty.

5.3 Briefly about some other relevant social indicators

Migration into many of the OECD countries increased significantly over
the last decade. In 2008 the average foreign born population in the OECD
was 11.7% of the total population. Norway had 10.3%, while Sweden had
13.9%, Germany 12.9%, USA 13.7%, Netherlands 10.9%, Italy 6.6% and
Finland 4.1%. Migration is a factor that represents both advantages and chal-
lenges, much dependent on the need for employment and the composition
of the migrant population in terms of their qualifications and values.
Migration to Norway started as labor-migration in the 1970’. In recent
years migration has come mainly from Poland and Sweden due to the exten-
sion of the inner market in the EU and the difference in labor opportuni-
ties in Norway and Sweden. The need for qualified labor, good salaries and
high living standard has made Norway increasingly attractive for unemp-
loyed people and experts in other parts of Europe. Many people from the
countries of southern Europe now come to Norway to look for employment.
This is made possible through Norway belonging to the inner market of the

EU due to the European Economic Area agreement. Norway is, however,



further away from EU membership than ever. A monthly opinion poll in
October 2011 showed that, 78% of the population was against Norwegian
membership, while only 14% were in favor and 8% were undecided.

Social trust is an important quality for a society’s sustainability and le-
vel of cooperation. In the OECD social indicators (OECD 2011) the Nor-
dic countries and Netherlands score highest on ‘trusting other people in so-
ciety’. All these countries have a level of trust over 80%, while OECD ave-
rage is 59%.

The Nordic countries also perceive the lowest levels of corruption in so-
ciety and the highest level of confidence in the national institutions (OECD
2011).

5.4 Some conclusions from the OECD 2008 study on poverty

A main finding from the OECD study is that income poverty among the
elderly has been falling over the two last decades, mainly as a consequence
of better pension systems and the general economic development. Poverty
for children and young people has been on the rise. Absolute poverty has
been decreasing considerably. The saying “the rich get richer and the poor
get poorer” is true if relative income criteria is used. But it is normally not
true if you look at absolute poverty or compare the growth in the national
economy of countries, neither in Europe nor in the rest of the world.

Income poverty at a point in time does not necessarily say much about
poverty. Only if people have a low income over many years are they likely
to be really poor and deprived. Entries into poverty very often reflect nega-
tive change in work and family situation.

Measures taken by governments to reduce income inequality make ine-
quality less than it would have been without them. Public services are distri-
buted more evenly than income in society and in this way social policy mat-
ters. Income maintenance schemes reduce inequality in many countries.
Wealth, however, is distributed much more unevenly than income. This
may be seen as an argument for redistribution as a means of fighting eco-
nomic crises and poverty.

Social policy of governments uses both the strategy of work and the stra-
tegy of redistribution. If these strategies are well combined their effects are

maximized. The norms and values in society are important for the actual
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social policy chosen.

My interpretation of the report is that economic growth and high emp-
loyment are positive factors in meeting the challenge of poverty. But a po-
licy which is limited to these aspects cannot by itself combat the serious re-
maining aspects of the poverty challenge, particularly when we take equa-

lity and dignity into account.

6 A tentative reflection about the link of religion and quality of so-
ciety

The data we have presented clearly demonstrates correlations between si-
tuations in different countries. Richard Titmuss (1968; 1977), Gosta Es-
ping-Andersen (1990; 2000) and others have in several works tried to de-
velop typologies of welfare states according to the similarities and differen-
ces between nations. In most of these works religion as a factor has been al-
most absent. Looking to older works from the sociological classics we find
however that both Karl Marx and Max Weber had interests in the role of
religion in society.

Max Weber argued that the ideas and norms in society were of great im-
portance to understand the society and its development. He explained his
views on the link between the two in his famous work about Protestant Et-
hics and the emergence of the capitalist economy (Weber 1976). His work
and his conclusions have been much discussed. But his main point, that the
culture, the ideas and the religion of a society have an impact on the develop-
ment and functioning of society, remains a fruitful analytical perspective.

Karl Marx, from his basic materialistic assumption, saw religion as a ne-
gative force in society, giving people false consciousness and illusions of
reality. Religion was “opium” for the masses and stopped them from rebel-
ling against the ruling order in society — the dictatorship of the capitalists
(Marx 1844). Marx may also be understood to emphasize that the indivi-
dual life in society was formed to a very high degree by the social structu-
res of that society, especially the forms of ownership.

Certainly both perspectives need to be examined. To understand society
you need to understand the individual at the micro level of society. To un-
derstand individual behavior in a given society you need to know the main

economic and cultural structures of that society.



Modern social policy in Europe can be said to start with the conservati-
ve German Emperor Bismarck who made social security legislation to curb
rising social unrest which resulted from industrialisation and urbanization
after the middle of the 19th century. His initiative can be seen as a counter
measure to the popular support for the ideas of Marxism (Kuhnle 2000).

A little earlier, diakonia emerged in Germany, also as a reaction to the
social circumstances for people in a poor and weak position. This initiati-
ve was based on a Christian calling based on Lutheran Protestant theology.
In modern terms the initiative could be labeled as an act to protect the in-
tegrity of the creation with the purpose of protecting human beings from
the destructive aspects of modernisation. From the beginning there was a
strong spiritual dimension in this.

Anthony Giddens (1998) has in our time proclaimed social democracy
as the “Third way” between conservatism and communism. In Europe Pro-
testantism can be seen as a third way between Catholic/Orthodox Chris-
tianity and a secular worldview. Diakonia in Europe is certainly a child of
protestant religion, even if charity work in general has been associated with
Christianity from the beginning.

On this sketchy background and the empirical data from this paper I will
pose the following question: to what extent may religion be seen as a driver
behind the different welfare states in Europe (Vetvik 1992)? An answer to
this must be very tentative and sketchy too.

On the surface, anyway, it seems that Protestant countries with relative-
ly high levels of diakonia, also have the most advanced economies and al-
so the best scores on welfare indicators in comparison to the Catholic area,
not to mention the former communist Eastern bloc in Europe based main-
ly on Catholic and Orthodox Christianity.

These empirical findings are not confined to the Nordic countries. It is al-
so true for the Netherlands, Northern Germany and Switzerland. The divi-
de between north—south—east in Europe also represents a difference in the
religion and culture of these societies.

The idea and existence of a comprehensive, universal and tax based wel-
fare state, is highly correlated with the prevalence of protestant religion as
a social, cultural denominator. The value basis of these Lutheran countries
also gives relatively higher legitimacy for the state to intervene in private

and family life where abuse and lack of care is found to be threatening the
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social wellbeing and dignity of individuals. Legislation about child protec-
tion and abuse are concrete examples of this.

So, perhaps religion matters for the fabric of society and its social policy.
Both Weber and Marx pointed to important aspects of this although there
are, of course many differences between present day Europe and the Euro-
pe of the 19th and early 20th century. This theme does, however, deserve

more research attention than it currently receives.
7 Poverty and dignity in Norway at present in a general assessment

The people of Norway enjoy a privileged situation in a nation with a st-
rong economy and high levels of employment in a welfare state which has
an annual budget surplus and a positive export/import balance. The wel-
fare state provides for good public services and relative comprehensive in-
come maintenance schemes. The system is mostly universal, mostly tax
based and based on rights to a higher degree than in most, if not all other
European countries. The large annual contribution to the state from oil re-
venue is mostly allocated to a fund to secure the future high demand for
pensions for the elderly.

If the poverty problem was only about money, Norway has, over the last
two decades, had the resources to solve it.

But as it has been shown in the previous data, Norway still has pover-
ty problems and problems related to inequality. Even absolute poverty has
not been completely abolished. The poor in Norway are found more of-
ten in some groups than in others. This is similar to the general picture in
Europe, but to a lesser degree. Young people and migrants have about the
double level of unemployment compared to the national average. Some
migrant groups have much higher levels of unemployment than the ave-
rage. Child poverty has been on the increase while poverty among elderly
people has been reduced. Also entry to the labor market is hard for relative-
ly many young people, particularly for young people dropping out of high
school without being able to get relevant work. Levels of poverty and also
of homelessness are much higher in urban areas, particularly in Oslo, than
in other areas. These factors require closer attention both in practical acti-
on and research.

Taking dignity into account I will argue that the universal rights based



model, with some redistributive functions, has great significance for people’s
experience of dignity. It may be said that the model almost is a necessary
precondition for dignity, but this may be discussed, modified and opposed
by other views. My argument is, among others, that creating a unitary and
comprehensive system of public social security can make an important cont-
ribution to social integration/inclusion. If these issues are handled through
a fragmented system of diverse private and public systems, the risk of fal-
ling out of/through the system is much higher than in the universal one.
The system in the USA in this respect can be seen as an extreme example
of this. But also the so called “subsidiary principle” adopted by many of the
countries in the European Union, represents in my assessment a problema-
tic practice if dignity is the yardstick. This is because the knowledge about
who is paying for your services and treatment will relate to your self-esteem
and to the respect and dignity you are afforded by others.

The relevance of Titmuss's (1977) statement that services to poor people
tend to be poor services is still valid in Europe today. The same may be said
about the level of contributions different people receive to sustain their dai-
ly expenses. This was part of his argument in favor of universal welfare sys-
tems against a more particularistic system.

The universal welfare state such as Norway’s, is however, not sufficient to
meet the challenges of poverty and inequality, even if the situation may be
seen to be better than in many other countries.

Firstly we see that some people are falling through the safety net of the
welfare state, both because the system is not completely comprehensive and
also because some people are unable for different reasons to obtain their
rights.

Secondly we see that the way that welfare bureaucracy is operating, both
with regard to the treatment of people and the rules that are regulating the
system, sometimes denies people their dignity. More precisely we can say
that all services and contributions which require the individual to make an
application, can represent a risk to personal dignity, even if it is not normal-
ly so. This argument relates very much to services and contributions which
are means/need tested. Disability pension, social assistance and services to
the elderly come in this category.

We see examples of this in sometimes heated debates over stigma and cont-

ributions to disability recipients and social assistance recipients. The argu-
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ment is that people who are not in a real need of these contributions get such
generous economic contributions that they get more from the system than
they could get from work. Disincentives to work in a system that relies ve-
ry much on work as the main strategy for combating poverty, is of course a
problem. On the other hand we may question the idea that people unable
to work should not have the same level of income and living standard as ot-
hers. We also need to be aware of what it is like to be out of work and poor
in a society that is filled with working, well off people.

The old debate over "worthy” and “unworthy” recipients of social contri-
butions and services is still alive as an undercurrent in social life in Norway.
Individuals, whose case for getting these contributions is not clearly visible,
run the risk of stigma and the need to legitimise themselves as worthy reci-
pients can be humiliating.

There is, however, the political will on the part of the government to imp-
rove the situation as a recent report to the Parliament about the issue indi-
cates (Det kongelige finansdepartement 2011). Civil society, voluntary or-
ganizations and diakonia share this objective and work towards improving
the situation. Does diakonia matter in practice in meeting this challenge of
combating poverty and lack of dignity? Can diakonia make a difference?

Of course it does, some will say. Maybe it does not matter so much as we
think, I will ask? The answer is not self-evident. So let us take a closer look
at some perspectives and elements/conditions of the answer. There are in-
teresting aspects both of actual practice and future possibilities that requi-

re closer examination.

8 Some aspects of diakonia actions and roles related to poverty and

dignity

Social policy is about the good life in society for human beings. Diakonia
is a concept that is not very well known in circles concerned with social po-
licy. From one point of view diakonia is about bringing a religious/spiritu-
al dimension into social policy/social work in society.

The concept is normally primarily related to church and theology. I will
not at this point, consider theological literature concerned with the “right”
conceptual understanding of diakonia. Diakonia will be primarily in terms

of Christian based social practice. Diakonia is here defined as “Christian



based action for people in need”. It stems from a Greek word that basical-
ly means “serving”. The idea of diakonia is to serve God through serving
his creation and mankind in particular. The Lutheran Church of Norway,
which still has 80% of the population as members, has made a normative
program for diaconal activity in the church and its congregations. This pro-
gram has been translated into English (Church of Norway 2008). The New
Testament professor Hans Kvalbein has made an important contribution to
the biblical understanding of poverty in his PhD thesis (Kvalbein 1981).

Diakonia maybe acts on the individual level. The Merciful Samaritan in
the Bible (Lk 10:30 -37) is often mentioned as an example of this both by
lay people and the clergy (Reed 1993). But normally diakonia is connected
to activity from collective organisations like churches/congregations and
Christian based NGOs (Lutheran World Federation 2009). Diakonia imp-
lies both actions and words based on Christian values. It covers both micro
level action and macro level propagation of values and norms for society.

In the Norwegian context it is necessary and fruitful to make an analyti-
cal distinction between the Lutheran Church on one side and the Christi-
an social NGOs on the other side. The church and its local congregations
play a relatively limited role in relation to poverty and issues of inequality.
Christian organizations/NGO’s related to the church but with formally in-
dependent status are, however, doing much work in the field of social wel-
fare in a broad sense. They also make a difference through activity directly
related to the challenges of poverty and inequality.

Diakonia is active in a variety of social fields in European countries. The
umbrella organization Eurodiaconia reports and co-ordinates this activity on
behalf of national organizations/institutions on the protestant side (Euro-
diaconia 2010). The Catholic organization Caritas has a similar role. These
organizations are very active in Brussels feeding information and value po-
sitions into the processes of the European Union.

A recent study in the so called FACIT project set out to analyze the ac-
tivity of diakonia in various national contexts in European cities (Dierckx,
Vranken & Kerstens 2009) taking a broad approach under the heading of
“faith-based organizations”. It is too early to evaluate the outcome of this
project, although the work appears somewhat fragmented and uneven. The-
re are other projects which take a more direct view of the role of religion in
modern Europe (Bickstrom & Davie 2010). However these studies only
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cover parts of the picture and are not directly related to the issue of pover-
ty. More research is necessary.

Research about diakonia in the Nordic countries has increased conside-
rably over the last decade. An article by Olav Helge Angell (Angell 2007),
within the framework of a European project Welfare and Religion in a Eu-
ropean Perspective (WREP) examines the role of organized religion in a ci-
ty in Norway. He maintains that the local congregation in the Lutheran
Church of Norway does not live up to expectations in practice. However,
a Christian NGO was seen as acting as a value guardian in support of hu-
man dignity and the collective support for the welfare state. This finding is
in line with a more general impression about the structure of the diaconal
activity in the country.

A study by Jan Olav Reed found that few principal priests (sokneprestene)
in local congregations of the Lutheran Church of Norway saw actions for
poor and marginalized people as a normal and natural task for their cong-
regations (Roed 1993). When this was published some priests maintained
that the reason for this was lack of poor and marginalized people in their
local community. This in my opinion was because poverty and marginali-
zation were not generally very visible in Norwegian society at the time. It
also may indicate a lack of understanding and knowledge of the problem.
Poverty was less of a public issue than it became some years later, as earlier
described.

There was also, however, an element of principled pragmatism in the res-
ponses to the survey. The problem of poverty and marginalization was seen
as a task that was properly handled by the Welfare State.

In Finland at the same time local congregations of the Lutheran Church
in Finland were very active in helping victims of the economic crisis (Hii-
lamo 2009). This can be explained by the considerable difference in the le-
vel of economic need in the two countries. It is also because the capacity of
Finnish diakonia was and is much higher than in Norway. This is because,
in Finland, national legislation requires that a diakonia worker should be
employed by all congregations. In Norway this is a voluntary choice depen-
dent upon the financial means and priorities of local congregations. On-
ly about 30% of congregations in the Lutheran Church of Norway emp-
loy a deacon.

There is however also another important dimension in Reed study. He



finds that in the hypothetical situation where the welfare state does not co-
pe with social challenges, the great majority of the priests, 63%-89% de-
pending on the concrete task, answered that the church under such cir-
cumstances ought to contribute to meet the challenges. This attitude is still
to my knowledge the dominant value in the Lutheran Church of Norway.
The church leadership, represented by the bishops supports the welfare sta-
te. They scored as more radical than other elite groups in society on social
ethical issues in the large national so called ‘Power study’ around year 2000
(Guldbrandsen et al. 2002).

The standpoint of church leaders is based on Lutheran teaching about
the distinction between the spiritual and the social realm. In this view the
state will act in line with the will of God in societal matters in normal situ-
ations, giving order, support and protection to the people. In exceptional
situations when this is not the case, the church will take extraordinary res-
ponsibility. An example of this is the churches’ role under the Nazi-occupa-
tion in 1940—45 (Austad 1978).

The capacity and willingness of the church to act in a situation of acute
crisis was tested in a conflict with the state over church sanctuary for asylum
seekers during the 1990’s. In November 1993 more than 700 Kosovo Al-
banian asylum seekers sought church sanctuary in more than 140 churches
and prayer houses, to avoid forced return to Kosovo. This caused a conflict
between the church and the state as the state saw this as illegal obstruction
of democraticly based decisions. The church argued that this was legitimate
protection of vulnerable people and therefore an ethical obligation for the
church. The conflict was resolved in a peaceful way through negotiations
between the church leadership and the Government (Vetvik 1996).

The main view in Norwegian research about the voluntary organiza-
tions/NGOs with regard to their role in the welfare state/welfare society,
is that they have a supplementary/complementary role. Kuhnle and Selle
(1992) maintain that the public sector takes on the main responsibilities
and most difficult tasks in the provision of social services and contributions
while the NGO’s take on the smaller and easiest tasks. The authors have a
broad perspective and make general statements about the whole NGO sec-
tor. There may in my view be a need for clarification of both concepts and
analysis here.

The conclusions of Kuhnle and Selle have, however, also been repeated

119



120

by some more recent studies which have focused more directly on diako-
nia organizations actions to combat poverty in Norwegian cities. Nuland
(2007) and Gautun (Gautun et al 2005) give interesting descriptive analy-
ses of what the diakonia organizations actually do and how they do it. Their
general conclusion is that the diakonia organizations™ activity is merely a
supplement to the public social services in helping the poor.

From a quantitative perspective, measuring the services, clients and ex-
penses, I think the conclusion about diakonia as supplementary/comple-
mentary activity may be valid. But if the matter is examined in a more qua-
litative manner it can be hypothesized that diakonia is making a qualitati-
ve difference.

Part of the evidence for this comes from indications in data collected in
the above mentioned studies and also others. The data show that the users
of diakonia services and activities often report that their experience of its
service is that the service is more respectful, open and dignifying than that
provided by public services (Stjerne & Saltkjel 2008).

It is also reported in studies both from Finland (Kummel-Myrskog, Sa-
relin & Ekstrand 2009) and Norway (Angell 2007; Gautun, Dropping &
Flgtten 2005) that the work of diakonia organizations are seen both by the
diaconal workers, by clients and by research as a work helping the most
needy at the bottom of the social ladder and living in a form of absolute
poverty. Such work is certainly not easy. The title of the report from Gau-
tun and the title on the report from Finland is similar in English translati-
on: “When the need is the largest”. Some of diakonia’s proclamations sta-
te that diakonia is serving the poorest of the poor and helping people who
no one else is helping.

Again I feel there is a need for a closer look at this in order to make a va-
lid and comprehensive picture of the activity. Many of the users or clients
of diakonia services are undoubtedly in great need, but definitely not all of
them. We know that many of the users have their basic means of income
met from social assistance and social security. We need more precise and re-
liable empirical studies of this. We need more information about the back-
ground and situation of the users of diakonia. Diakonia should be open to
self-criticism and open to critical research just as much as others.

We also may need to modify the view that diakonia has a great reservoir of

dignity that is automatically handed out when diakonia organisations and



people are meeting the needy. Diaconal services receive complaints and ha-
ve conflicts with their users.

The fact that diaconal services very seldom give money to the poor, but
instead provide counseling, mediating, food, shelter clothes and other gifts,
may also be discussed critically from a dignity perspective. If you get mo-
ney, how you use it is your own decision. When the church is “feeding the
poor” you have to take what you get.

Dignity connected to self-determination is a fundamental part of the con-
cept. There have always been questionable aspects of charity, despite good
intentions.

Nevertheless the central research question is in which forms and to what
extent can diakonia provide qualitatively different services and results for its
users, clients and the people they meet. Is diakonia only present in the gaps
of welfare society as a purely quantitative resource, or is it sometimes func-
tioning qualitatively better in helping poor and marginalized people? Dia-
konia has a long history of pioneering help to poor and ill people. It started
long before the welfare state and social policy. Is it still possible for diakonia
on the basis of its practice to be an innovator in finding new ways to deal
with the old problems of poverty, inequality and injustice?

An important point for consideration and research is the relationship bet-
ween diakonia and other providers/stakeholders in society, both private and
public. Much of diaconal activity in Norway would not be possible without
economic support from a generous welfare state and a partial integration into
the public system of services and contributions. Studies of diakonia actions
to combat poverty should therefore always take into account their relation-
ship to other actors. To act in ways that increase cooperation and diminish
competition, hostility and unfamiliarity with the work of others, should be
a goal for diakonia if it wants more dignity for people in society.

One conclusion from a closer study of diakonia is that “practice based evi-
dence” is required as well as “evidence based practice”.

The challenge is not only to design structures and actions to combat po-
verty and marginalization in theory and legislation. We also need to find out
how it works in practice and find ways to improve that practice. In doing so
there is a need to focus on the value basis. Inequality and poverty can ne-
ver be overcome without the willingness to share. That means redistributi-

ve policies on the macro level and resource sharing among people in local
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community. Diaconal values of serving people and society may be a fruitful
approach to making a change and a difference with regard to dignity.

Whether diakonia represents a qualitative innovative practice is an inter-
esting research question. A comparative case study method, may give new
insights into this (Flyvbjerg 2001; Yin 2003). The community building si-
de of diakonia may have great importance for social inclusion and digni-
ty. To what extent and in which forms can diakonia act as an inclusive fac-
tor for poor and marginalized people in society? How inclusive is diakonia
in reality in organizations and congregations? Is it sometimes more exclu-
sive than inclusive? Can diakonia strengthen local community resilience
through local development?

The diakonia approach is to a high degree targeting individuals and local
communities. Can diakonia contribute to a qualitative change in the lives
of individuals trapped in a vicious circle of marginalization and poverty?
This has to do both with the idea of breaking bad circles to prevent a ne-
gative development and to supporting people for example on the way out
of treatment and problems. Very often we see that the transition periods
in people’s lives are high risk periods. We have looked upon some diaconal
practices in Norway which may be very interesting for closer empirical stu-
dies (Greaker & Vetvik 2000; Kvalvaag, Serbye & Vetvik 1995; Kvalvaag
& Vetvik 1997; Vetvik & Greaker 1998; Vetvik & Omland 1995; Qygard
and Hardeng 2001).

9 Some tentative conclusions

The universal welfare state model based on human rights, including the so-
cial rights for citizens, in combination with a high emphasis on work stra-
tegy and work ethics has many advantages over other models with regard
to combating poverty and giving dignity to the people. But as we have de-
monstrated through the paper this is not sufficient to abolish poverty and
give dignity to all people. Sometimes we may even get the impression that
the strong emphasis on employment and work ethics has side effects that
are harming the dignity of poor and marginalized people. This needs more
attention both in research and in practice.

Poverty even in a rich welfare state like Norway still presents important

challenges to social wellbeing and dignity. Poverty in a more absolute sen-



se can perhaps be seen as an issue which is no longer paramount, but it is
still visible and threatening in the lives of poor and marginalized people.
They can be seen on the streets of Oslo both in the cold winter and the rest
of the year. These problems are not easy to solve. There is a need for a dif-
ferent approach to improve the situation from where it stands today. The
words of Jesus, “The poor will always be among you” (Mk. 14:7), are still
an actual challenge.

Poverty in the relative sense is still persistent and is so widespread that it
cannot be labeled as not of immediate concern. This fact leads to the ob-
servation that poverty is not something that we can get rid of through the
use of money and material measures alone. Poverty poses a more fundamen-
tal problem about equality and dignity for people in society. We need more
qualitative research and good innovative practice to make further progress
here. This new practice must be a combination of macro political reforms
and targeted social practice on the micro level, meaning individuals and lo-
cal communities. For diakonia the tale of the “good shepherd” (Jn. 10:11—
16), may be seen as an inspiration to such innovative practice.

Diakonia already plays a role on both levels supporting the welfare state
from an ideological perspective based on social ethics and Lutheran theolo-
gy. The greater part of diakonia work undertaken by Christian social orga-
nizations is in tandem with and integrated into the welfare state. It is finan-
ced and controlled to a large extent by the welfare state system. It can be
seen as a supplement/complement to the welfare state, as a mainly quanti-
tative resource. That is not bad and must be assessed in positive terms as a
contribution from diakonia to the common good of society.

But there are also examples of some more independent, grassroots ori-
ented diaconal contributions targeting poverty and social exclusion mo-
re directly. This could be studied more closely so that more can be learnt
about the situation for the weakest members of society both with regard to
their life situations and their possible ways out of a vicious circle of poverty.
We need more qualitative research and more quality social practices to ma-
ke progress here. In my assessment such studies may demonstrate that dia-
konia can sometimes be innovative and make a qualitative difference to the
work of the welfare state. One theme which calls for more research in par-
ticular is invisible/hidden need. Some people suffer for a long time in iso-

lation in modern society.
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The actual role of diakonia in European welfare states can also be seen as
a dilemma, particularly from a Marxist perspective.

In a Marxist perspective diakonia can be seen, not as opium, but perhaps
as a sleeping pillow for the responsible governments. Diakonia softens the
blows from and conscience about injustice in society. The governments may
be using diakonia to get off the hook and slide away from the consequen-
ces and responsibility of their mistaken policies.

On the other side diakonia based on its ideals has to care about the wea-
kest members of society and cannot use poor people’s increased suffering as
gunpowder for political purposes to maximize the crisis.

Will diakonia accept being a “hostage” because of being dependent of go-
vernment funding of much of their services, even if this limits its freedom
to voice criticism of economic and social policies in society and their con-
sequences for poor and marginalized people? Or will the government not
only allow, but also welcome a diaconal based criticism of the functioning
not only of welfare bureaucracy, but also of government social policy? It may
be difficult, but Norway is after all the country which invented, developed
and still maintains the ombudsman system. From a Christian point of view
diakonia will always have to assess whether it will stay by the meat pots in
Egypt or make an exodus to more freedom (cf. Ex 37-42).

Combating poverty and making dignity means breaking bad economic
cycles and sustaining the good ones on the macro level. On the individual,
micro level it is about breaking vicious circles for people and sustaining
them in good circles.
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