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The obvious static solution to poverty is to give the poor more money. If 

instead, we ask what leads people into poverty, we are drawn to events and 

structures, and our focus shifts to looking for ways to ensure people escape 
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1.1. The Research Questions and Approach 

 

Since 1974, Belgium has had a social assistance scheme, a means-tested final safety net for able-bodied 

persons at working age (Cantillon, Vandenbroucke, De Bie, & De Wilde, 2016 (forthcoming); Eardley, 

Bradshaw, Ditch, Gough, & Whiteford, 1996a). Since then, this scheme has played a pivotal role for 

poverty reduction (Behrendt, 2000; Sainsbury & Morissens, 2002).  

The scheme had traditionally three aims towards persons who claim a benefit. Besides 

guaranteeing a minimum income, the scheme aimed at stimulating (social) integration, and enabling 

job matching (Eardley, Bradshaw, Ditch, Gough, & Whiteford, 1996b). In the beginning of the 2000s, 

the Belgian social assistance scheme was redesigned to put stronger emphasis on facilitating labour 

market integration of benefit claimants (Dumont, 2012; Hermans, 2005a). The social assistance reform 

was part of a broader recalibration of the Belgian welfare state towards an activating welfare state, as 

was also the case in other western countries during the last decades (Barbier & Ludwig-Mayerhofer, 

2004; Carpentier, Cantillon, & Van den Bosch, 2007; Immervoll, 2009; Lødemel & Trickey, 2000; 

Moreira, 2008). The rationale behind these reforms was that work is valued as a source of self-

sufficiency and economic security for individuals which facilitates personal well-being and social 

inclusion (Jahoda, 1981; Winefield, 2002). Moreover, benefit spells can be scarring, even though they 

can also smoothen income shocks and provide some income security: they can affect current and 

future levels of earnings and life satisfaction, can induce human capital depreciation, discouragement 

and benefit dependence (Arulampalam, 2001; Bane & Ellwood, 1994; Calmfors, 1994; Clark, Knabe, & 

Rätzel, 2010; Moffitt, 1983). Also to secure the financial sustainability of the welfare state, which is of 

particular relevance in an ageing society, work is preferred over long-term benefit dependence. Benefit 

dependence aggravates the financial burden of the welfare state, whereas employed persons pay 

contributions and consequently help to finance the welfare state.  

However, the emphasis on the labour market integration of benefit claimants has taken place 

in a period of structural changes of the labour market due to globalisation, de-industrialisation, and 

technological change (Buchholz et al., 2009; Clasen & Clegg, 2011; Eichhorst & Marx, 2015; Marx, 2007; 

Pugliese, 1993). These changes brought about a service-based economy with a high demand for high-

skilled jobs, a pressure of the informal market on low-skilled jobs, a reorganisation of the set of 

activities that firms perform, and a spatial concentration of economic activity in particular cities and 

regional centres (Amiti & Pissarides, 2005; Goos, Manning, & Salomons, 2009; Mingione, 2005; 

Ramioul & De Vroom, 2009; Sassen, 1996, 2012). The nature of labour markets altered fundamentally: 



18 
 

post-industrial labour markets have emerged in which standard employment relations and stable 

career patterns are still present, but less evident for some groups and in certain areas (Auer, 2007; 

Clasen & Clegg, 2011; Eichhorst & Marx, 2015). In particular low-skilled workers and new entrants to 

the labour market, such as migrants, have difficulties to find employment and to build careers that 

allow them to become durably self-sufficient. Exactly these groups are highly represented among social 

assistance beneficiaries. Consequently, it is of relevance to know how long social assistance 

beneficiaries claim a benefit; to which extent social assistance beneficiaries are able to obtain 

employment; which are their socio-economic states after social assistance if they are not employed; 

how long they remain in these socio-economic states; whether they return after these socio-economic 

states to social assistance; and whether they are able to obtain long-term employment. Therefore, the 

key research question of this dissertation is: ‘which are the socio-economic trajectories of persons who 

claimed a social assistance benefit in Belgium over the subsequent years, and which are the 

determinants of variation in these socio-economic paths?’  

Besides this general research question, I will address two additional research questions in this 

dissertation. The first additional research question is: ‘which is the variation in socio-economic 

trajectories for beneficiaries having varying migration background, and which are the determinants of 

this variation?’. This question is of relevance as social assistance beneficiaries are first and foremost 

(recently arrived) migrants. Half of the beneficiaries who entered the scheme in 2004 or 2005 arrived 

within the last five years in Belgium. And at least 70 per cent of the beneficiaries have a migration 

background (i.e. they were not born in Belgium or at least one of their parents was not born in 

Belgium). This large share of beneficiaries with a migration background is due to the atypical role of 

the social assistance scheme within the Belgian welfare state. It’s role is atypical in European 

perspective for three reasons. First, unemployment benefits are, in principle, unlimited in time. Thus, 

natives often do not need to take up social assistance benefit since they may remain within the social 

insurance system. Second, Belgium has very poor labour market outcomes for persons with a migration 

background. The unemployment gap between native persons and foreign-born persons is one of the 

highest of the European Union (Corluy & Verbist, 2010; De Keyser, Delhez, & Zimmer, 2012; Eurostat, 

2011). Third, differently from some other countries, access to social assistance was in the period under 

study rather easy for migrants. 

The second additional research question is: ‘which is the variation in socio-economic paths for 

beneficiaries being serviced by different welfare agencies, and which are the determinants of this 

variation?’. This question is pivotal as Belgium is a small state with very substantial local socio-

economic disparities, and, from a European perspective, a moderately to highly decentralised social 

assistance scheme, in terms of minimum income protection, job matching, and (social) integration (De 
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Grauwe & Van Parijs, 2010; Eardley et al., 1996a; Hölsch & Kraus, 2004; Kazepov, 2010; Marissal, 

Medina Lockhart, Vandermotten, Van Hamme, & Kesteloot, 2006; Saraceno, 2002; Van Mechelen & 

De Maesschalck, 2009). Social assistance is a decentralised scheme that originated from local ancient 

poverty relief schemes (de Swaan, 2004; Ferrera, 2005; Luyten, 1993; van Leeuwen, 1994). It is mainly 

a shared competence between the federal state and 589 local welfare agencies (one in each 

municipality). There is a federal statutory framework, which is implemented by the local welfare 

agencies. The local welfare agencies have a high degree of discretionary power in the implementation 

of the federal statutory framework. The funding of benefits and services is mostly shared between the 

federal and the local level. Moreover, these local welfare agencies function within very heterogeneous 

socio-economic contexts as the local unemployment rate varies among municipalities between 3 and 

35 per cent in Belgium in 2004,1 and social assistance beneficiaries are strongly concentrated in the 

areas with low labour market opportunities (67 per cent of the social assistance beneficiaries lives in 

an area where the unemployment rate is more than 13.6 per cent). 

Socio-economic trajectories or socio-economic paths consist of sequences of subsequent 

socio-economic statutes and are characterised by the timing of transitions between socio-economic 

states and the ordering of the socio-economic states. Socio-economic statutes or socio-economic 

states refer to a series of differentiated socio-economic situations which designate varying income 

sources defined and recognised by state institutions in a set of regulations.2 The five socio-economic 

statutes identified in this study are (a) social assistance benefit receipt, (b) employment (with a 

temporary contract or another contract), (c) active labour market programme participation, (d) social 

insurance benefit receipt, and (e) ‘none of these statutes’. 

Given the diversity in socio-economic trajectories and the complexity of the socio-economic 

trajectories of (former) social assistance beneficiaries, I made use of a step-by-step approach. Within 

socio-economic trajectories I distinguished several – what I will call – trajectory elements. The 

                                                           
1 Source: Unemployment rate at municipality level 

http://www.steunpuntwerk.be/cijfers?field_collectie_tid=All&field_indicator_tid=All&items_per_page=50&pa

ge=1 (accessed on 11 May 2016). 

2 The term socio-economic statute does not correspond with the term socio-economic status, which has been 

developed in the social class and stratification literature (Crompton, 2008; Platt, 2011). Though, the socio-

economic states defined refer to situations which are socially differently valued, and typically present different 

realities in terms of the income level, the stability of the income, the acquisition of human capital, the leisure 

time, the consequences for health and well-being, the opportunities for future financial and social gains and 

losses, and the freedom, duties and responsibilities persons have (based on Paugam, 2013; van Oorschot & 

Roosma, 2015). 

http://www.steunpuntwerk.be/cijfers?field_collectie_tid=All&field_indicator_tid=All&items_per_page=50&page=1
http://www.steunpuntwerk.be/cijfers?field_collectie_tid=All&field_indicator_tid=All&items_per_page=50&page=1
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trajectory elements studied are the timing of exit from social assistance, the first socio-economic 

statute after exit, the subsequent socio-economic statutes, among which re-entry into the social 

assistance scheme, and long-term employment. I studied the determinants of these trajectory 

elements and examined some relationships between these trajectory elements, such as to which 

extent does the first socio-economic statute after exit affects re-entry into social assistance, and do 

exits to work from higher-order benefit spells are less likely.   

Theoretically, I consider socio-economic trajectories to result from the actions taken by 

persons, institutions, and firms, which are situated in time and space. The socio-economic trajectories 

are shaped by individuals having a certain life-course development and a particular residential history, 

coping with the local implementation of the regulation of socio-economic risks and opportunities by 

various institutions (e.g. welfare state institutions and labour market regulation), and the local 

business cycles and its seasonal variations. However, in practice, it is difficult to distinguish between 

the three types of actors, as characteristics result from the interaction between these actors. For 

example being an asylum seeker can be seen as an individual characteristic as well as the result of the 

migration control regime. Similarly, the social insurance benefit and work history of individuals results 

from individual characteristics as well as the existing institutional arrangements in place. Furthermore, 

the data cover only variables that can be ascribed to individuals and local welfare agencies. Therefore, 

in this dissertation I examine the beneficiary and agency-level determinants of variation in socio-

economic trajectories. I study whether and how socio-demographic characteristics, former work and 

benefit history, migration-history characteristics, social assistance spell length,3 social assistance spell 

number, local welfare agency socio-economic context and/or local welfare agency policy affect the 

timing of exit or the socio-economic state(s) after exit. By making use of multivariate analysis I aim to 

identify the distinctive contribution of these determinants in shaping socio-economic trajectories.  

In the five papers I study persons who entered into or were already in the social assistance 

scheme in 2004 or 2005 in Belgium on the basis of uniquely rich longitudinal administrative data.  I 

made use of a one-third proportionally stratified sample of these beneficiaries. In line with the 

research questions I selected different subsamples of this sample. For the sample beneficiaries I 

followed the socio-economic trajectories on a monthly or quarterly basis over a varying period (most 

often four years). I disposed also of the benefit and work history of the beneficiaries since 1999. 

                                                           
3 The term ‘spell’ is commonly used in research on benefit dynamics. It denotes an episode or period of benefit 

receipt or any series of consecutive time-periods (months or quarters in this study) in which the person claims a 

benefit. 
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Furthermore, a number of characteristics of the policies and the context of the local agencies by which 

the beneficiaries in the sample were serviced were linked to the beneficiary sample.  

In the five essays, I address the research questions mostly through (random-effects) event 

history analysis. Event history analysis, also known as survival analysis, hazard models or failure time 

models, is a statistical technique, used in a wide range of disciplines in the social and natural sciences, 

that allows to address questions about the timing of changes in states and to include explanatory 

variables which vary over time (Blossfeld, Golsch, & Rohwer, 2007; Kalbfleisch & Prentice, 2002; 

Therneau & Grambsch, 2000). Random-effects or multilevel analysis permits to take into account the 

non-independence of observations (Snijders & Boskers, 1999; Steele, 2008), such as beneficiaries 

serviced by the same welfare agency. This statistical technique allows to take into account the local 

socio-economic context and the local agency policy, which is of relevance given the decentralised 

nature of the social assistance scheme. In addition, this technique permits, to a certain extent, to 

control for time-constant unobserved beneficiary and agency characteristics, which is of relevance 

given that the data do not allow to observe all relevant characteristics for the research questions under 

study.  

 

1.2. A Theoretical Framework about the Determinants of Variation in Socio-

Economic Paths 
 

In this section I will build up a theoretical framework about the determinants of variation in socio-

economic trajectories using insights from various disciplines in the social sciences. In the five papers 

the theoretical arguments are further refined to address the specific research questions.  

 

1.2.1. The Life-Course Development of Persons 
The life-course theory has evolved since the early twentieth century (Elder, Kirkpatrick Johnson, & 

Crosnoe, 2003). It has strongly benefited from life-course research, which has emerged as an 

interdisciplinary field of study (covering anthropology, demography, economics, sociology, and 

developmental psychology) during the last 30 to 40 years, and the increased availability of longitudinal 

data over the last decades (Mayer, 2009).  

The life-course theory defines the life course as a gendered and age-graded pattern that is 

embedded in social institutions and history and defines social roles that span from birth to death (Elder 

et al., 2003). Life courses cover (to a certain degree) ordered sequences of events, status passages, 
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and social roles (Wingens, Windzio, de Valk, & Aybek, 2011). The life-course theory is a theoretical 

framework which can by captured by five key principles. A first principle is life-span development. The 

human development and the ageing of human beings are life-long processes, from birth to death which 

influence the roles they take. For example labour market participation evolves with age. Adults can 

also experience substantive changes (e.g. changing environments or disruptive life-events) which 

impact on developmental processes. A second principle is agency: persons construct, to a certain 

extent, their own life courses through the choices they make and the actions they take within the 

structure of opportunities and constraints as shaped by history and social circumstances. A third 

principle is that processes are embedded in time and in space. Persons’ life courses are shaped by the 

historical times (e.g. an economic crisis) and the places they experience over the life span (e.g. 

changing the country of residence or moving from a poor municipality to a rich municipality). A fourth 

principle is that the timing of events and experiences within a person’s life course matters. 

Consequences of life-events (e.g. a divorce or job loss) and experiences (e.g. living in a deprived 

neighbourhood) vary in line with their timing within a person’s life course. Finally, a last principle is the 

linked-lives principle, which states that lives are lived interdependently and transitions can influence 

or can be shaped by relationships, for example by family and social networks.  

Furthermore, the life-course theory encompasses a number of relevant conceptual 

distinctions, which are of relevance for this study, such as the distinction between transition, sequence, 

and trajectory. Transitions can be seen as ‘changes in state that are more or less abrupt’ (Elder (1985) 

in Wingens et al., 2011), and are usually considered as point-like events. Sequences include at least 

two transitions between states (for example from social assistance to employment and back to social 

assistance). Though, it is shorter than a trajectory. A trajectory refers to a longer phase within the life 

course of an individual, and is ‘marked by a sequence of life events and transitions’ (Elder (1985) in 

Wingens et al., 2011). Furthermore, the concept turning point, that is somewhat misleading given its 

point-in-time connotation, is of relevance. It refers to a period that is related to a change in the overall 

direction of a trajectory that is identified retrospectively (Wingens et al., 2011).  

With its five key heuristics for understanding life-course development and its conceptual 

distinctions to decompose trajectories the life-course theory is a fruitful starting point. Despite these 

key heuristics, the life-course theory cannot yet be considered as a coherent body of theory. It lacks 

coherent explanatory mechanisms for life-course development (Mayer, 2009). Such mechanisms 

would for example relate early conditions in life to later outcomes and processes of (cumulative) 

advantage and disadvantage (Mayer, 2009). Nevertheless, the life-course theory is a promising 

conceptual starting point that by framing the dynamic interrelation of structure and agency over time 

overcomes some problems outlined in the traditional micro-macro debate (Wingens et al., 2011): it 
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relates ‘life courses in their timing, pacing and sequencing of life-events (micro-level) to the dynamics 

of social structures and institutions (macro-/meso-level)’.  

 

1.2.2. The Life-Course Development of Persons Passing through and Coping with 

Institutions 
The theoretical framework of this study was further enriched by integrating the role played by 

institutions. A branch of the life-course theory, particularly developed in Germany, highlights how 

institutions in different domains impact on life-course development (Heinz & Marshall, 2003; Kohli, 

2007; Leisering & Leibfried, 2000; Mayer, 2004; Mayer & Schoepflin, 1989). Variations in institutions 

across different areas (e.g. countries) acting upon different domains of the life-course development 

have been often called ‘regimes’. Several types of regimes can be identified in different life domains, 

such as migration and integration regimes (Sainsbury, 2006), housing regimes (Mulder & Billari, 2010; 

Norris & Winston, 2012), welfare state regimes (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Leisering & Leibfried, 2000), 

and education regimes (West & Nikolai, 2013). 

Of particular relevance for this study is the social assistance scheme which supports persons 

bridging periods of crisis in their life or critical junctures, and its interactions with labour market 

regulations and other social protection schemes. As other institutional arrangements, social assistance 

schemes produce and support “specific temporal structures of life by institutional definitions of events, 

phases, episodes, and transitions that are linked to individual expectations and ‘life plans’” (Leisering 

& Leibfried, 2000). Leisering and Leibfried (2000) consider that welfare state arrangements impact on 

the life course by three types of structuration. First, the welfare state arrangements bring a temporal 

ordering in the life course through the definition of life stages, and the access to benefits and services 

during these stages. For example social assistance in Belgium is typically targeted at persons aged 18–

65 and specific measures, such as the personal integration contract, are only compulsory for young 

adults up to the age of 24. And also processes of benefit and service delivery are typically temporarily 

ordered. Processes are phased. For example in the Belgian social assistance scheme it is typically 

considered that first a minimum income guarantee should be accorded, subsequently social 

integration should be prioritised, and finally labour market integration can be aimed at (cf. Libert, 

2006). Second, institutional arrangements affect the connections between different life phases and life 

domains. By setting up cross-references (e.g. requiring formal schooling for some jobs, or recognising 

competences acquired informally), or by the presence or lack of coordination between the various life 

phases (e.g. the possibility of exemption from availability for work in case of giving birth) the welfare 

state enhances the integration or the discontinuity of the life course over the life span. Such 

coordination and integration affect the safety and security experienced by persons. Third, the welfare 
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state explicitly or implicitly affects the normative foundations of persons’ lives. For example the type 

of training programmes that can be followed, and the design of the existing active labour market 

programmes convey ideas of the desirable life course.  

Hence, the institutional arrangements shape the subsequent socio-economic trajectories in 

place through pre-structuring the timing and the type of transitions. The structuring by institutions is 

however not a deterministic process, but rather a process that limits the options horizon or the 

structure of opportunities and constraints for individual and local agency behaviour (Kazepov, 1999; 

Saraceno, 2002).  

 

1.2.3. The Development of Life-Work Careers of Persons Passing through and Coping 

with Institutions and Labour Markets 
This theoretical framework can also be enriched by using insights from the transitional labour markets 

theory. The transitional labour markets theory is a variant of the life-course theory, to which economic 

and political dimensions are added (Anxo & Erhel, 2006; Brzinsky-Fay, 2010). The transitional labour 

markets theory has been developed in the 1990s and 2000s by European projects on labour market 

inclusion (TRANSLAM and TLM) (Gazier & Gautié, 2009). The theoretical framework originated from a 

rather systemic approach to labour markets, and incorporated later also the agency of individuals, and 

firms (Gazier & Gautié, 2009; Schmid, 2014). I describe the framework on the basis of later work of 

Schmid (Schmid, 2006, 2014), and Auer (2007), and descriptions of the transitional labour markets 

theory by Gazier and Gautié (2009), and Anxo and Erhel (2006). I will describe the transitional labour 

markets theory in terms of five analytical building blocks.4 

A first analytical building block is that the transitional labour markets theory considers the 

dynamic nature of labour markets. Labour markets are seen as mobility spaces in which transitions are 

important (Gazier & Gautié, 2009). Though, the transitional labour markets theory makes no clear 

distinction between concepts such as state changes, and sequences, and transitions were mainly 

operationalised as changes between two states (Brzinsky-Fay, 2010).  

A second analytical building block of the transitional labour markets theory is that it considers 

work-life careers (Schmid, 2014). It has a comprehensive conception of work framed within the life 

course and it considers time as a scarce resource (Anxo & Erhel, 2006; Schmid, 2014). Work includes 

                                                           
4 The transitional labour markets approach consists besides of an analytical framework, also of a 

normative framework for policy formulation and evaluation (Schmid, 2006). However, I describe only 

the analytical framework in this section.  
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not only contractually paid work, but also household work, voluntary work and self-employment. 

Transitions also reflect age-graded phases in the life course which may differ among men and women, 

which reflect changes in needs and preferences, as product and business cycles (Anxo & Erhel, 2006; 

Schmid, 2014). The main life-course transitions considered (see Figure 1) are the transitions from 

school to work, from unemployment to employment, from unpaid to paid work, from paid work to 

incapacity to work, and from paid work to retirement. In addition, also the transition from paid 

employment to self-employment is considered in later work. These transitions constitute critical 

junctures in the working live of individuals (Schmid, 2014). However, social assistance is not considered 

explicitly within the transitional labour markets theory, but it can be covered under ‘unemployment’. 

 

Figure 1: The five main transitionary processes identified by the transitional labour markets theory 

Source: Schmid and Gazier (2002) 

Furthermore, the economy is characterised by uncertainty. Product and business cycle 

variation relate to processes of job loss and job creation. Particular is that job loss and job creation 

usually occur at different times, in different places, and implying different skills, resulting in 

inadequacies and the need for adjustments (Auer, 2007).  

A third building block of the transitional labour markets theory is its attention for the duration 

of states, the dependent and reversible nature of transitions, and the ‘added value’ of transitions. Auer 

(2007) and Auer, Berg, and Coulibaly (2005) address the duration of states, and search for ‘stability 

cores’. Furthermore, the history of transitions matters through path dependence (Anxo & Erhel, 2006). 

Trajectories are considered to be irreversible in time, and to a certain extent path dependent (Anxo & 

Erhel, 2006). But future transitions are also subject to reversibility (Anxo & Erhel, 2006). Paths can 

display turning points. O'Reilly, Cebrián, and Lallement (2000) distinguished among exclusionary 

transitions, maintaining transitions, and integrative transitions, originally to typify working-time 
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transitions, to assess the added value of transitions. Exclusionary transitions point to the more risky 

transitions that bring along a loss of income and career prospects, whereas integrative transitions bring 

along a growth in income and positive career prospects (e.g. from inactivity to work). Maintenance 

transitions originally denoted the transitions from full-time to part-time positions. In particular the 

distinction between exclusionary and integrative transitions was later also used for the study of other 

types of transitions (see for example Brzinsky-Fay, 2007; Veenman & Bijwaard, 2011). Though, these 

types of transitions were not developed as concepts with precise definitions of cumulative advantage 

or disadvantage within one field or over different life domains. In sum, conceptions of stability, 

volatility, and mobility were present in the transitional labour markets theory, but not well developed.  

A fourth analytical building block of the transitional labour markets theory is that it considers 

the collective dimension of match agreements in labour markets (Gazier & Gautié, 2009): match 

agreements have an unbalanced nature (i.e. they represent hierarchical relations between firms and 

workers) and are regulated by institutions. Institutions structure opportunities and risks. In particular 

employment regulation, welfare state arrangements, education and training policies, family policies, 

and the social dialogue are of relevance (Auer, 2007). Furthermore, the connection between different 

types of regulation, namely the institutional complementarities and discontinuities, are important. 

A fifth building block of the transitional labour market approach is that it considers insights 

from the economics of insurance and insights from the psychology of intuitive beliefs and choices, and  

framing theory, as developed by Kahneman and Tversky (2000) to typify the bounded rationality that 

guides the behaviour of various actors (Schmid, 2006).  

In sum, transitional labour markets are considered as collectively organised spaces for the 

development of life-work careers presenting dynamics that reflect matching agreements, which are 

concluded among actors guided by bounded rationality, and which are structured by institutional 

arrangements and institutional complementarities and discontinuities.  

 

1.2.4. The Localised Development of Life-Work Careers of Persons Passing through 

and Coping with Institutions and Labour Markets 
The principle of embeddedness in space is part of the key heuristics of the life-course theory. However, 

the understanding of the development of life-work careers can be enriched with insights from 

geography on the scale issue and the ‘spatial turn’ in the social sciences.   

The development of life-work careers is not only embedded in time, it is also said to be 

embedded in space. Individuals have residential trajectories and institutions and processes are 

governed by scales. Following a rather general definition, a scale is a spatial concept result of marking 
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territories through boundaries and enclosures which are enforced by rules and regulations, and 

through agents (Marston, Jones, & Woodward, 2005). Some authors stress also the relational aspect 

of the concept of scale, and define scale as ‘the nested hierarchy of bounded spaces of different size’ 

(Delaney and Leitner 1997 in Brenner, 2009). An essential feature of scales, traditionally neglected in 

the social sciences, but in line with the geographical literature, is that scales are social constructs, 

which are subject to change (Brenner, 2009; Harvey, 1996; Hedman, 2011; Kesteloot, De Decker, & 

Loopmans, 2009). They have changing characteristics.  

Despite its prominence within geographical literature, traditionally, the effect of local policies 

and context, and how local policies are articulated within local contexts has been neglected in the 

social policy literature. This lacuna is highlighted by an emerging body of literature on local social policy 

(Finn, 2000; Kazepov, 2010; Meyers, Glaser, & Donald, 1998; Powell & Boyle, 2001; Sunley, Martin, & 

Nativel, 2001). Social policies were typically studied at the nation-state or welfare-state level, because 

local data are scarce, local processes are difficult to identify, and the social sciences tended to neglect 

the issue of space (Buck, 2001; Harvey, 1996; Kesteloot et al., 2009). However, during the last decades 

a ‘spatial turn’ took place in different social sciences and studies theorising and modelling local context 

and local processes gained interest (Friedrichs, Galster, & Musterd, 2003; Martin, 1999; Sampson, 

Morenoff, & Gannon-Rowley, 2002; Soja, 2010). Some of these studies showed that the local area (in 

most studies the neighbourhood level) is a relevant scale for examining processes of social mobility 

(Buck, 2001; Chetty, Hendren, Kline, & Saez, 2014; Friedrichs et al., 2003). Such a local area is both the 

space and the community where resources can be mobilised and constraints are present (Andreotti, 

Mingione, & Polizzi, 2012). Other studies showed that the scale at which social policies are 

implemented matters (which has been also earlier highlighted by some authors in the fiscal federalism 

literature (Boyne, 1995; Dafflon, 2006; Oates, 1972)). Furthermore, also the scale of job searching and 

job matching are of relevance for the study of socio-economic trajectories (Arntz & Wilke, 2009; Lundin 

& Skedinger, 2006; Wasmer & Zenou, 2006). And the activities that firms perform are typically seen to 

be part of global value chains (Ramioul & De Vroom, 2009). 

In sum, this theoretical framework considers socio-economic trajectories to be shaped by 

individuals having a certain life-course development and residential history, coping with and 

experiencing the local implementation of the state regulation of socio-economic risks and 

opportunities by various institutions in place, and the local business cycles and its seasonal variations.  

  



28 
 

1.3. Data and Methodology 
 

1.3.1. The Data Sources 
In this dissertation I made use of several data sources, namely a data source for individual-level data 

and several data sources for agency-level or municipality-level data. The individual data are 

longitudinal administrative data obtained from the Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Security 

from the Crossroads Bank for Social Security.5 The Data Warehouse links data from various 

administrative databases and the national register for scientific use. The Crossroads Bank for Social 

Security is a parastatal agency that is the coordinator and motor of e-government in the social sector 

in Belgium. 

The most important data source for the individual level data was the PRIMA data bank, which 

covers payment records between the federal administration and the welfare agencies. Only payments 

records with a positive sum have been taken into account. The PRIMA data were linked by the Data 

Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection to other administrative data bases, such as the 

National Register, the data from various administrative institutions about employment and 

unemployment histories.  

On the basis of the individual administrative data a sample has been drawn by the Data 

Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection. I obtained a one in three proportionally stratified 

sample of persons who started to receive a social assistance benefit in 2004 or 2005 or who already 

received a social assistance benefit in the years 2004 or 2005. The sample was proportionally stratified 

by age (3 categories), sex (a dummy), province (11 categories), applicable act (a dummy) and 

municipality size (5 categories) in order to capture small groups adequately. For the sample 

beneficiaries their subsequent socio-economic trajectories were tracked until 2009. Their benefit and 

work history were also traced back to 1999. In addition, these data were linked to data about the place 

of birth of the individual and his or her parents, the socio-demographic characteristics and their 

evolution over time, the family situation and its evolution over time, the migration history and 

trajectory, and the history of the agency of service. Hence, with these data I dispose of rich information 

about individual life-course development and socio-demographic characteristics, residential 

trajectories, the functioning of welfare state institutions, and the concluded labour market contracts 

to model the socio-economic trajectories of social assistance beneficiaries. However, this data source 

                                                           
5 For more information on this data source see  

https://www.ksz-bcss.fgov.be/fr/bcss/page/content/websites/belgium/statistics/statistics_01.html (accessed 

on 21/02/2016). 

https://www.ksz-bcss.fgov.be/fr/bcss/page/content/websites/belgium/statistics/statistics_01.html


29 
 

has also some limitations. First, it is unclear how the outcomes are related to the behaviour of 

individuals, institutions, and firms: we do not know by which actor actions have been taken (e.g. 

whether a job has been offered by the welfare agency, or whether the beneficiary has searched for a 

job). Second, the highest educational degree of the social assistance beneficiary is unknown. Third, 

participation in training and education is not integrated in the data. Fourth, the trajectories of 

household members cannot be followed.6 

This sample with anonymous coded individual data has been linked by the Data Warehouse 

Labour Market and Social Protection to data about local agency characteristics and characteristics of 

the municipality of the welfare agency where the person is serviced. These local level data were 

collected from various sources, such as the 2004 Dexia-survey welfare agency accounts and the 2004 

Flemish agency for local and provincial government – welfare agency accounts, the 2004–2009 Social 

Integration Administration data, the 2004–2009 Local Employment Accounts, the 2004–2009 

Population Register, the 2008 Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection data on the 

increased reimbursement for health care costs, and the 2004–2009 fiscal data. The local level data had 

to be made categorical to be able to link them with the individual data sample for reasons of the 

protection of the privacy of the individuals.  

 

1.3.2. The Methods 
I made use of (multilevel) event history analysis techniques to address the research questions in the 

five papers. Event history analysis, also known as survival analysis, hazard models or failure time 

models, is a statistical technique, used in a wide range of disciplines in the social and natural sciences 

(Blossfeld et al., 2007; Kalbfleisch & Prentice, 2002; Therneau & Grambsch, 2000). Event history 

analysis is an appropriate technique to examine the timing of events, to take into account time-varying 

characteristics, to disentangle age and calendar time effects and to make correct estimations of 

durations in states given right-censoring (Blossfeld et al., 2007; Hinde, 1998; Jenkins, 2007; Singer & 

Willett, 2003). Right-censoring means that, given a certain observation window, one cannot observe 

the end of the period of benefit take up for some beneficiaries. This is illustrated in Figure 2 for persons 

E and G. As we do not know what will happen next (after moment Tb), we are not able to estimate their 

duration in social assistance. However, hazard models allow to include the information of censored 

                                                           
6 Although the trajectories of the individuals which are part of the household of the beneficiary were obtained 

in the initial data demand, these data could not be used due to data issues.  
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observations correctly into the estimation of the hazard function by acknowledging that these 

individuals did not experience a transition during the period they were observed.  

 

Figure 2: Observation of spell durations given a certain observation window 

Source: Blossfeld et al. (2007) 

 

The five papers use discrete-time event history analysis techniques, as the exit process under study 

is continuous, but the exits are measured only on monthly or quarterly basis (Jenkins, 2007). 

Furthermore, most papers work with a logit link function, defining proportional odds models, as is 

common in this research field (Jenkins 2007; Singer and Willett 2003).  

Multilevel event history analysis combines event history analysis with multilevel techniques 

(Goldstein, 2011; Rabe-Hesketh & Skrondal, 2012). Multilevel analysis, also known as random-effects 

analysis, allows to account for the non-independence of observations (e.g. beneficiaries serviced by 

the same welfare agency face the same local policy and the same labour market), to investigate the 

nature of between-agency variability, to examine the association of agency-level variables with 

beneficiary-level outcomes, and to account for unobserved heterogeneity at agency and beneficiary-

level by introducing random effects (Goldstein, 2011; Rasbash, 2008; Snijders & Boskers, 1999; Steele, 

2008). 

Multilevel event history analysis (the combination of both techniques) allows to include time-

varying variables, right-censoring and the (non-)hierarchical structure of the data. The models which I 

use in chapters four, five and six to model the decentralised nature of the social assistance scheme 

consist of three classifications (see Figure 3), namely the moments of measurement (        ), clustered 

within persons (          ), which are at their turn also clustered within welfare agencies (          ).  
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Figure 3: Multilevel model with three levels (time clustered in persons clustered in welfare agencies) 

Source: Author 

 

However, I allow for more complexity than shown in Figure 3 as persons can change welfare agency 

over time. Excluding these persons would reduce the validity of the study, whereas modelling only the 

characteristics of the first agency would result in misspecification of the effects (Beretvas, 2011; 

Hedman, 2011). Therefore, I model the change in agency. This methodological choice is also in line 

with the analytical perspective that starts from the dynamic nature of social contexts (cf. subsection 

1.2.4.). Consequently, I do not work with a hierarchical classification as shown in Figure 3, but I use 

cross-classified multilevel event history models. This type of model allows that persons change welfare 

agency over the observed time period. Persons are cross-nested within welfare agencies.  

 

1.3.3. The Sample Selections 
Some other issues, such as left-censoring, point-in-time versus entrants’ samples, and selection of first-

ever entrants, are of relevance to explain with regard to the sample selection used in the papers. The 

Figure 2 above allows to illustrate what is left-censoring. Left-censoring means that we do not know 

when the benefit spell started which is the case for persons B and G in Figure 2. At this moment, 

statistical techniques which are appropriate to deal with left-censoring are not yet well developed and 

commonly used (Jenkins, 2007). Therefore, we used samples with entrants into the social assistance 

scheme (in chapters 3, 4, 5 and 6) or point-in-time samples (in chapter 2), in which the left-censored 

persons are excluded from the analysis. When we worked with a point-in-time sample we documented 

the profile of these beneficiaries to give insight in the characteristics of the beneficiaries excluded.  

On the basis of Figure 2, also the difference between point-in-time samples and samples of 

entrants can be explained. A point-in-time sample covers all persons who are entitled to the benefit at 

a certain point in time, for example the beginning of the observation window (moment Ta). This are 
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persons B and G in Figure 2. By contrast, a sample of entrants consists of persons who enter the benefit 

during a certain period (persons C, D and E in Figure 2 enter within the full observation window). 

Moreover, this period of sample selection does not need to correspond with the full observation 

window in the study. In the papers that are based on entrants samples, the period in which entrants 

are selected (the year 2004 or the year 2004 and 2005) does not correspond with the full observation 

window (respectively the period 2004–2007 and the period 2004–2009). 

Within the econometric literature there is a preference for entrants’ samples (Immervoll, 

Jenkins, & Königs, 2015), as point-in-time samples overrepresent long durations (given that persons 

with shorter durations have already left the sample) (Walker, 1995). Bane and Ellwood (1994) use the 

metaphor of a person visiting a hospital to explain the processes at work. When you visit a hospital at 

a certain moment in time, most patients in the hospital will be long-term patients, whereas actually 

most persons who visit the hospital only stay for a short period in the hospital. This will be the case 

because the patients staying shortly in the hospital are likely to have left already the hospital at the 

moment you visit the hospital.  

Hence, entrants’ samples give certain information about the process under study. Though, a 

disadvantage is that the process under study is by definition already ‘old information’ (it gives 

information about processes years or decades ago), as it takes a long time before one is able to study 

long durations. In case I aim to study long spell durations or the duration patterns for specific groups 

(which requires a larger sample in order to obtain reliable estimates), it may be of relevance to work 

with point-in-time samples. Point-in-time samples are more common in the demographic research 

tradition. For all papers we work with an entrants’ samples, except for the paper presented in chapter 

2 in which we use a point-in-time sample. In the latter paper we use a point-in-time sample because 

we aimed to gain insight in long durations given the rather short observation window and we aimed 

to study the duration patterns for persons with varying migration background. The point-in-time-

sample allowed to have a bigger sample to make separate analyses by groups of origin.  

Another issue of relevance for sample selection is the observed spell number of the benefit 

spell. Ideally, I aim to study first-ever entrants into the scheme, as the processes playing during first-

ever spells may be different from the processes observed during later spells of benefit take up (see for 

a discussion of this issue in Luhmann and Eid (2009)). In Table 1 in the next subsection more details 

can be found about the different design issues of the five papers.  
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1.3.4. An Overview of the Design of the Papers 
 

Table 1: Overview of the design of the studies 

 Chapter 2 Chapter 3 Chapter 4 Chapter 5 Chapter 6 

Title Do First and Second 
Generation 
Migrants Stay 
longer in Social 
Assistance than 
Natives 

Exit from and Re-
entry into Social 
Assistance Benefit 
in Belgium 

Long-Term Work 
Exits among Social 
Assistance 
Beneficiaries with 
Varying Migration 
Background in 
Belgium 

How do Exit Rates 
from Social 
Assistance in Belgium 
Vary with Individual 
and Local Agency 
Characteristics 

The Decentralised 
Allocation of Active 
Labour Market 
Programmes to 
Social Assistance 
Beneficiaries in 
Belgium 

Sample size 22,620 beneficiaries  13,552 beneficiaries 13,552 beneficiaries 14,270 beneficiaries 

serviced by 572 

welfare agencies at 

entry 

10,156 beneficiaries 
serviced by 543 
welfare agencies at 
entry 

Sample 
selection 

Aged 18–60, no 
combination with 
wage or other 
benefit 

Aged 18–64 (no full-
time students at 
entry, no 
combination of 
benefit with wage 
or other benefit at 
entry) 

Aged 18–64 (no full-
time students at 
entry, no 
combination of 
benefit with wage 
or other benefit at 
entry) 

Aged 18–64 
(including students) 

Aged 18–64 (no full-
time students at 
entry, no 
combination of 
benefit with wage or 
other benefit at 
entry, no asylum 
seekers) 

Entrants 
sample versus 
point-in-time 
sample 

Point-in-time 
sample  of the 
population on 30 
June 2005; no left-
censoring (persons 
with spells 
beginning before 
January 1999) 

Entrants sample (all 
entrants in 2004 or 
2005 who have not 
received a social 
assistance benefit 
since January 1999) 

Entrants sample (all 
entrants in 2004 or 
2005 who have not 
received a social 
assistance benefit 
since January 1999) 

Entrants sample (all 
entrants in 2004 who 
did not receive a 
social assistance 
benefit in the fifteen 
months preceding 
their entry) 

Entrants sample (all 
entrants in 2004 or 
2005 who have not 
received a social 
assistance benefit 
since January 1999) 

Calendar year 
observation 
window for 
social 
assistance 
spells 

1999–2009 2004–2009 2004–2009 2004–2007 2004–2009 

Follow-up 
period for each 
person 

June 2005 – 
December 2009 (55 
months) 

Four years since 
entry (16 quarters) 

Four years since 
entry (16 quarters) 

Two years since 
entry (24 months) 

Four years since 
entry (16 quarters) 

Number of the 
spells studied 

Current social 
assistance spell  

First and higher-
order observed 
spells (repeated 
spells) 
For the study of exit 
type: All social 
assistance spells 
observed over four 
years 
For the study of re-
entry: all spells out 
of social assistance 
observed over four 
years 

First and higher-
order observed 
spells  (repeated 
spells) 

First observed spell  First and higher-
order observed 
spells (repeated 
spells) 
All social assistance 
spells observed over 
four years 
 

Metric Monthly Quarterly  Quarterly Monthly Quarterly 

Spell definition Including breaks of 
one month for the 
monthly spells 

Not accounting for 
breaks 

Not accounting for 
breaks 

Including breaks of 
one month 

Not accounting for 
breaks 

Methodology Multivariate 
discrete-time 
random-effects  
logit hazard models 
 

Multivariate 
discrete-time 
random-effects 
logit hazard models  
 

Multivariate 
discrete-time 
random-effects 
logit hazard models  
 

Multivariate 
discrete-time cross-
classified random-
effects  logit hazard 
models 
MCMC-estimation 

Multivariate 
discrete-time cross-
classified random-
effects logit hazard 
models  
MCMC-estimation 

Reporting Odds ratio’s Average marginal 
effects (AME) 

Odds ratio’s Odds ratio’s Odds ratio’s 



34 
 

 Chapter 2 Chapter 3 Chapter 4 Chapter 5 Chapter 6 

Dependent 
variable(s) 

Timing of exit Unspecified exit;  
Socio-economic 
state after exit, 
distinguishing 
among work (inclu-
ding temporary 
work), active labour 
market programme 
participation, social 
insurance benefit 
receipt and exit for 
other reasons;  
Re-entry into social 
assistance 

Exit within two 
years to 
employment spell 
lasting at least two 
years, with 
employment being 
temporary work, 
non-temporary 
work, self-
employment or 
participation in 
active labour market 
programme 

Timing of exit Exit to ALMP 
Exit to other exit 
types, distinguishing 
among temporary 
work, non-
temporary work, 
social insurance 
benefit, and exit for 
other reasons 

Specification 
of the baseline 
hazard 
function 

Categorical 
specification with 
wider intervals at 
longer spell lengths 
(1–3 months up to 
121–132 months) 

For the study of exit 
type:  
Quadratic 
specification 
For the study of re-
entry: Quadratic 
specification 

Linear specification Categorical 
specification, with 
intervals of three 
months 

Categorical 
specification with 
wider intervals at 
longer spell lengths 
(half years during 
the first year and 
yearly intervals for 
the next three years) 

Covariates Calendar time 
quarter (4 
categories) 
Spell characteristics 
Sum of the length of 
previous social 
assistance receipt 
since January 1999 
Beneficiary 
characteristics 
Sex, age at entry, 
age at entry 
squared, work 
intensity since 1999, 
student (dummy, 
tv), sanctioned in 
the unemployment 
benefit in two years 
before (dummy), 
being in the waiting 
period for the 
unemployment 
benefit (dummy, tv), 
agency change 
(dummy), 
household type (6 
categories, tv), 
region (3 categories, 
tv), origin group (8 
categories), current 
citizenship (dummy, 
tv), asylum seeker 
(dummy, tv), 
applicable act 
(dummy, tv), years 
of residence (8 
categories, tv) 
 

For the study of exit 
type:  
Calendar time 
quarter (4 
categories) 
Spell characteristics 
Spell number (3 
categories, tv),  
Beneficiary 
characteristics 
Sex, age at entry, 
age at entry 
squared, household 
type (6 categories, 
tv), work intensity in 
the year before 
entry, social security 
benefit intensity in 
the year before 
entry, being 
sanctioned in the 
unemployment 
scheme in the year 
before entry 
(dummy),place of 
birth of persons and 
his or her parents (5 
categories), asylum 
seeker (dummy, tv), 
current citizenship 
(dummy, tv), 
applicable act 
(dummy, tv) 
For the study of re-
entry:  
The same covariates 
as for the study of 
exit type, except for 
the quadratic 
specification of age, 
current citizenship, 
applicable act; and a 
variable denoting 
the type of exit (4 
categories), 
interacted with the 
linear time variable 

Calendar time 
quarter (4 
categories) 
Spell characteristics 
Spell number (3 
categories, tv),  
Beneficiary 
characteristics 
Sex, age at entry, 
age at entry 
squared, household 
type (6 categories, 
tv), work intensity in 
the year before 
entry, social security 
benefit intensity in 
the year before 
entry, being 
sanctioned in the 
unemployment 
scheme in the year 
before entry 
(dummy), migration 
background (5 
categories) 
interacted with spell 
length, asylum 
seeker (dummy, tv), 
current citizenship 
(dummy, tv), 
applicable act 
(dummy, tv), 
Local agency 
characteristics 
Local 
unemployment rate 
(5 categories, tv) 

Calendar time 
quarter (4 
categories) 
Beneficiary 
characteristics:  
Sex, age at entry, 
age at entry 
squared, citizenship 
acquisition (dummy, 
tv), work intensity in 
the five years 
preceding entry, 
student (dummy, 
tv), agency change 
(dummy), nationality 
at birth (4 
categories, 
interacted with 
time) 
Local agency 
characteristics  
Unemployment rate 
(5 categories, tv); 
municipality size (5 
categories, tv); 
ALMP participation 
rate (3 categories); 
generosity level (5 
categories) 

Calendar time 
quarter (4 
categories) 
Spell characteristics 
Spell number (3 
categories, tv),  
Beneficiary 
characteristics 
Sex, age at entry, 
age at entry 
squared, household 
type (6 categories, 
tv), work intensity in 
the year before 
entry, social insuran-
ce benefit intensity 
in the year before 
entry, sanctioned in 
the unemployment 
scheme in year 
before entry 
(dummy), asylum 
seeker (dummy, tv), 
current citizenship 
(dummy, tv), 
duration of residen-
ce (8 categories, tv); 
origin group (9 
categories), agency 
change (dummy), 
applicable act 
(dummy, tv) 
Local agency 
characteristics  
Unemployment rate 
(5 categories, tv); 
municipality size (5 
categories, tv); 
region (3 categories, 
tv);  ALMP-participa-
tion rate (5 cate-
gories, tv); genero-
sity level (5 cate-
gories); poverty rate 
(5 categories); gini 
coefficient (5 
categories, tv) 

Source: Compilation by author 
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1.4. The Relevance and the Contributions of the Study 

 

1.4.1. The Relevance of the Study 
The relevance of this study lies in the combination of a number of factors. First, given a greater political 

interest in targeting the limited resources to the poorest families, the balance of more universal 

insurance versus more selective social assistance benefits is shifting towards more heavy reliance on 

social assistance benefits (Immervoll et al., 2015; Kazepov, 2010). Also at European level, social 

assistance schemes, usually called ‘minimum income schemes’ by the European institutions, have 

become a topical theme (European Economic and Social Committee, 2013; Marx & Nelson, 2013). 

Hence, it is of relevance to gain insight in the socio-economic trajectories of persons who pass at a 

certain moment through the social assistance scheme.  

Second, studying the socio-economic trajectories after social assistance benefit take up is of 

particular relevance in a migration society. Policy makers usually overestimate the extent to which 

they can control migration flows (Jurado & Brochmann, 2013). Selective migration inflow is usually not 

as successful as assumed. Therefore, it is of relevance to have adequate institutional arrangements 

which may enable the integration of a variety of, not only selected, persons with a migration 

background in the host society. The social assistance scheme fulfils, as the last resort safety net in a 

welfare state where most social insurance schemes are contributory (and therefore accessible only if 

one has worked a certain period of time), a particularly important role to a group of newly arrived 

migrants. The socio-economic trajectories after social assistance uptake form the real-life civic 

integration courses for those arriving migrants that pass through social assistance. To which extent 

they can become durably integrated in the labour market is of relevance for them and for society, as 

labour market integration is a key dimension that facilitates the multi-dimensional integration of 

migrants (Gabrielli, Paterno, & Strozza, 2007). Furthermore, the first steps in labour market trajectories 

of migrants are important for their integration, and for their future labour market careers, as such 

careers are path-dependent (Barone & Schizzerotto, 2011; Fuller, 2014; Manzoni, Härkönen, & Mayer, 

2014). In addition, the labour market position of migrants may impact on the labour market position 

of their children and their descendants (Lindahl, Palme, Massih, & Sjögren, 2015; Platt, 2005). Hence, 

this question is of relevance from a social investment perspective (i.e. to maximise labour market 

outcomes over the life course of individuals and over generations). For society, durable labour market 

integration is of relevance for social cohesion and the financial sustainability of the welfare state.  

Third, studying how local policy and local context in decentralised schemes are associated with 

exit patterns is of relevance for four reasons. Social assistance schemes are in most welfare states the 

most decentralised schemes of the welfare state (Ferrera, 2005), and the shift towards active labour 
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market policy has been accompanied by a decentralisation trend in these schemes (Kazepov, 2010; 

Van Berkel & Borghi, 2008; Van Berkel, de Graaf, & Sirovátka, 2011). Next, examining the impact of 

local policy and local context is in line with the emerging interest in subnational welfare models 

(Saraceno, 2002; Vampa, 2014). Subsequently, researchers examining social assistance dynamics have, 

partly due to data limitations, mainly studied individual beneficiary characteristics (such as socio-

demographic characteristics, benefit and work history, or barriers to employment) and benefit spell 

characteristics. Hence, in this study I go beyond individual and benefit spell characteristics when 

examining the determinants of socio-economic trajectories. Finally, in an era where individuals are 

largely held responsible for outcomes, concepts as ‘fate’ or ‘bad luck’ are of less salience, and, 

consequently, socio-economic risks need to be mastered and life courses planned, it is of relevance to 

gain insight in how local policy and local context influence socio-economic trajectories for social 

assistance beneficiaries.  

Fourth, this study allows to gain some insight in the interplay of the social assistance scheme, 

the social insurance schemes, the labour market, and the active labour market programmes. 

Institutional interactions (i.e. complementarities and discontinuities) have been often neglected in the 

study of benefit dynamics. They are merely during the last decade recognised to be of relevance (Belot 

& van Ours, 2004; Clasen & Clegg, 2011; Pellizzari, 2006; van den Berg, 1990). But studies on individual 

trajectories revealing institutional interactions are scant. Institutional interactions were more often 

studied on the basis of macro data and/or for unemployment insurance, rather than for social 

assistance (Pellizzari, 2006). Though, institutional interactions are of particular relevance for social 

assistance beneficiaries, given the residual nature of the social assistance scheme within the social 

protection system and towards other actors.  

 

1.4.2. The Contributions of the Study 
The contribution of this doctoral dissertation to the literature on social assistance dynamics and socio-

economic trajectories of social assistance beneficiaries (and more generally on poverty) lies in the 

combination of the following features.  

First, I study the social assistance dynamics and the socio-economic trajectories after social 

assistance take up for Belgium, which has not been done in recent years. The major study of reference 

is the doctoral dissertation of Cockx (1992) on social assistance dynamics in the 1980s, which could not 

yet study the socio-economic states after exit (except for the ‘Article 60’-programme) given the lack of 

these data at the time. Furthermore, this study is for Belgium the first study on social assistance benefit 

that examines in detail the migration history of beneficiaries. I dispose of a rich set of migration-specific 
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characteristics, namely having a first or second-generation migration background, the origin group, the 

number of years of residence in Belgium, the Belgian citizenship acquisition, and the asylum seeker 

status. 

 Second, I make use of a representative sample of uniquely rich longitudinal administrative 

data that allow to track socio-economic careers over several years, which I have especially designed 

for this research project. I linked this sample of beneficiaries to the country-wide available local welfare 

agency characteristics in order to model the decentralised nature of the social assistance scheme. This 

modelling approach has rarely been done internationally and is unique for social assistance research 

in Belgium. 

Third, I deepened some aspects of the study of social assistance dynamics. Building on the 

insights of pioneering studies on social assistance dynamics, such as Blank (1989), Bane and Ellwood 

(1994), Leisering and Leibfried (2000), Saraceno (2002) and Cappellari and Jenkins (2008) I address 

some methodological issues which have – to my knowledge – never been studied in detail for social 

assistance dynamics. These issues are the study of exit paths from decentralised schemes with 

beneficiaries moving between local agencies, and the study of the socio-economic states after exit (i.e. 

the first socio-economic state, and re-entry) for repeated social assistance spells. Furthermore, I 

deepened the study of socio-economic trajectories after social assistance benefit take up. For example, 

to my knowledge, no other study on social assistance has examined durable labour market integration 

after social assistance take up. 

Fourth, in the study I aim to combine theoretical and methodological insights from several 

disciplines in the social sciences, such as sociology, social policy, demography, economics, and 

geography. For example, the study takes into account the dynamic nature of local contexts, which has 

been mainly theorised in geography. I work also with both point-in-time samples and entrants samples, 

given their relative contribution as discussed in different disciplines (mainly demography and 

economics).  

Fifth, in the 1990s, longitudinal research, that became possible due to newly available data 

sources and new modelling techniques, was assumed to revolutionise the social policy paradigms in 

place regarding poverty and social inclusion (Leisering & Walker, 1998). It was assumed to draw more 

attention to causes of poverty, to events and structures, and to long-term outcomes. However, the 

time-dimension of poverty has long been neglected (Clark & Hulme, 2010). And still today, in 2016, 

cross-sectional thinking, based on snapshots of poverty situations, is still the dominant design within 

social policy research and the leading paradigm within social policy, at least in Belgium and at the level 
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of the European Union.7 Though, generally spoken, longitudinal data collection has flourished and 

became ‘the current gold standard of quantitative social science’ (Mayer, 2009). Although I am aware 

that dynamic research has also pitfalls (with some disadvantages being well described by Ellwood 

(1998)), with this doctoral dissertation I aim to make a contribution to taking further the potentiality 

of longitudinal research for analytical thinking in the social sciences and for policy design and 

monitoring.  

 

1.5. The Outline of the Study 

 

This dissertation consists of six chapters after this introductory chapter. The chapters two to six present 

the five papers, which addresses a distinct set of research questions about the socio-economic 

trajectories of the (former) social assistance beneficiaries. I ordered the research papers content-wise, 

and not in their chronological order of development. Chapters two to four deal with the socio-

economic trajectories in general and among beneficiaries with varying migration background. Chapters 

five and six present the papers about exit paths from the decentralised social assistance scheme.  

The paper presented in chapter two has the title ‘Do First and Second-Generation Migrants 

Stay Longer on Social Assistance than Natives in Belgium?’ In this paper we compare the timing of exit 

among persons with migration background and native beneficiaries, and among migrants with various 

migration histories. In chapter three I present the paper that is entitled ‘Exit from and Re-entry into 

Social Assistance Benefit in Belgium’. In this paper we examine which socio-economic states 

beneficiaries with varying migration background have after social assistance and how these socio-

economic situations are associated with differential risks of re-entry into social assistance. In chapter 

four we study long-term work exits. In this paper we examine whether persons with varying migration 

background differ in their chances to exit within two years to an employment episode lasting at least 

two years, and whether the timing of such an exit differs among persons with varying migration 

background, and whether potential gaps can be ascribed to differential beneficiary characteristics and 

employment opportunities.  

In chapter five I present the paper entitled ‘How do exit rates from social assistance benefit in 

Belgium vary with individual and local agency characteristics’. In this paper we examine whether the 

length of benefit receipt varies among welfare agencies, and how local welfare agency policy (i.e. 

                                                           
7 I note that in countries such as the United Kingdom and Germany, which dispose of longitudinal panel studies, 

the longitudinal approach is more common.  
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ALMP-participation rate and generosity level of supplementary assistance) and local welfare agency 

context characteristics are associated with the timing of exit from social assistance, controlling for the 

differential composition of the local social assistance populations. In chapter six I present a paper 

about the decentralised use of active labour market programmes. We examined to which beneficiaries 

and areas active labour market programmes are addressed, whether agency-level variation exists, and 

if yes, how it can be explained, and how ALMP-use interacts with other exit types.  

I start the seventh and final chapter of the study by recalling the research aims and approach 

(section 7.1). Next, I present the key findings of the study (section 7.2). Subsequently, I discuss the 

limitations of the research (section 7.3). In section 7.4, I describe fruitful options for future research. 

To conclude, I discuss the relevance of the findings with regard to the predominant policy paradigms 

and research designs (section 7.5).  
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2. Do First and Second-Generation Migrants Stay Longer in Social 

Assistance than Natives in Belgium?8 
 

  

                                                           
8 This paper has been co-authored by Karel Neels and Karel Van den Bosch. The authors wish to thank Vincent 

Corluy, Chiara Saraceno, Daniela Skugor, and the participants at the CSB Lunch Seminar (Antwerp, 10 February 

2014) for their useful comments on earlier versions of this paper.  
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Abstract 

In many European countries migrants are overrepresented in social assistance. In Belgium at least 70 

per cent of social assistance beneficiaries are first or second-generation migrants, as natives are often 

eligible for a social insurance benefit. Lower exit rates among migrants relative to natives could raise 

concern about the labour market inclusion of beneficiaries, as well as the financial sustainability and 

solidarity basis of the welfare state. This paper analyses whether migrants remain longer in social 

assistance than natives and whether migrants vary in their timing of exit by migration-history 

characteristics. We use longitudinal data from the social assistance administration linked to other 

administrative sources, including detailed information about migration histories of migrants. Using 

event history analysis, we track the exits from social assistance for 22,620 beneficiaries in the period 

June 2005–December 2009. We find that migrants have substantially longer median durations than 

natives. Controlling for socio-demographic characteristics, benefit and work histories we find that most 

migrant groups have (slightly) lower exit rates than natives. Asylum seekers stay substantially longer 

in social assistance whereas migrants with longer durations of residence have shorter benefit periods 

than recent migrants. Second-generation migrants do not stay longer in social assistance than natives. 

 

Keywords: Social assistance dynamics, Belgium, First and second-generation migrants, Event history 

analysis, Duration dependence, Migration-history characteristics  
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2.1. Introduction 
 

During the last decades Western European societies, including Belgium, have been characterised by 

substantial migration and this is likely to remain the case in the coming decades, although the nature 

of migration may change (Castles, de Haas, & Miller, 2014; Kremer, 2013; OECD, 2009). Migration 

presents opportunities as well as challenges to welfare states, which were conceived to share risks 

among citizens within the borders of nation states (Jurado & Brochmann, 2013; Kremer, 2013). A 

particular sensitive issue is whether migrants take up social assistance more frequently than natives or 

stay disproportionally long on the tax-financed social assistance scheme (Boeri, 2010; Hansen & 

Lofstrom, 2003, 2011), as social assistance presupposes a one-sided solidarity in contrast to 

contributory social insurance benefits (De Beer & Koster, 2009).  

The social assistance benefit is a means-tested minimum income to legally residing able-

bodied persons of working age who have no other means of subsistence and have exhausted other 

social rights. The social assistance scheme fulfils a very residual role within the Belgian welfare state 

towards natives, as these are often entitled to contributory social insurance benefits, due to their 

previous work history and because unemployment benefits are in principle allocated for an unlimited 

time period in Belgium. Migrants often fail to meet the eligibility criteria for social insurance benefits 

(e.g. due to lack of employment history) in a labour market which is characterised by one of the highest 

unemployment gaps between natives and migrants within the EU (Eurostat, 2011). As migrants can 

easily access the social assistance scheme in Belgium (e.g. the duration of residence in the country is 

not a criterion for eligibility), entry rates into social assistance are much higher than for natives (Corluy 

& Verbist, 2010). On 30 June 2005 at least 70 per cent of social assistance beneficiaries were migrants, 

defined as persons born outside Belgium or having at least one foreign-born parent. In comparison to 

earlier decades, the share of persons with a migrant background entitled to social assistance grew 

substantially (Carpentier, 2011).  

In this article, we aim to shed light on the hypothesised slower exit from social assistance by 

migrants compared to natives and on differential exit rates by migration characteristics (first versus 

second-generation migration, length of residence in the host country, asylum seeker status, citizenship 

status and origin group). Lower exit rates among migrants relative to natives can raise concern for 

three reasons. First, long benefit spells can increase the risk of social exclusion as living on a low income 

can preclude participation in many of the activities and consumption patterns of mainstream society 

(Mood, 2011). Long benefit spells could also indicate that the design of the social assistance scheme 

and the other welfare state and labour market arrangements in place does not provide sufficient 

opportunities or incentives to find alternative ways of securing their livelihood. Of particular interest 
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are second-generation migrants. It would be cause for concern if these persons who were born and 

educated in Belgium, would exit more slowly from social assistance than natives. Second, migration 

affects the financial sustainability of the welfare state (Corluy, 2014; OECD, 2013). Migration may be a 

way to mitigate some of the consequences of population ageing by enlarging the share of the working-

age population paying taxes and contributions. However, when migrants become (long-term) 

dependent on social assistance or social insurance benefits, they do not support but, by contrast, 

aggravate the financial burden of the welfare state. Third, a high share of migrant beneficiaries (or 

such a perception) may undermine solidarity and the social legitimacy of the scheme (Mau & 

Burkhardt, 2009). Studies of public opinion suggest that many citizens are less willing to redistribute 

towards (recently arrived) migrants than to other groups of persons with needs (van Oorschot, 2008). 

To inform this debate, having insight in the reasons for the presumed lower exit of migrants is key.  

In this study, we compare the timing of exiting social assistance (or the length of social 

assistance spells) between migrants and natives and between different groups of migrants in Belgium. 

First, we assess whether migrants are less likely to exit social assistance than natives. Second, we study 

whether this remains the case after controlling for socio-demographic characteristics and work and 

benefit receipt history. Third, we examine how the diversity of migration histories affect the timing of 

exit. We use discrete-time hazard models to examine the monthly exit from social assistance for a 

random sample of 22,620 beneficiaries aged 18–60 entitled to social assistance on 30 June 2005. 

Beneficiaries were followed until the end of their social assistance spell or the end of the observation 

period (31 December 2009). 

This paper contributes to the literature on migration and benefit dynamics in several ways. 

First, whereas most studies have focused on variation among migrants and natives in uptake rates, 

differences in exit from social assistance between natives and migrants have hitherto only been 

examined in few countries. No such studies exist for Belgium. Second, we have a large sample of 

administrative longitudinal data with detailed information on the migration history allowing to analyse 

the association between a number of migration-history characteristics and exit from social assistance.   

This paper consists of six sections. Following this introduction, the second section reviews the 

literature about exit from social assistance among migrants and natives. Section three sketches recent 

migration flows and their regulation in Belgium, as well as relevant features of the social assistance 

scheme, the policies aimed at the integration of migrants and the labour market. In the fourth section, 

we present the data, models and variables used to examine exit. In section five, we present the 

findings. In the final section, we discuss the results in relation to the literature and current policy 

debates and highlight some limitations of the study. 
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2.2. Literature Review 
 

2.2.1. Uptake of Social Assistance Benefit among Migrants  
A substantial number of studies examined the uptake of welfare state benefits among migrants. These 

studies have found that foreign-born persons are overrepresented in social assistance in most 

countries (i.e. Germany (Castronova, Kayser, Frick, & Wagner, 2001; Riphahn, Sander, & Wunder, 

2013), the Netherlands (Zorlu, 2013), Sweden (Gustafsson, 2013), the US (Borjas & Hilton, 1996) and 

Italy (Pellizzari, 2013 (means-tested benefits)). Around 2005 in Belgium, according to EU-SILC data, 

social assistance uptake was exceptionally high among non-European migrants (Corluy & Verbist, 

2010). In contrast, a lower uptake rate among migrants relative to natives was found in Ireland, Spain 

and Canada (Baker & Benjamin, 1995; Barrett & McCarthy, 2007; Rodríguez-Planas, 2013). Differences 

across countries may be due to the variation in the composition of migrant populations and eligibility 

criteria.9  

 

2.2.2. Exit from Social Assistance 
Studies examining exit from social assistance have distinguished three types of variables that affect 

the timing of exit.  

First, characteristics shared by migrants and natives may explain variation in exit rates 

between migrants and natives. Most studies have shown that foreign-born persons stay longer in social 

assistance than natives, also when controlling for observable characteristics such as age, gender, 

education and household type and, in some studies, for unobserved characteristics (Bosco, Contini, & 

Negri, 1999 (Turin); Carpentier, Neels, & Van den Bosch, 2014 (Belgium); Dahl & Lorentzen, 2003 

(Norway); Gustafsson, Müller, Negri, & Voges, 2002 (Bremen, Gothenburg and Helsingborg); Hansen, 

2009 (Norway); Hansen & Lofstrom, 2009 (Sweden); Walker & Shaw, 1998 (Great Britain); Wunder & 

Riphahn, 2014 (Germany)). In contrast, Gustafsson et al. (2002) reported shorter median durations for 

beneficiaries holding foreign citizenship in Lisbon, Milan, Turin, Barcelona and Vitoria. This remained 

the case after controlling for observed characteristics, except for the Spanish cities.  

Second, migration-history characteristics may affect the timing of exit. Hansen (2009) and Dahl 

and Lorentzen (2003) found longer durations in social assistance, after controlling for sex, age, 

                                                           
9 In Ireland, for example, migrants qualify for social assistance only after residing in the country for two years 

(Barrett & McCarthy, 2008). 



47 
 

education, family type and variation in (local) unemployment rate and other characteristics), for 

migrants from Africa, Asia and Eastern Europe, whereas beneficiaries born in South America and 

western countries did not differ from Norwegians. Also in Belgium, non-EU-born migrants have longer 

social assistance spells than Belgian-born persons (Carpentier et al., 2014). The way migrants obtain 

legal residence also affects exit. Hansen and Lofstrom (2009) showed that in Sweden beneficiaries from 

refugee-sending countries had longer spells. The same study, as well as Hansen (2009) for Norway, 

found that migrants residing longer in the receiving country were likely to exit faster, suggesting that 

recently arrived migrants may need some time to acquire country-specific human capital (Basilio & 

Bauer, 2010; Chiswick & Miller, 2009). Furthermore, Carpentier et al. (2014) and Albert and King (2011) 

found for Belgium and the state of Nevada, respectively, that beneficiaries who acquired citizenship of 

the host country were more likely to exit social assistance compared to beneficiaries not holding such 

citizenship. Acquiring citizenship of the receiving country can indicate a willingness to integrate and 

can therefore function as a positive signal to employers and can open access to a wider range of jobs 

(e.g. government jobs) (Bevelander & Veenman, 2006a; Corluy, Marx, & Verbist, 2011). Gustafsson et 

al. (2002) found mixed evidence for the association between foreign citizenship and exit rates in seven 

European cities. 

Third, the length of social assistance spells can affect exit rates. Earlier studies generally found 

that exit rates are negatively related to the time spent in social assistance. This could be attributed to 

selection effects (i.e. persons with the best profiles exit first) or to negative duration dependence (i.e. 

the duration of benefit receipt affects the probability of exit as such). Duration dependence has been 

explained in terms of three mechanisms (Bane & Ellwood, 1994): first, beneficiaries’ human capital 

depreciates over time, second, being a long-term beneficiary signals low productivity to employers 

and, third, beneficiaries develop norms and values or receive information through their social 

networks that favour benefit receipt. Evidence whether decreasing exit rates can be attributed to 

duration dependence is mixed (Bane & Ellwood, 1994; Carcillo, Immervoll, Jenkins, Königs, & 

Tatsiramos, 2014). Furthermore, studies rarely have examined whether duration dependence was 

stronger or weaker for migrants than for natives. Hansen (2009) found that duration dependence was 

substantial for migrants in Norway, but less pronounced than for all beneficiaries.  

In this context, it is useful to mention that some studies found a positive association between 

the length of unemployment benefit spells and subsequent employment durations for migrants, as 

spending more time in the scheme increased the effectiveness of the job matching process (Uhlendorff 

& Zimmermann, 2014). Also, it is important to keep in mind that a transition to work is only one exit 

route out of social assistance, among many others, which have received much less attention.  
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2.3. Migration and Institutional Arrangements 

 

2.3.1. Migration in Belgium 
After the Second World War, Belgium increasingly attracted Southern European guest workers, mainly 

Italians, followed by low-educated male guest workers from Morocco and Turkey during the 1960s and 

early 1970s (Bousetta, Gsir, & Jacobs, 2007; Reniers, 1999). In 1974 Belgium introduced a migration 

stop, though allowing several legal migration channels (such as free movement of EU-citizens, family 

reunification, foreign studentship, asylum seeking and high-skilled labour migration). The migration 

stop led to a smaller number of foreigners entering Belgium during the 1980s and early 1990s (see 

Figure 4). Conversely, since the end of the 1990s, the migration rate has continuously increased. 

Whereas migration from neighbouring countries and family reunification immigration continued, the 

number of immigrants from the new EU-countries increased (Centrum voor Gelijkheid van Kansen en 

voor Racismebestrijding, 2008). Asylum seeking also became a relatively important migration channel 

during the 1990s and 2000s. The periods 1990–1993 and 1999–2000 were characterized by peaks in 

the number of asylum requests from the former USSR, former Yugoslavia and Congo (Perrin, 2006). 

 

Figure 4: Number of foreign persons entering Belgium during the period 1848–2010 

Source: Statistics Belgium and Immigration Office 

 

These migration peaks resulted in lengthy waiting periods before approval or dismissal of 

asylum requests, which was one of the reasons for collective regularisation of undocumented migrants 

in Belgium in 1999 (Martiniello, 2003). From January 2005 on, persons with a lengthy asylum procedure 

could also benefit from individual regularisation (Vlaams Minderheden Centrum, 2005). These 

developments very likely affected our sample, drawn in June 2005.  
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In 2008, 77 percent of the Belgian population was born in Belgium with both parents born in 

Belgium (Eurostat, 2011). With this percentage, Belgium occupied a middle position in the EU-27 

(Eurostat, 2011). Sixty-five percent of migrants were foreign-born, whereas 35 per cent were second-

generation migrants (Eurostat, 2011). Compared to other EU-countries, Belgium had a high proportion 

of low-educated migrants (Eurostat, 2011).  

Between 2000 and 2012, Belgium had one of the most liberal regulations in Europe concerning 

citizenship acquisition (Corluy et al., 2011; Foblets & Yanasmayan, 2010). Foreigners residing for seven 

years could acquire Belgian citizenship as an unconditional right; after three years of residence (two 

for refugees) it could be granted following application. Children of persons holding Belgian citizenship 

automatically acquire citizenship at birth (Bousetta et al., 2007). Since 2000, no additional criteria 

regarding the willingness to integrate or loyalty to the receiving society have been imposed (Corluy et 

al., 2011). During the period of study, social assistance uptake did not affect the decision to grant 

citizenship. In general the social rights of migrants with legal residence are the same as those of natives 

(Mussche, Corluy, & Marx, 2014). Some migrants participate in (mandatory) citizenship trajectories 

(Foblets & Yanasmayan, 2010).  

 

2.3.2. The Labour Market 
The employment gap between foreign-born and Belgian-born persons is one of the highest of the 

European Union (Corluy & Verbist, 2010; Eurostat, 2011; Jean, Causa, Jimenez, & Wanner, 2010). 

Particularly non-EU and non-OECD migrants have very low labour market participation rates (45 

percent for men and 18 percent for women, compared to 70 and 55 percent, respectively, for Belgian 

nationals), which generally cannot be accounted for by differences in educational attainment or other 

individual characteristics (Corluy & Verbist, 2010; Mussche et al., 2014). Labour market discrimination 

is strong in Belgium, although Belgium has an extensive non-discrimination legislation (OECD, 2008).  

The period 2005–2009 was characterised by economic stability and mild fluctuations in the 

unemployment rate (from 7 to 8.5 percent).10 The economic crisis hit Belgium mainly after 2009. 

 

2.3.3. The Social Assistance Scheme 
In the Belgian corporatist welfare state (Esping-Andersen, 1990), the social assistance scheme for 

persons at working age is the final safety net, to which persons can apply if they are not eligible for 

                                                           
10 Source: Labour Force Survey                                                                      

(http://www.steunpuntwse.be/cijfers?field_collectie_tid=All&field_indicator_tid=All&page=3  (11/11/2013)). 

http://www.steunpuntwse.be/cijfers?field_collectie_tid=All&field_indicator_tid=All&page=3
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social insurance schemes (e.g. for unemployed persons) or other categorical social assistance schemes 

(e.g. directed at handicapped persons). Particular to Belgium is that, in principle, unemployment 

benefits are not limited in time. Consequently, most of the long-term unemployed are not found in 

social assistance, as is the case in other European countries. However, when an unemployment benefit 

is suspended because of a sanction, the person concerned can claim a social assistance benefit if the 

household satisfies the eligibility criteria. Furthermore, school leavers can claim a flat-rate 

unemployment benefit after a waiting period (during which they can apply for social assistance 

benefit), which is lower than the amount of the social assistance benefit and can be topped up by social 

assistance. On 15 June 2005, 1.7 per cent of the population aged 18–64 (110,240 persons) claimed a 

social assistance benefit.  

The social assistance benefit is granted on the basis of two acts, either the 2002 ‘Right to Social 

Integration’ or the 1976 ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act. The ‘Right to Social Integration’-act regulates 

entitlement for i) Belgian nationals, ii) EU-citizens and family members who have the right to stay more 

than three months, iii) foreigners (e.g. students, persons granted family reunification, non-EU labour 

migrants and regularised persons) after five years of residence and recognised refugees and stateless 

persons. Other legally residing foreigners fall under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’, including asylum 

seekers during the  investigation of the motivation for asylum request,11 rejected asylum seekers with 

a pending appeal (who are not allowed to work) and other foreign-born persons residing in Belgium 

less than five years. Asylum seekers in the first phase of their asylum request are only entitled to in-

kind assistance in shelter centres. The benefit under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act is fully 

reimbursed by the federal state, whereas the local agency pays about half of the benefits under the 

‘Right to Social Integration’-act.  

To be eligible for social assistance a person must be at least 18 years of age, have exhausted 

other social rights, have legal residence in Belgium and be available for work (except when exempted 

for health or other reasons considered valid). Furthermore, eligibility is regulated by a means-test for 

the household, according to the de facto living arrangement. On 1 August 2005, the benefit amounts 

under both acts were 417 euros per month for each person within a childless couple, 626 euros for a 

single person and 834 euros for a person or family with dependent children. Families with children in 

addition receive child benefits. The social assistance benefit amounts are rather low by international 

standards, especially for single persons and couples with children (Cantillon, Van Mechelen, & Schulte, 

2008; Saraceno, 2010). Social assistance benefits are administered by the welfare agency of the 

                                                           
11 The procedure for treating asylum requests was reorganised in 2007. 
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municipality of the actual place of residence of the household. Consequently, changing residence to 

another municipality entails a change of welfare agency. 

To enhance the labour market participation of beneficiaries who are allowed to work,12 active 

labour market programmes were designed. The most used programme is a public job creation 

programme in which former beneficiaries can participate until they are eligible for the unemployment 

benefit. Beneficiaries can also attend education and training programmes, subject to approval by the 

welfare agency.  

 

2.4. Data and Methodology  
 

2.4.1. Data 
We used longitudinal data from administrative sources. We have a one in three random sample of 

beneficiaries (not households) on 30 June 2005, which is proportionally stratified by sex, age, type of 

act, province and municipality size. At the moment of sampling, beneficiaries were aged 18–60 and did 

not combine their social assistance benefit with a wage or another benefit. We omitted 2,677 

beneficiaries (10.6 percent from the original sample) because their current social assistance spell 

started before January 1999, implying that the spell duration is unknown. These beneficiaries were 

mostly female, single, aged over 40 and born in Belgium or of unknown origin. Most of them lived in 

the Walloon region and had no former work experience (see   

                                                           
12 Rejected asylum applicants before March 2006, with a pending demand for regularisation, and rejected asylum 

seekers with an appeal do not have the right to work. 
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Table 2). When several beneficiaries of the same household were sampled, we retained only one 

randomly selected beneficiary. The remaining sample provided 576,529 person-months of observation 

on 22,620 beneficiaries. As we sampled beneficiaries in June 2005, these beneficiaries were 

heterogeneous in terms of their spell lengths at the start of the observation period and provided 

information on the probability of exit at various spell durations. 
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Table 2: Summary statistics of beneficiaries with unknown length of the current social assistance spell 

(n=2,677) 

Characteristic Percentage 

Female 64.3 

Age in June 2005  

18–24 1.3 
25–34 11.8 

35–44 22.3 

45–54 34.6 
55–60 30.0 

Household type on June 2005  

Single person 52.4 
Lone parent 29.5 

Married or cohabiting couple with children  7.1 

Married or cohabiting couple without children 3.7 
Collective household 0.5 

Other or unknown household 6.8 

Work intensity since 1 January 1999 
0 % 88.3 

0–25 % 9.5 

26–50 % 1.7 
Over 50 % 0.5 

Region in June 2005  
Flemish region 24.8 

Walloon region 54.1 

Brussels Capital region 21.1 
Belgian citizenship acquired by 30 June 2005  

Other citizenship at birth 16.4 

Belgian citizenship acquired 19.4 
Belgian citizenship at birth 64.3 

Asylum seeker in June 2005 2.7 

Right to Social Integration in June 2005 93.4 
Origin group  

Belgian origin 26.5 

European origin 16.4 
Moroccan or Turkish origin  5.6 

African origin  11.0 

ex-USSR origin  2.1 
Asian origin  2.9 

American origin  0.7 

Unknown origin 34.7 
Duration of residence in June 2005  

Natives and second-generation immigrants 33.7 

Born in Belgium with unknown origin of parents 33.1 
0–1 year 0.0 

2–3 years 0.0 

4–5 year 0.1 
6–12 years 15.1 

13–20 years 6.2 

More than 20 years 11.7 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

  



54 
 

2.4.2. Definition of Exit 
We did not consider breaks of one month (n=3,959) as ending a spell, as short breaks often reflect 

administrative errors. During the observed spell a beneficiary can combine the social assistance benefit 

with a low wage or another benefit. 

 

2.4.3. The Discrete-Time Hazard Models 
We estimated random-effects discrete-time hazard models from a person-month file using a logit link 

to analyse how beneficiary and migration-history characteristics affect the probability of exiting social 

assistance. We tracked beneficiaries between June 2005 and the end of their spell (event occurrence) 

or the end of the observation period (censoring). Beneficiaries dying (n=149) during the observation 

period were also treated as censored. We assumed that censoring is not related to the hazard of exiting 

social assistance.  

To model duration dependence, we included dummy variables indicating the spell length in 

intervals, which are wider at longer spell lengths (1–3, 4–6, … , 121–132 months). We also controlled 

for seasonal variation in employment opportunities by including the calendar year quarter. 

Furthermore, we included observed beneficiary and migration-history characteristics (see below). We 

controlled for unobserved time-constant characteristics affecting the hazard of exiting by nesting 

person-months in beneficiaries and including a random disturbance at the beneficiary level.13 Not 

controlling for unobserved heterogeneity is likely to overstate negative duration dependence 

(Lancaster, 1990; Wooldridge, 2002). Our model for the monthly hazard of exiting social assistance, 

conditional on entry before or in June 2005 can be written as: 

ln [
𝑃(𝑇𝑖𝑗 = 𝑡|𝑇𝑖𝑗 ≥ 𝑡)

1 − 𝑃(𝑇𝑖𝑗 = 𝑡|𝑇𝑖𝑗 ≥ 𝑡)
] = 𝛽0 + ∑ 𝛽𝑘𝑑𝑖𝑘

13

𝑘=1

+ 𝛾′𝑋𝑖𝑡 +  𝑢𝑖, 

where 𝑢𝑖~N(0, 𝜎𝑢
2) is a normally distributed random disturbance at the beneficiary level. The 

expression P(T = t|T ≥ t)i𝑃(𝑇𝑖𝑗 = 𝑡|𝑇𝑖𝑗 ≥ 𝑡) represents the discrete-time hazard of exiting social 

assistance in interval t, i.e. the conditional probability for beneficiary i to exit in interval t given that 

the beneficiary was entitled to social assistance until at least the beginning of interval t. The dik 

represent social assistance intervals k for individual i, Xit the observed explanatory variables, and 𝛽0, 

𝛽𝑘, and  are vectors of coefficients to be estimated. Although exiting social assistance is a continuous 

process, we estimated a discrete-time model because the exit is measured in months and collapsed 

                                                           
13 We assumed that the random effect is normally distributed with zero mean with a fixed variance estimated 

from the data and is uncorrelated with the observed regressors. 
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into larger intervals for the analysis (Jenkins, 2007). Given the logit link function, the model is a 

proportional odds model (Singer & Willett, 2003).  

 

2.4.4. The Beneficiary and Migration-Specific Characteristics 
We used the following beneficiary characteristics in the multivariate model of the timing of exit: (1) 

previous receipt of social assistance since 1 January 1999, measured as the sum of previous spell 

lengths and centred at 7.6 months, (2) sex, (3) age in 2005 in years (centred at 36.7, quadratic effect), 

(4) former work intensity, calculated as the percentage of quarters worked in Belgium since 1999 

(centred at 4.7), (5) a dummy for having been sanctioned from the unemployment scheme in the two 

years preceding 30 June 2005, (6) a quarterly time-varying dummy for being a full-time student 

(identified by being granted child allowance), (7) a quarterly time-varying dummy for being in the 

waiting period for entitlement to the unemployment benefit, (8) a dummy for having changed welfare 

agency at least once over the observed current social assistance spell, (9) the official household type 

in each year, distinguishing between i) singles, ii) lone parents, iii) married or cohabiting couples with 

children, iv) married or cohabiting couples without children, v) collective households and vi) other or 

unknown household types and (10) the region of the agency servicing the beneficiary in each month 

(Flemish, Walloon or Brussels region), which may differ from the region of actual residence for students 

and asylum seekers. The region variable captures variation in employment opportunities, integration 

and other policies, as well as cultural differences. Previous work experience is included as an indicator 

of employment opportunities as information on educational attainment is not available in the register 

data. 

We included the following indicators on the migration history: (1) origin group, based on the 

birthplace of the beneficiary and his or her parents, distinguishing between persons of i) Belgian, ii) 

European, iii) Moroccan or Turkish, iv) African (other than Moroccan), v) ex-USSR, vi) Asian, vii) 

American, Australian, Japanese or Oceanic origin (below denoted ‘American’) and viii) unknown origin 

of at least one of the parents,14 (2) a quarterly time-varying dummy for current citizenship 

distinguishing Belgian versus other citizenship, (3) a monthly time-varying dummy for being an asylum 

seeker, (4) a monthly time-varying dummy for the applicable social assistance act and (5) a yearly time-

varying variable indicating the number of years of residence in Belgium according to the National 

                                                           
14 We considered persons born in the EU-27 and Switzerland, Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein as persons of 

European origin and persons born in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kirgizia, Moldavia, 

Russia, Tadzhikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan as persons of ex-USSR origin. The term ‘American’ 

covers persons from North, Middle and South America. 
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Register for foreign-born persons distinguishing i) beneficiaries born in Belgium with one or both 

parents with unknown origin, ii) 0–1 years, iii) 2–3 years, iv) 4–5 years, v) 6–12 years, vi) 13–20 years 

and vii) more than 20 years of residence (the reference group are natives and second-generation 

migrants).  

 

2.4.5. The Multivariate Model Specifications 
We estimated three models to analyse the probability of exiting social assistance and its determinants. 

The first model represents the gross effect of origin group on the hazard of exiting, not controlling for 

beneficiary characteristics, except for current spell length, previous social assistance receipt and the 

calendar year quarter. The second model additionally controls for socio-demographic characteristics, 

work and benefit history and agency change. In the third model we introduce migration-history 

characteristics to document the heterogeneity in exit rates in migrant populations. 

 

2.4.6. Summary Statistics 
The distribution of the sample by origin group is as follows: 18 per cent of the beneficiaries were of 

Belgian and 12 per cent of unknown origin. The exit pattern and profile of the latter group suggest that 

they were mainly of Belgian origin or have resided in Belgium for a long time. Consequently, at least 

70 per cent of the beneficiaries were of foreign origin. The beneficiaries of African origin were the most 

numerous (24 per cent), followed by those of European (14 per cent) and Moroccan or Turkish origin 

(12 per cent). Ten per cent of the beneficiaries originate from the former USSR, whereas 8 per cent are 

from Asian origin and less than two per cent were of American background. As in 2008 only 23 per cent 

of the Belgian population was a first or second-generation migrant (Eurostat, 2011), it is clear that 

persons of foreign origin were strongly overrepresented in social assistance, whereas natives were 

underrepresented.  

Table 3 shows summary statistics for beneficiaries’ characteristics. In general, migrant 

beneficiaries were more often aged 25–34 than native beneficiaries. The number of beneficiaries living 

as single persons is lower among migrants than natives, but the comparison of household type is 

hampered by the high share of beneficiaries with unknown household type in some origin groups. 

Fewer migrant beneficiaries have worked since January 1999 than natives. Being a full-time student, 

being sanctioned in the unemployment scheme and being in the waiting period for unemployment 

benefit also were less frequent among migrants. In contrast, migrants changed welfare agency more 

often than natives and lived more often in the Brussels region and less often in Wallonia. The social 

assistance history also differed between migrant and native beneficiaries: in June 2005, more migrants 
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than natives had been in social assistance for two years or more. In contrast, fewer migrant 

beneficiaries had experienced one or more previous spells since January 1999, which could be due to 

recent migration. There were also important differences between migrants of different origin groups. 

Moroccan and Turkish beneficiaries were more often married or cohabiting with children. Few of the 

beneficiaries of Asian and ex-USSR origin had ever worked since January 1999. 

Table 3: Distribution of beneficiary characteristics by origin group (in percentages) 

Characteristic  
Bel-
gian 
origin 

Europ-
ean 
origin 

Moroc- 
can or 
Tur-
kish 
origin 

African 
origin 

Ex-
USSR 
origin 

Asian 
origin 

Americ-
an 
origin 

Un-
known 
origin 

Total  

N 4087 3182 2733 5468 2207 1823 364 2756 22,620 
Female  56.9 53.8 56.0 51.4 45.6 31.3 61.5 57.4 52.0 
Age in June 2005          
18–24 40.5 26.3 30.2 29.6 21.3 19.8 31.0 32.6 29.9 

25–34 17.4 24.7 32.1 36.2 30.8 37.7 28.3 12.4 27.3 

35–44 20.7 22.8 21.2 22.7 27.2 25.7 20.3 15.3 21.9 

45–54 15.3 18.0 11.8 9.1 16.7 13.3 13.7 21.8 14.5 

55–60 6.2 8.2 4.8 2.5 4.0 3.5 6.6 18.0 6.4 

Household types over the observed social assistance spells 

Single person  47.1 34.5 32.5 27.9 16.6 20.8 34.2 53.8 34.3 

Lone parent  31.2 27.2 32.3 24.8 15.6 11.3 34.8 26.7 25.5 
Married or cohabiting  
couple with children 

10.3 15.6 18.9 6.7 10.2 13.8 12.0 7.3 11.1 
Married or cohabiting couple 
without children 

4.0 7.1 7.7 2.6 3.2 5.2 7.8 5.4 4.8 

Collective household 1.9 0.5 0.6 0.5 0.1 0.5 1.1 1.5 0.8 
Other or unknown 
householdtype 

5.5 15.2 7.9 37.5 54.3 48.5 10.1 5.4 23.5 

Work intensity   

0 % 58.0 70.6 70.0 71.8 82.9 75.4 70.6 61.0 69.0 

1–25 % 27.6 21.7 24.8 24.8 15.5 19.0 23.9 26.1 23.6 

26–50 % 8.3 4.9 4.0 2.6 1.3 4.1 3.6 7.3 4.7 

More than 50 % 6.1 2.8 1.2 0.8 0.3 1.5 1.9 5.6 2.7 
Sanctioned in the 
unemployment scheme 

2.7 0.7 0.6 0.1 0.1 0.5 0.6 1.9 1.0 

Full-time student 21.9 11.1 13.6 9.6 3.3 4.7 14.3 13.5 12.1 

In waiting period for the 
unemployment benefit 

4.2 2.2 3.6 2.4 0.3 0.8 2.8 3.5 2.6 

At least one change of welfare 
agency  

11.9 13.2 11.6 26.1 27.0 21.4 12.1 10.9 17.6 

Region in June 2005          

Flemish region  32.2 32.2 24.0 25.4 59.8 55.4 27.8 29.0 33.7 

Walloon region  57.1 43.7 28.1 42.0 31.1 22.5 18.1 53.1 41.6 

Brussels Capital region  10.7 24.1 47.9 32.6 9.2 22.2 54.1 17.9 24.7 

Duration of current social assistance spell in June 2005 
1–6 months  26.7 24.6 26.4 21.1 21.1 22.7 22.3 24.8 23.9 

7–12 months 19.8 13.4 17.0 15.0 10.6 14.1 23.1 16.8 15.7 

13–24 months 20.9 20.6 23.5 20.3 15.5 17.8 23.6 20.0 20.2 

25–48 months 22.3 25.0 26.0 29.2 22.8 23.6 22.3 25.2 25.3 

49–77 months 10.2 16.4 7.2 14.3 30.1 21.9 8.8 13.4 14.9 

Total length of previous social assistance receipt since January 1999 

No former spells 59.3 63.6 72.4 74.3 77.9 75.2 70.1 55.4 67.9 

1–6 months  9.4 7.5 7.8 4.7 3.5 4.1 5.5 9.1 6.7 

7–12 months 7.2 5.9 5.7 3.7 3.1 3.7 6.6 6.8 5.3 

13–24 months 9.2 8.4 6.5 6.6 5.5 7.2 8.0 11.1 7.8 

25–48 months 10.7 10.8 6.0 7.8 7.6 7.5 7.7 12.8 9.1 

More than 48 months 4.3 3.9 1.5 3.0 2.4 2.3 2.2 4.7 3.3 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 
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Table 4 presents the distribution of migration-history characteristics by origin group in June 

2005. Of all migrants, five per cent had Belgian citizenship at birth with 21 per cent additionally 

acquiring it by June 2005. In particular beneficiaries of Moroccan or Turkish origin often acquired 

citizenship. One-third of the migrant beneficiaries were asylum seekers, with particularly high 

percentages of asylum seekers among persons of ex-USSR, Asian and African origin. About half of the 

migrant beneficiaries arrived in Belgium in the five years preceding June 2005. Among beneficiaries of 

European and Moroccan or Turkish origin, about one in five were second-generation migrants. About 

half of the migrant beneficiaries were entitled under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act.  

 

Table 4: Distribution of migration-specific characteristics by origin group in June 2005 (in percentages) 

 Characteristic 
Europ-
ean 
origin 

Moroc-
can or 
Turkish 
origin 

African 
origin 

Ex-
USSR 
origin 

Asian 
origin 

Amer-
ican 
origin 

Un-
known 
origin 

All  
Mig-
rantsa 

Belgian citizenship 
Belgian citizenship at 
birth 

16.5 1.5 3.9 0.1 1.5 11.3 85.7 5.4 

Belgian citizenship 
acquired by 30 June 
2005 

18.9 38.1 21.3 3.5 17.0 29.7 9.5 20.9 

Other citizenship 64.7 60.4 74.8 96.4 81.6 59.0 4.7 73.7 
Asylum seeker         
No asylum seeker 84.5 95.2 60.2 32.7 46.1 92.3 99.8 66.4 
Asylum seeker 15.5 4.8 39.8 67.3 54.0 7.7 0.2 33.6 
Duration of residence          
Natives and second-
generation migrants 

21.8 20.3 4.3 0.1 2.2 6.0 13.5 9.8 

Born in Belgium with 
one or both parents with 
unknown country of 
birth 

0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 86.5 0.0 

0–1 years 4.8 9.6 14.0 8.7 14.2 6.9 0.0 10.5 
2–3 years 8.4 18.8 24.6 16.6 17.9 19.5 0.0 18.3 
4–5 years 14.9 13.6 19.0 49.0 38.1 20.6 0.0 23.7 
6–12 years 28.3 17.3 24.3 24.3 17.2 22.5 0.0 23.0 
13–20 years 8.6 7.7 8.0 0.3 6.1 11.5 0.0 6.8 
More than 20 years 13.4 12.6 5.9 1.0 4.4 12.9 0.0 7.9 
Act         
Right to Social 
Integration 

68.7 79.7 41.7 18.6 30.4 68.7 99.3 49.8 

Right to Social 
Assistance 

31.3 20.4 58.2 81.4 69.6 31.4 0.7 50.1 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
a Excluding persons with ‘unknown’ origin. 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors  
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2.5. Results 
 

The results section consists of two main parts. First, we plot the observed hazards of exiting social 

assistance by spell length for each of the origin groups and calculate median spell lengths to determine 

whether migrants stay longer in social assistance than natives. Subsequently, we present the 

multivariate hazard model estimates. 

 

2.5.1. The Exit Patterns by Origin Group 
Figures 5a and 5b plot the observed hazard functions of exiting social assistance by origin group, each 

time showing the hazard of native beneficiaries as a reference point. During the first two years of 

benefit receipt, the conditional probability of exiting was highest for native beneficiaries, followed by 

beneficiaries of European and Moroccan or Turkish background. The latter groups include high 

proportions of second-generation and long-residing migrants. Beneficiaries of ex-USSR, Asian and 

African origin, have much lower exit rates during the first two years of benefit receipt. After spell 

lengths of five years and longer, however, the conditional probabilities to exit become lower among 

persons of Belgian, European or Turkish or Moroccan origin than among beneficiaries of ex-USSR, Asian 

and African origin. Bosco et al. (1999); Hansen (2009) and Carpentier et al. (2014) also found such a 

pattern. As a consequence of these differential exit rates, median spell length was the lowest for native 

beneficiaries (6 months) and was substantially higher among persons of European (10.9 months), 

Moroccan or Turkish (11.4 months) and American origin (12.8 months). It was longest for beneficiaries 

of ex-USSR origin (18.8 months), Asian (19.3 months) and African origin (20.4 months).  
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Figure 5a: Observed hazard functions by origin group 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Security, own calculations 

 

 

Note: The hazard for the beneficiaries of American background is not presented as it is unreliable due to the 
low number of persons at risk (see Table 3). For the same reason, we present the results only for the first 84 
months. 

Figure 5b: Observed hazard functions by origin group 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Security, calculations by authors 
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2.5.2. Multivariate Models of Exit from Social Assistance 
As mentioned above, we estimated three multivariate models to assess how exit rates vary with 

beneficiary and migration-history characteristics (see Table 5).  

Model 1 shows that the odds of exiting are negatively related to the duration of social 

assistance receipt, whereas having had benefit spells before the current one also reduced exit rates. 

The odds of exiting were about 15 per cent lower for beneficiaries of European, Moroccan or Turkish 

and African origin compared to natives. Although beneficiaries of Asian and ex-USSR origin 

experienced very long median spell lengths, their odds of exiting did not differ significantly from native 

beneficiaries, when controlling for their social assistance history and the seasonal variation. Model 2 

additionally controls for socio-demographic characteristics, social insurance benefit and work history. 

As sensitivity analyses, we estimated separate models by origin group to assess the differential effect 

of the determinants for the various origin groups (see Table 6).15 Where relevant, we refer to significant 

differences between origin groups when discussing the findings of model 2. 

The negative association between the odds of exiting and spell length observed in model 1 was 

reduced substantially, indicating that at least part of this association is due to selective exit at earlier 

spell lengths. In line with the findings in Figure 5a and 5b, separate models by origin group indicate 

that only beneficiaries of Belgian and European origin have lower hazards to exit at longer current spell 

lengths. Non-European migrants’ odds of exiting did not decrease significantly as spells get longer, 

suggesting that these may have had limited country-specific human capital and needed more time to 

find a job. However, we note that paid work is only one exit route. Mechanisms affecting other reasons 

for exit may also play. 

Whereas women in general have lower odds of exiting than men with similar characteristics, 

separate models by origin groups showed that the odds of exiting did not differ significantly by gender 

among natives, whereas differences between men and women were substantial among migrant 

groups. The latter finding is in line with the aforementioned gendered unemployment gap between 

migrants and natives, but contrasts with the findings from Wunder and Riphahn (2014). For all 

beneficiaries the odds of exiting decline with increasing age. Separate models by origin groups showed 

that the odds of exiting declined with age only among beneficiaries of Belgian and European origin, 

whereas this was not the case for non-European beneficiaries.  

                                                           
15 To assess whether the associations in the separate models by origin group were significantly different from 

those within the natives, we estimated a model with the interaction effect with origin group for each covariate 

(where possible).   
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Table 5: Exponentiated coefficients for three logit models of the monthly hazard of exiting social assistance, 
controlling for unobserved heterogeneity (n=22,620) 

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 

Constant 0.071*** 0.075*** 0.083*** 

Length of current social assistance spell (1–3 months is reference category, tv) 

4–6 months 1.023 1.137 1.148* 

7–12 months 0.779*** 0.946 0.973 

13–18 months 0.593*** 0.787*** 0.805*** 

19–24 months 0.563*** 0.789*** 0.787*** 

25–36 months 0.496*** 0.747*** 0.725*** 

37–48 months 0.434*** 0.698*** 0.634*** 

49–60 months 0.393*** 0.672*** 0.588*** 

61–72 months 0.391*** 0.678*** 0.572*** 

73–84 months 0.366*** 0.660*** 0.549*** 

85–96 months 0.329*** 0.630*** 0.529*** 

97–108 months 0.273*** 0.560*** 0.474*** 

109–120 months 0.210*** 0.446*** 0.380*** 

121–132 months 0.213*** 0.476** 0.406*** 

Previous social assistance receipt since January 1999 0.994*** 0.995*** 0.992*** 

Seasonal variation (1st quarter is reference category, tv)    

2nd quarter 1.142*** 1.137*** 1.143*** 

3rd quarter 1.120*** 1.089*** 1.096*** 

4th quarter 1.045 1.046 1.063** 

Female   0.793*** 0.784*** 

Age at entry  0.977*** 0.985** 

Age at entry squared  1.000*** 1.000*** 

Work intensity  1.006*** 1.004*** 

Sanctioned in unemployment scheme   1.721*** 1.571*** 

Full-time student (tv)  0.205*** 0.184*** 

In waiting period for unemployment benefit (tv)  1.173** 1.127* 

At least one change of welfare agency   0.472*** 0.459*** 

Household type (Single person is reference category, tv)    

Lone parent  0.877*** 0.860*** 

Married or cohabiting couple with children   1.310*** 1.276*** 

Married or cohabiting couple without children  1.320*** 1.357*** 

Collective household  1.045 1.044 

Other or unknown household  0.796*** 1.112** 

Region (Flemish region is reference category, tv)    

Walloon region   0.714*** 0.716*** 

Brussels Capital region   0.741*** 0.693*** 

Origin group (Belgian origin is reference category)    

European origin 0.877*** 0.904*** 1.063 

Moroccan or Turkish origin 0.865*** 0.821*** 1.027 

African origin 0.836*** 0.865*** 1.123** 

Ex-USSR origin 0.989 1.026 1.264*** 

Asian origin 0.946 0.855*** 1.104* 

American origin 1.003 0.976 1.227** 

Unknown origin  0.781*** 0.858*** 0.978 

Other citizenship (tv)   0.928** 

Asylum seeker (tv)   0.546*** 

Right to Social Assistance Act (tv)   1.308*** 

Duration of residence (Natives and second-generation immigrants is reference category, tv) 

Born in Belgium with one or both parents with unknown country of birth   0.871* 

0–1 year   0.381*** 

2–3 years   0.556*** 

4–5 years   0.776*** 

6–12 years   0.919* 

13–20 years   0.797*** 

More than 20 years   0.825*** 

Variance Estimates for Random Effects    

Lnsig2u -10.381 -1.854 -1.782 

Sigma_u     0.006  0.396  0.410 

Intra-class Correlation (Rho)     0.000  0.045  0.049 

Significance levels: * if p < 0.050, ** if p < 0.010 and *** if p < 0.001. Tv: Time-varying variable. 
Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors  
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Table 6: Exponentiated coefficients for the monthly exit hazard by origin group, controlling for unobserved 
heterogeneity 

  Belgian  European  Moroccan 

or Turkish 

African  ex-USSR Asian  

Constant 0.098*** 0.105*** 0.071*** 0.052** 0.032***  0.103*** 
Length of current social assistance spell (1–3 months is reference category, tv) 

4–6 months 1.062 0.856 1.533* 1.665* 1.104  1.137 

7–12 months 0.761* 0.732 1.535* 1.503* 1.090  1.069 

13–18 months 0.684** 0.593** 1.289 1.269 0.893  0.854 

19–24 months 0.566*** 0.651** 1.226 1.379 0.898  0.953 

25–36 months 0.602*** 0.595** 1.203 1.202 1.008  0.837 

37–48 months 0.472*** 0.501*** 1.027 1.143 0.956  0.817 

49–60 months 0.423*** 0.491*** 0.842 1.180 0.903  0.784 

61–72 months 0.359*** 0.481*** 0.854 1.195 0.925  0.695 

73–84 months 0.270*** 0.444*** 0.712 1.096 1.065  0.928 

85–96 months 0.320*** 0.465*** 0.658 1.087 1.165  0.734 

97–108 months 0.224*** 0.349*** 0.828 1.130 0.772  0.755 

109–132 months 0.210*** 0.382*** 0.173* 0.712 1.094  0.724 

Previous social assistance receipt since 1999 0.991*** 0.994*** 0.988*** 0.998 0.995*  0.995* 

Seasonal variation (1st quarter is reference category, tv) 

2nd quarter 1.120* 0.922 1.035 1.234*** 1.190*  1.144 

3rd quarter 1.070 0.939 1.026 1.244*** 1.005  0.896 

4th quarter 0.943 0.910 1.070 1.119* 1.129  1.132 

Female  0.992 0.825*** 0.658*** 0.721*** 0.696***  0.698*** 

Age at entry 0.924*** 0.951*** 0.971 1.022 1.029  1.025 

Age at entry squared 1.000* 1.000 1.000 0.999*** 0.999**  0.999** 

Work intensity 1.005*** 1.007*** 1.005* 1.005** 1.006  0.998 

Sanctioned in unemployment scheme  1.313* 1.722*     

Full-time student (tv) 0.141*** 0.143*** 0.163*** 0.252*** 0.257***  0.146*** 

In waiting period for unemployment benefit (tv) 1.122 1.072 0.944 1.029   

At least one change of welfare agency  0.493*** 0.477***  0.453*** 0.396***  0.457*** 

Household type (Single person is reference category, tv) 

Lone parent 0.904 0.990 0.697*** 0.848***   

Married or cohabiting couple with children  1.039 1.451*** 1.228** 1.309***   

Married or cohabiting couple without children 1.312** 1.482*** 1.263** 1.429***   

Other, unknown or collective household 0.996 1.286** 1.072 1.064   

Region (Flemish region is reference category, tv) 

Walloon region  0.759*** 0.747*** 0.678*** 0.697*** 0.706***  0.704*** 

Brussels Capital region  0.644*** 0.664*** 0.676*** 0.743*** 0.592***  0.625*** 

Other citizenship (tv)  0.917 0.842** 0.887* 0.977  1.052 

Asylum seeker (tv)  0.829 0.514*** 0.515*** 0.527***  0.565*** 

Right to Social Assistance Act (tv)  1.079 1.110 1.250*** 1.823***  1.257* 

Duration of residence (Born in Belgium is reference category, tv) 

0–1 year  0.653* 0.825 0.456***   0.270*** 

2–3 years  0.644*** 0.737** 0.733** 1.444  0.462*** 

4–5 years  0.804* 0.877 0.913 1.748**  0.580** 

6–12 years  0.932 0.808** 0.853 1.916**  0.748 

13–20 years  0.904 0.791* 0.739*** 1.674  0.604* 

More than 20 years  0.913 0.797* 0.804* 1.796  0.560* 
Variance Estimates for Random Effects 
Lnsig2u  -1.127 -1.493 -1.772 -3.443 -2.168 -10.574 

Sigma_u   0.569  0.473  0.412  0.179  0.338    0.005 
Intra-class Correlation (Rho)   0.090  0.064  0.049  0.010  0.034    0.000 

Significance levels: * if p < 0.050, ** if p < 0.010 and *** if p < 0.001. Tv: Time-varying variable. 
Note: The reference category for the variable ‘duration of residence’ for the beneficiaries of ex-USSR origin is  
‘0–1 year of residence in Belgium’ due to the small number of second-generation migrants. 
Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

The odds of exiting social assistance did not change much for most origin groups relative to 

model 1. However, beneficiaries of Asian origin now have lower odds of exiting than natives, perhaps 

because this group has a much higher proportion of men than other origin groups. The finding that 

controlling for beneficiary characteristics does not much change the association between exit and 

origin group contrasts with former studies (e.g. Hansen 2009).  
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Table 7: Exponentiated coefficients of the logit model of the monthly hazard of exiting social assistance for 
Belgian-born beneficiaries, controlling for unobserved heterogeneity (n=8,388) 

  Model 1 Model 2 
Constant 0.093*** 0.079*** 
Length of current social assistance spell (1 to 3 months is reference category, tv)   
4 to 6 months 1.005 1.171 
7 to 12 months 0.698*** 0.925 
13 to 18 months 0.511*** 0.768** 
19 to 24 months 0.425*** 0.687*** 
25 to 36 months 0.379*** 0.661*** 
37 to 48 months 0.305*** 0.569*** 
49 to 60 months 0.232*** 0.472*** 
61 to 72 months 0.209*** 0.436*** 
73 to 84 months 0.175*** 0.379*** 
85 to 96 months 0.155*** 0.355*** 
97 to 108 months 0.125*** 0.314*** 
109 to 120 months 0.0787*** 0.210*** 
121 to 132 months 0.107*** 0.305** 
Previous social assistance experience since 1999 0.989*** 0.990*** 
Seasonal variation (1st quarter is reference category, tv)     
2nd quarter 1.221*** 1.189*** 
3rd quarter 1.257*** 1.155*** 
4th quarter 1.068 1.041 
Female    0.961 
Age at entry   0.932*** 
Age at entry squared   1.000* 
Work intensity   1.005*** 
Sanctioned in unemployment scheme in former two years   1.427*** 
Full-time student (tv)   0.143*** 
In waiting period for unemployment benefit (tv)   1.126 
At least one change in welfare agency    0.501*** 
Household type (Single person is reference category, tv)     
Lone parent family   0.897** 
Married or cohabiting couple with children    1.096* 
Married or cohabiting couple without children   1.403*** 
Collective household   1.178 
Other or unknown    1.090 
Region (Flemish region is reference category, tv)     
Walloon region    0.760*** 
Brussels Capital region    0.658*** 
Origin group (Belgian origin is reference category)     
European origin 0.939 1.031 
Moroccan or Turkish origin 1.114* 1.071 
African origin 1.093 1.051 
Ex-USSR origin 0.412 0.662 
Asian origin 1.220 1.044 
American origin 1.309 1.365 
Unknown origin 0.807*** 0.866*** 
Variance Estimates for Random Effects     
Lnsig2u -10.621 -1.193 
Sigma_u 0.005 0.551 
Intra-class Correlation (Rho) 0.000 0.084 

Significance levels: * if p < 0.050, ** if p < 0.010 and *** if p < 0.001. Tv: Time-varying variable. 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

Model 3 further illustrates the heterogeneity in exit rates among migrant populations by 

additionally including migration-history characteristics. The association between the odds of exiting 

and spell length is similar to the one in model 2. The coefficients for the origin groups now have a 

different interpretation than in models 1 and 2. They represent the odds of exiting for Belgian-born 

beneficiaries in the various origin groups (i.e. second-generation migrants), who have the reference 

values for the other covariates. These estimates would suggest that second-generation migrants of 

European, Turkish, Moroccan and unknown origin do not differ significantly from natives, whereas 

second generation beneficiaries of African, ex-USSR and American origin had higher odds of exiting 

social assistance than natives. However, when we re-estimated models 1 and 2 for the Belgian-born 
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beneficiaries (excluding first-generation migrants; see Table 7), we found no significant differences in 

exit rates between natives and second-generation migrants for all origin groups. Not holding Belgian 

citizenship decreased the odds of exiting only slightly (7 per cent, see model 3 in Table 5). Being an 

asylum seeker reduced the odds of exiting with 45 per cent, which is line with findings for Sweden ( 

Hansen & Lofstrom, 2009). Being entitled under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act increased the odds 

of exiting by 30 per cent. In line with findings of studies for Norway (Hansen, 2009) and Sweden 

(Hansen & Lofstrom, 2009), the odds of exiting social assistance were substantially lower for recent 

migrants compared to natives and second-generation migrants but gradually increased as the duration 

of residence increased.  

 

2.6. Conclusion 
In Belgium, in June 2005 a large majority of social assistance beneficiaries had a migrant background. 

As social assistance plays a very residual role in the social protection system of Belgium, most natives 

of working age without employment are eligible for a social insurance benefit. Migrants who arrived 

recently in Belgium or who lack an employment history for other reasons are therefore more likely to 

fall back on social assistance. The large share of migrants claiming a non-contributory tax-financed 

benefit and their presumed longer spell lengths raise concerns by citizens and policy makers about the 

financial sustainability and social legitimacy of the scheme and the labour market position of the 

beneficiaries.  

In this study, we examined the timing of exit from social assistance among natives and 

migrants and among migrants with varying migration histories. Three findings stand out. First, we 

found that migrant beneficiaries spend a longer time in social assistance than native beneficiaries. 

Particularly among beneficiaries originating from Africa, Asia or the ex-USSR median spell lengths are 

more than three times longer compared to natives. After controlling for socio-demographic 

characteristics, the social insurance benefit and work history and the length of the social assistance 

spell, we found only slightly lower exit rates for most origin groups. Exit rates are also strongly 

associated with migration-history characteristics. Asylum seekers, persons residing shortly in the 

country and to a lesser extent those not having the Belgian nationality tend to remain longer in social 

assistance. Second, the length of the social assistance spell has a strong negative effect on the hazard 

of exiting among natives and European migrants, but not among non-European migrants.  

Third, lower exit rates among beneficiaries of European and Turkish or Moroccan origin 

compared to natives cannot be explained in terms of socio-demographic characteristics or work or 

social security benefit history. Their lower exit rates are due to their migration-specific characteristics, 
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such as a short residence in the host country and foreign nationality. When we analyse only the 

beneficiaries born in Belgium, children of European and Turkish or Moroccan first-generation migrants 

do not have lower exit rates relative to Belgian-born children with Belgian-born parents. Hence, 

second-generation migrants, unlike first-generation migrants, follow social assistance trajectories that 

are similar to those of natives. 

In sum, the social assistance scheme seems to allow some migrants to bridge over the first 

period after arrival in the host country, when they face difficulties to enter the labour market. Yet, the 

long median spells in social assistance (and low exit hazards among some migrant groups) suggest that 

the current active labour market programmes and education and training facilities do not allow many 

migrant beneficiaries to get quickly out of social assistance. The resulting long social assistance spells 

could enhance or anchor situations of social exclusion.  

By drawing a sample of all recently arrived migrants, future studies could examine the career 

development and socio-economic life histories of migrants with varying skill levels (which we could not 

examine in this study due to data limitations). This would shed further light on the role of social 

assistance towards migrants in the process of finding a position in the host society. It would also inform 

about the multiple processes at work and would contribute to a better assessment of the impact of 

migration on the financial sustainability and social legitimacy of the welfare state. 
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3. Exit from and Re-entry into Social Assistance Benefit in Belgium16 
 

  

                                                           
16       This paper has been co-authored by Karel Neels and Karel Van den Bosch. The authors express also their 

gratitude to Chiara Saraceno, Diego Collado, and Marjolijn De Wilde for their useful comments on earlier versions 

of this paper.  
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Abstract 

Whereas several studies examined the timing of exit from social assistance, little is known about the 

reasons why beneficiaries exit from social assistance and whether various exit types have different 

risks of re-entry into social assistance. Using administrative data we studied 13,552 persons with 

varying migration background who took up a social assistance benefit in Belgium in 2004 or 2005. We 

tracked their social assistance spell(s) and the income source(s) after exit quarterly over four years 

using random-effects hazard models. We found that one-third of the beneficiaries exit from first spells 

to work, whereas 14 per cent leave to active labour market programmes (ALMPs) and 16 per cent to 

social insurance benefits. About one-third re-entered social assistance, in particular after short work 

exits. Participation in ALMPs and social insurance benefit receipt, less common among beneficiaries 

with migrant background, lead less frequently to re-entry than exits to paid employment. 

 

Key words:  Social welfare policy, International migration, Employment, Income sources after social 

assistance, Re-entry, Belgium, Random-effects event history analysis 
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3.1. Introduction 

 

Social assistance schemes, the residual safety net in most western welfare states, provide a tax-

financed means-tested minimum income to able-bodied persons of working age in case they are 

unable to obtain sufficient means of existence through the labour market, a social insurance benefit 

or the household. They are intended as a temporary safety net for persons in need. However, policy-

makers and others are concerned about long benefit spells (or repeated spells in quick succession), 

which can increase the risk of social exclusion, can lead to the deterioration of human capital and to 

welfare dependence (Bane & Ellwood, 1994; Mood, 2011). For these reasons, active labour market 

policy, a mix of enabling services (e.g. job counselling and ALMPs) and powerful incentives (e.g. 

sanctions) aiming at moving persons towards the labour market, gained importance in social assistance 

schemes during the last decades (Barbier & Ludwig-Mayerhofer, 2004; Carcillo & Grubb, 2006; 

Immervoll, 2009; Lødemel & Trickey, 2000; Marchal & Van Mechelen, 2014; Moreira, 2008).  

Partly due to data limitations, many previous studies have only examined the determinants of 

exits out of social assistance. They generally did not look beyond the first exit and have not 

distinguished between various types of exits, (implicitly) assuming that most exits were to work. 

However, many beneficiaries exit from means-tested social assistance to situations other than paid 

work, such as a social insurance benefit or through household changes (Bergmark & Bäckman, 2004; 

Hofferth, Stanhope, & Mullan Harris, 2002; Tseng, Vu, & Wilkins, 2008). Re-entry into social assistance 

is also common (Gustafsson et al., 2002; Immervoll et al., 2015). In this study we examine which exit 

types are more likely to lead to a long-term exit from social assistance and which ones entail a high 

probability of re-entry, controlling for characteristics of the social assistance beneficiaries. We consider 

three types of exit, namely paid employment, participation in ALMPs and social insurance benefit 

receipt (i.e. unemployment, pension, incapacity-to-work and invalidity benefits).17 These types of exit 

are of policy relevance in the sense that they are an explicit goal of policies (e.g. paid employment) or 

are determined by regulations set by the government (e.g. social insurance benefits). In addition, 

beneficiaries can exit for a diversity of other reasons (e.g. a sanction, leaving the country, a change of 

household composition or a change in the income of another household member). Unfortunately our 

data do not allow us to distinguish between those.  

                                                           
17 A paid employment and an unemployment benefit can be combined with a social assistance benefit, as the 

data do not allow to sort out adequately the combination of states. A combination can mean that a loan or a 

social insurance benefit and a social assistance benefit have been received successively during the month or that 

a loan or benefit has been topped up with a social assistance benefit.  
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In many countries, including Belgium, a large proportion of social assistance beneficiaries are 

migrants and in several countries migrants have lower exit rates than natives (Boeri, 2010; Corluy & 

Verbist, 2010; Hansen & Lofstrom, 2003, 2011; Mood, 2011). The exit options open to persons with 

migrant background, particularly for those who arrived recently, can be quite different from those 

which native beneficiaries can access. Hence, a second derived research question is whether and how 

beneficiaries with migration background (i.e. Belgian-born claimants with at least one foreign-born 

parent, European-born and non-European-born beneficiaries) and native beneficiaries differ in their 

exit and re-entry patterns.  

 

This study contributes to the literature on exit from social assistance in two ways. First, which 

exit routes are in fact open to social assistance beneficiaries is largely determined by the social and 

economic context and the welfare state arrangements in place. Only a limited number of studies of 

this issue were conducted in the Nordic countries (Bergmark & Bäckman, 2004; Hansen & Lofstrom, 

2011), Germany (Wunder & Riphahn, 2014) and the USA (Blank, 1989; Hofferth et al., 2002; Nam, 

2005). It is therefore interesting to study these social assistance dynamics in a welfare state such as 

Belgium, where the social assistance scheme covers a rather small fringe of the working-age 

population, because most long-term unemployed persons continue to receive a social insurance 

unemployment benefit. Second, to our knowledge this study is the first that addresses how different 

exit types out of first and higher-order social assistance spells are associated with re-entry risks, while 

considering exit and re-entry among beneficiaries with a migrant background as well as natives by 

hazard models.  

 

We used a random sample of 13,552 individuals who entered social assistance in Belgium in 

2004 and 2005. Their records were linked to data from various administrative sources, which enabled 

us to track the social assistance spells and the income sources of beneficiaries during a four-year 

observation period. These persons had not been entitled to social assistance benefits since January 

1999. We estimated random-effects discrete-time hazard models for different types of exit and also of 

re-entry following exit. 
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3.2. Literature Review  

 

3.2.1. Where do Social Assistance Beneficiaries Exit to? 

It is well established that most persons claim social assistance benefit only for a short period, although 

some beneficiaries have prolonged durations (Bane & Ellwood, 1994; Barrett & Cragg, 1998; 

Gustafsson et al., 2002; Leisering & Leibfried, 2000). A recent OECD-study (Immervoll et al., 2015) 

reports that median spell durations in social assistance in Latvia, Norway and Sweden are only 2–3 

months, while they amount to 9 months in the Netherlands and 15 months in Luxembourg.  

 

However, research into the situations after exit has been relatively scarce. Many studies of exit 

from social assistance use data drawn from social assistance registers, which generally do not contain 

information about reasons why spells in social assistance were terminated. Other studies rely on 

survey data, in which it is rarely possible to determine the length of social assistance spells very 

precisely. As the duration in social assistance is an essential variable for understanding exit patterns, 

this lack of spell data limits the possibilities for analysis.  

 

American studies about the reasons why persons exit from social assistance showed that a 

change in earnings (due to a new job or an increase in the number of hours or the wage) is the most 

common way to end a social assistance spell (Bane & Ellwood, 1994; Blank, 1989; Hofferth et al., 2002; 

Loprest, 1999; Nam, 2005). More human capital (i.e. education or work experience) was associated 

with higher exit rates to employment (Blank, 1989; Hofferth et al., 2002). Persons with short benefit 

spells were more likely to exit to work than persons with longer spells (Hofferth et al., 2002). This 

finding may reflect negative duration dependence: the length of the benefit spell itself may affect 

negatively employment chances or it may be due to a selection process, as beneficiaries with a more 

favourable profile may exit earlier (Bane & Ellwood, 1994; Dahl & Lorentzen, 2003). 

 

By contrast, European studies, such as Dehaes (1994) for Flanders in the late 1980s and 

Leisering and Voges (1997) for Bremen in the 1980s, found that receiving a social insurance benefit 

was the most prominent income source after exit. Transitions to social insurance benefits are governed 

by eligibility rules (Tseng et al., 2008), for example age criteria, and can also be affected by non-take 

up (van Oorschot, 1991). Furthermore, persons may exit social assistance due to changes in the 

household composition (such as marriage) or in the employment situation of other household 

members. Finally, some studies revealed that many beneficiaries exit for unknown reasons or other 

reasons than work or receiving a social insurance benefit (Bergmark & Bäckman, 2004 (for long-term 
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beneficiaries); de Graaf-Zijl, Heyma, & de Hoop, 2006; Hofferth et al., 2002), although it is study-

specific what was covered by other reasons. Marriage or changes in household composition appear to 

be an important type of exit in the USA (Blank, 1989; Nam, 2005). Some American studies identified 

among those who exited for other reasons ‘disconnected’ persons (Moore, Wood, & Rangarajan, 2012; 

Turner, Danziger, & Seefeldt, 2006), who did not benefit from any earnings, social insurance or social 

assistance benefit and did not depend on the income of an employed partner, and who often 

experienced serious hardship (e.g. one out of five did not have enough to eat during the past three 

months).  

 

3.2.2. Re-entry into Social Assistance 

Recurrent spells in social assistance appear to be common (Bane & Ellwood, 1994; Barrett & Cragg, 

1998; Bergmark & Bäckman, 2004; Blank & Ruggles, 1994; Hansen & Lofstrom, 2009), in particular in 

countries where spell durations are relatively short (Immervoll et al., 2015). On the individual level, 

however, particularly persons with long previous spells in social assistance have a high risk of re-entry 

(Gustafsson et al., 2002). Re-entry tends to take place rather quickly after exit (Bergmark & Bäckman, 

2004; Blank & Ruggles, 1994; Immervoll et al., 2015). In the USA, at the end of the 1980s, one out of 

five persons re-entered within 28 months according to Blank and Ruggles (1994). Gustafsson et al. 

(2002) found that, for the seven European cities studied, the share of beneficiaries re-entering the 

scheme within 36 months ranged from about 20 per cent in Barcelona and Bremen to about 60 per 

cent in Gothenburg. In Lisbon, no re-entries were observed. Andrén and Gustafsson (2004) found on 

the basis of yearly data for Swedish beneficiaries who entered in 1987 and 1992 that respectively about 

33 and 25 per cent re-entered within three years. Immervoll et al. (2015) reported for the period 2001–

2008 that the average number of spells was 1.4 in Luxembourg and the Netherlands, 3.6 in Sweden 

and 4.2 in Norway.   

 

Re-entry patterns vary by exit route. In Sweden, controlling for the profiles of the beneficiaries, 

substantially lower re-entry rates for long-term beneficiaries occur after exit to gainful employment 

than when exit is due to studying, unemployment benefit receipt and disability pension receipt 

(Bergmark & Bäckman, 2004). In the USA, Blank and Ruggles (1994) found very low re-entry rates after 

spells ending due to changes in the household composition, whereas other reasons for exits (work, 

non-earned income and other) led to re-entry for 25 per cent of the beneficiaries over a period of 18 

months. By contrast, Nam (2005) found for the 2000s that those who exited through employment were 

less likely to re-enter than those who exited through non-work exits. Van Berkel (2007), studying only 

exits to work, reported that in the Netherlands 13 per cent re-entered into social assistance within 18 

months. 
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3.2.3. Differences in Exit Patterns from Social Assistance between Migrants and Natives 

Most studies examining differences in exit from social assistance between migrants and natives 

showed that foreign-born persons stay longer in social assistance than natives, also when controlling 

for observable characteristics, such as age, gender, education and household type and in some studies 

for time-constant unobserved characteristics (Bosco et al., 1999 (Turin); Carpentier et al., 2014 

(Belgium); Dahl & Lorentzen, 2003 (Norway); Gustafsson et al., 2002 (Bremen, Gothenburg and 

Helsingborg); Hansen, 2009 (Norway); Hansen & Lofstrom, 2009 (Sweden); Walker & Shaw, 1998 

(Great Britain); Wunder & Riphahn, 2014 (Germany)). Hansen (2009) found that although duration 

dependence was substantial for migrants in Norway, it was less strong than for natives.18 

 

 Only a few studies for the Nordic countries also look at re-entry for migrants. Bergmark and 

Bäckman (2004) reported higher return rates for recently arrived migrants, whereas Hansen (2009) 

found no evidence for an association between re-entry and being a migrant, except for African persons. 

 

3.3. The Social Assistance Scheme in Belgium  

The social assistance scheme in Belgium supports able-bodied persons of working age in case they are 

unable to obtain sufficient means of existence in any other way, subject to a household-based means 

test. Other eligibility criteria are being aged at least 18, residing legally in Belgium, being available for 

work and having exhausted all other social insurance rights. Persons aged 65 and over, as well as 

disabled persons who are not eligible for a social insurance benefit, can apply to specific schemes. 

Whether beneficiaries remain eligible is re-assessed on a yearly basis and they are required to 

communicate every change in the household composition and income sources of the household. 

 

                                                           
18 Some studies using dynamic discrete-choice models examined state dependence for migrants and natives. 

State dependence points to the effect of receiving a certain income source (rather than the effect of the length 

of being in a certain state, which is denoted by the term ‘duration dependence’). Wunder and Riphahn (2014) 

found state dependence for non-EU migrants not holding German citizenship. Hansen and Lofstrom (2009) show 

that foreign-born social assistance beneficiaries display a greater degree of state dependence than Swedes. 

Andrén (2007) finds that in Sweden state dependence is strong for both Swedish-born and foreign-born 

beneficiaries, but is far more substantial (three times as large) for foreign-born persons. Some studies, such as 

those by Bhuller, Brinch, and Königs (2014) and Niedergesäss (2012) also examine occurrence dependence, i.e. 

how past spells affect patterns of entry and exit. Such studies did not examine differences among migrants and 

natives, however. As this type of studies consider both (initial) entry into and exit from social assistance and 

other states, viz. unemployment or inactivity, their focus is different from ours. 
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The benefit can be attributed on the basis of two acts, namely the ‘Right to Social Integration’ 

and ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act. Persons with Belgian or another European nationality and their 

family members (except during the first three months of residence in Belgium), as well as non-EU 

foreigners after five years of residence, recognised refugees and stateless persons are eligible for the 

benefit under the first act. Recent migrants, asylum seekers during the second phase of the processing 

of their request (up to 2007) and during the period of appeal, and European citizens and their family 

members during the first three months of residence in Belgium can apply for the benefit under the 

‘Right to Social Assistance’-act. The federal statutory framework on social assistance is administered 

by 589 local welfare agencies (one in each municipality). Funding is shared by the local agency and the 

federal state. The federal state refunds local welfare agencies for benefits granted under the ‘Right to 

Social Integration’-act for 50 per cent (up to 65 per cent in case of a high number of beneficiaries). 

Expenditure on the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-benefit is refunded entirely by the federal government. 

 

In January 2004, 1.8 per cent of the working-age population (114,003 persons) claimed a social 

assistance benefit under one of the applicable acts (see Figure 6). This share remained fairly constant 

over the years 1999–2009 (starting from 1.6 per cent in 1999, increasing to a maximum of 1.8 per cent 

in 2004 and 2005 and then slowly falling to 1.6 per cent in 2008 and 2009). The number of beneficiaries 

in the two acts follow quite different trends, as they are subject to different influences. The number of 

beneficiaries of the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act is mainly determined by the number of asylum 

seekers and changes in the regulations concerning these persons. The relatively low number of social 

assistance beneficiaries in Belgium is explained by the fact that unemployment benefits have, in 

principle, an unlimited duration, and school-leavers can benefit from a flat-rate unemployment benefit 

after a waiting period. 
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Figure 6: Number of beneficiaries under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act and the ’Right to Social Integration’- 
act on 1 January and percentage of the working-age population with social assistance benefit under one  of 
the acts over the period January 1999–January 2009 
Source: Federal Administration Societal Integration and Statistics Belgium, calculations by authors 

 

The level of the benefit, set by the federal government, is the same for both acts. On 1 August 

2005, the amounts were 417 euro, 626 euro and 834 euro for a person within a childless couple, a 

single person and a person or family with dependent children respectively. The amounts are updated 

regularly in line with the consumer price index. Families with children receive additional child benefits. 

As the government is concerned that beneficiaries have sufficient incentives to take up paid 

employment, social assistance benefits are substantially below the net minimum wage. In 2008 a single 

person starting to work full-time at the minimum wage would gain 70 per cent in net income; for lone 

parent the increase would be 21 per cent, and for couples with and without children 49 and 37 per 

cent respectively, if one partner would start working (Bogaerts, 2008). Moreover, beneficiaries of 

social assistance who started working can benefit from an exemption of 208 euros per month in the 

household means-test, though, only once during three years. 

 

In order to facilitate the transition to the labour market and to improve the employability of 

the beneficiaries, three federal active labour market programmes (ALMPs) are targeted specifically at 

social assistance beneficiaries, while four other programmes designed to help long-term unemployed 

persons are also open to persons receiving social assistance. The most important ALMP, called ‘Article 
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60’, involves temporary employment for which the wage costs are mostly or completely subsidised by 

the local welfare agency. The wage subsidy is attributed for a limited time period, which is just 

sufficiently long to allow the participant to become entitled to an unemployment benefit (see Table 

A1 in Annex A for more details). Programme participants are found to have favourable profiles due to 

creaming (Cockx & De Ridder, 2001).  

 

The other ALMPs generally involve a waiving of or a reduction in employers social insurance 

contributions, while some also subsidise the wage costs. Some programmes are directed at the non-

profit sector, while other programmes can be used by all private-sector employers. As the target group 

is generally the long-term unemployed, a minimum number of days without employment in a 

reference period is required to be eligible (see Table A2 in Annex A for more details about the most 

used programmes). In all ALMPs, participants are paid at least the minimum wage.  

 

No profiling instruments have been implemented and local welfare agencies have substantial 

discretionary power with regard to the assignment of beneficiaries to ALMPs. An exception concerns 

young adults up to 24 year, to which the welfare agency is obliged to offer a job or establish a personal 

integration contract that leads to employment, within three months after taking up a benefit under 

the ‘Right to Social Integration’-act. Such a contract, clarifying the rights, duties and time path of the 

counselling, is optional for those over 24 under the ‘Right to Social Integration’. As participation in 

some ALMPs is subsidised by the federal government, local welfare agencies have a financial incentive 

to move persons receiving a benefit under the ‘Right to Social Integration’-act into these programmes. 

Beneficiaries under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act, whose benefits are fully refunded by the federal 

government, are also eligible for these ALMPs, except for some categories of asylum seekers who are 

not permitted to work. However, in the ‘Right to Social Integration’-act the goal of labour market 

integration is given much more emphasis than in the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act. In the period 

under study, only a small though increasing number of beneficiaries of the ‘Right to Social Assistance’ 

participated in an ALMP. Overall, the number of social assistance beneficiaries who participated in any 

ALMP during the year increased from 18,626 (8.5 per cent) in 2004 to 22,212 (9.5 percent) in 2009; of 

which 91 per cent were enrolled in ‘Article 60’.19 

 

                                                           
19 Source: Calculated from statistics published by the Federal Public Service for Social Integration, http://www.mi-

is.be/be-nl/studies-publicaties-en-statistieken/tewerkstellingsmaatregelen-tw-rmi-tw-rmh (06/10/2015).  

http://www.mi-is.be/be-nl/studies-publicaties-en-statistieken/tewerkstellingsmaatregelen-tw-rmi-tw-rmh
http://www.mi-is.be/be-nl/studies-publicaties-en-statistieken/tewerkstellingsmaatregelen-tw-rmi-tw-rmh
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3.4. Persons with Migration Background in the Labour Market 

 

In 2008, 23 per cent of the Belgian population had a migration background (Eurostat, 2011). A high 

proportion of these are low-educated, compared to other European countries (Eurostat, 2011). 

Persons with migration background in Belgium consist mainly of the following groups: former guest 

workers from Southern European countries and Morocco and Turkey, who generally entered Belgium 

before 1970, and their partners, parents and children; persons from neighbouring countries; persons 

from new EU-member states and persons who entered Belgium as asylum seeker or illegally and later 

became regularised (Bousetta et al., 2007; Martiniello, 2003; Reniers, 1999).  

 

The Belgian labour market is characterised by one of the highest employment gaps between 

migrants (in particular non-European-born persons) and natives of the European Union (Corluy & 

Verbist, 2010; De Keyser et al., 2012; Eurostat, 2011; Jean et al., 2010), which cannot be completely 

explained by varying educational levels or other individual characteristics (Corluy, 2014; Neels & Stoop, 

2000). Despite extensive non-discrimination regulation, labour market discrimination is strong in 

Belgium (OECD, 2008). Over the period 2004–2009 the Belgian unemployment rate was slightly 

decreasing, as Belgium was mainly hit by the economic crisis after 2009.20 

 

3.5. Data and Methodology 

 

3.5.1. Data 

The study is based on longitudinal administrative data from the Data Warehouse Labour Market and 

Social Protection of the Crossroads Bank for Social Security. The Crossroads Bank serves as the data 

interface between the various agencies that administrate social security benefits and contributions in 

Belgium. The Data Warehouse collects data on all earnings and nearly all benefits paid out in Belgium 

and links these to records from the National Register, which inter alia has detailed information on 

migration history. From the population of persons who were in social assistance or participated in an 

ALMP at any month during 2004 or 2005, we have a one in three random sample, which is the 

maximum sampling rate allowed by the Data Warehouse for reasons of privacy. In order to make sure 

that small groups were adequately represented, the sample was proportionally stratified by age, sex, 

province, applicable act and municipality size. For this sample, we requested data on the social 

                                                           
20 Source: National Bank of Belgium (https://www.nbb.be/en/statistics/general/key-figures) (10/09/2015). 

 

https://www.nbb.be/en/statistics/general/key-figures
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assistance history and employment characteristics and income sources for the period 1999–2009 on a 

quarterly basis; 2009 being the last year for which data were available at the time of our request.  

 

From this total sample, we selected 13,552 beneficiaries aged 18–64 who entered the social 

assistance scheme in the years 2004 or 2005 and who had not been entitled to a social assistance 

benefit since at least January 1999. The choice for a sample of entrants  is in agreement with 

recommendations by Immervoll et al. (2015). Beneficiaries might have been entitled to a social 

assistance benefit before 1999. However, as a large proportion of the beneficiaries did not yet resided 

in Belgium before 1999 and as young adults were strongly represented among persons born in 

Belgium, we assume that most beneficiaries started their first-ever spell in social assistance in 2004 or 

2005. At entry the selected beneficiaries did not combine the benefit with a wage or a social insurance 

benefit and were not full-time students.  

 

3.5.2. Dependent Variables: Exit from and Re-entry into Social Assistance 

To examine the exit from the social assistance scheme we first studied all exits together and 

subsequently distinguished among four mutually exclusive exit states, namely exit to paid 

employment, ALMP-participation, social insurance benefit receipt and exit for other reasons. The 

definition of these states was mainly based on the socio-economic position variable of the Data 

Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection. This variable is based on an evaluation of the socio-

economic position on the last day of each quarter, which gives priority to work over benefits. 

Consequently, a person exiting to employment could still have a social assistance benefit top-up 

payment. Observed social assistance spells are thus spells with social assistance only. 

 

Employment covers self-employment, work in the regular job market and subsidised work, 

among others, in the Belgian service vouchers scheme (which was created in order to bring black 

labour market activities into the formal labour market) and in social or sheltered workshops. 

Employment in the informal economy is out of scope. Given the available data, the category ‘ALMP-

participation’ covers the seven federally designed ALMPs targeted at social assistance beneficiaries. 

Other ALMPs, which were, for example, regionally subsidised or not targeted to social assistance 

beneficiaries were considered as work exits as the data do not allow to distinguish all subsidised work 

from regular work. The state ‘social insurance benefit receipt’ covers unemployment benefits, 

pensions and the invalidity and incapacity-to-work benefits. We considered beneficiaries who exited 

from social assistance and became entitled to only a child allowance as persons exiting for other 

reasons. The state ‘exit for other reasons’ encompassed the following heterogeneous and non-

exhaustive list of situations which lead to the exit from social assistance: changes in household 
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composition (e.g. living together with a child or partner with an income from earnings), changes in 

household income (e.g. a partner starts to work or claims an unemployment benefit) or changes in the 

financial assets of the household (e.g. an inheritance), changes in the legal residence state (e.g. due to 

administrative procedures or an official decision for migrants or being eliminated from the population 

register for natives), moving out of the country, imprisonment, sanction and administrative ending 

(e.g. due to a legal revision after one year without claim by the beneficiary).  

 

For all exits from the social assistance scheme within the four-year observation period, we 

subsequently studied re-entry into the social assistance scheme. As we only observed social assistance 

beneficiaries on a quarterly basis over a four-year period, the study of re-entry is conditional on having 

left social assistance rather quickly during the four-year observation period and we underestimated 

the true number of exits and entries.  

 

3.5.3. Observed Beneficiary Characteristics  

In order to compare exit patterns for native beneficiaries and claimants with migration background we 

distinguish between five groups based on their birthplace and the birthplace of their parents: i) persons 

born in Belgium with Belgian-born parents, ii) Belgian-born persons with at least one parent born 

outside of Belgium, iii) European-born persons (i.e. EU-27 and Switzerland, Norway, Iceland and 

Liechtenstein) iv) non-European-born persons and v) persons with at least one parent with unknown 

country of birth.  

 

In the multivariate hazard models of exit types, we control for socio-demographic 

characteristics, benefit and work history and migration-history characteristics. We used the following 

socio-demographic characteristics: (a) sex; (b) age at entry into social assistance (in years, centred at 

34.0, quadratic effect); (c) the household composition as officially registered in each year, 

distinguishing between i) single persons, ii) lone parents, iii) married or cohabiting persons in a couple 

with children, iv) married or cohabiting persons in a couple without children, v) persons living in other 

household types, and vi) persons living in unknown household types.  

 

The data source does not contain the highest level of education to measure human capital, 

but it does provide detailed information on benefits and work history. We included (a) the former work 

intensity, calculated as the percentage of quarters worked in Belgium in the year before entry into 

social assistance (centred at 8.6); (b) the former social insurance benefit receipt intensity, calculated 

as the percentage of quarters claiming a social insurance benefit in Belgium in the year before entry 
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into social assistance (centred at 3.3) and (c) a dummy for having been sanctioned in the 

unemployment scheme in the year preceding entry into social assistance. 

 

As a substantial part of the beneficiaries have a migration background, we included in the 

models three quarterly time-varying dummies about the migration history indicating (a) whether the 

person is an asylum seeker; (b) whether the person holds foreign citizenship and (c) which act is 

applicable.  

 

For the analysis of re-entry into social assistance, we used the same covariates. However, we 

did not include citizenship status, as this variable did not contribute to the goodness-of-fit of the 

model. Applicable act is neither included as we study spells out of social assistance. Furthermore, we 

added also a variable denoting the type of exit (employment, ALMP-participation, social insurance 

benefit receipt and exit for other reasons). This variable was interacted with the linear time variable, 

measuring duration since exit from social assistance, as the observed hazard functions of re-entry after 

various exit types revealed substantial variation over time (cf. Figure 9 in the results section).  

 

3.5.4. Summary Statistics 

To gain insight in the sample, Table 8 shows characteristics at entry into social assistance for both the 

total group of beneficiaries and the groups representing varying migration backgrounds. Half of the 

beneficiaries were women. Nearly 30 per cent were aged under 25 and 52 per cent were aged 25–44. 

At least 70 per cent of the beneficiaries had a migration background, with the biggest group being 

persons born outside of Europe. At entry, 22 per cent of the beneficiaries were asylum seekers, 

whereas 57 per cent did not hold Belgian citizenship. More than one-third receives the benefit under 

the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act. As a result, the household type was unknown for a large group of 

beneficiaries at entry, as they were not yet registered in the population register. In the year preceding 

entry into social assistance, only 22 per cent of the beneficiaries worked, whereas 9 per cent claimed 

social insurance benefits and five per cent were sanctioned in the unemployment scheme. 
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Table 8: The distribution of beneficiary characteristics at entry into the social assistance scheme in 2004–
2005 for all beneficiaries and by migration background (n=13,552) 

Characteristic Total Native 
persons 

Belgian-
born 

persons 
with 

migrant 
back-

ground 

Euro-
pean-
born 

persons 

Non-
Euro-
pean 
born 

persons 

Gender       
Men  49.7 49.0 52.2 42.0 51.97 
Women  50.3 51.0 47.8 58.0 48.03 
Age at entry      
18–24 27.9 29.2 45.0 25.3 27.01 
25–34 31.4 22.7 27.1 27.8 39.67 
35–44 21.1 27.6 16.8 21.5 19.49 
45–54 12.9 15.6 7.7 15.1 9.53 
55–64 6.8 4.8 3.4 10.4 4.3 
Household type       
Single  9.1 16.2 13.6 9.8 4.16 
Lone parent 9.4 19.2 21.2 6.3 3.92 
Couple with children 24.4 37.4 40.1 25.3 16.89 
Couple without children  9.5 9.1 6.8 8.9 8.91 
Unknown household type 40.3 11.4 13.4 40.4 58.68 
Other household type 7.3 6.8 4.9 9.4 7.45 
Work intensity during the year before entry      
0 % 78.0 62.2 68.3 78.4 86.24 
1–50 % 12.9 19.9 18.3 13.5 9.21 
51–100 % 9.0 17.8 13.5 8.1 4.55 
Social insurance benefit intensity during the year before entry    
0 % 90.7 78.3 81.7 93.8 97.86 
1–50 % 3.7 9.0 6.5 2.5 1.02 
51–100 % 5.6 12.7 11.9 3.7 1.12 
Sanctioned from unemployment benefit during the year before entry   
No  95.3 88.1 90.8 97.0 98.66 
Yes 4.7 11.9 9.2 3.0 1.34 
Migration background      
Native 19.1 100.0 0.0 0.0 0 
Born in Belgium with migration background 7.2 0.0 100.0 0.0 0 
Born in Europe 11.7 0.0 0.0 100.0 0 
Born outside of Europe 52.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 100.0 
Born in Belgium with unknown origin of parents 9.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 0 
Asylum seeker      
No asylum seeker 78.5 100.0 99.7 90.1 61.04 
Asylum seeker 21.5 0.0 0.3 9.9 38.96 
Citizenship      
Belgian citizenship 43.2 99.8 80.8 15.3 12.98 
Foreign citizenship 56.8 0.2 19.2 84.7 87.02 
Act      
Right to Social Integration 63.3 100.0 97.5 62.5 38.47 
Right to Social Assistance 36.7 0.0 2.5 37.5 61.53 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

              Beneficiary characteristics differ substantially for groups with varying migration background. 

Women are highly represented among European-born persons. A high share (45 per cent) of Belgian-
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born persons with foreign-born parents are younger than 25, whereas a substantial part of the non-

European-born persons are aged 35–44. Second-generation migrants and foreign-born persons have 

less work experience and were less often social insurance benefit claimants or sanctioned in the 

unemployment scheme. About 10 and 40 per cent of the European and non-European-born persons 

are asylum seekers, respectively. About 85 per cent of foreign-born persons have foreign citizenship. 

Most non-European-born persons claim social assistance under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act. 

 

3.5.5. Model Specifications 

We had at our disposal quarterly data about exits from and re-entries into social assistance (but not 

about initial entry into social assistance). Therefore, we used discrete-time hazard models for repeated 

spells, analysing exits from social assistance and re-entry separately rather than dynamic discrete-

choice models, which typically study yearly entry and exit rates among states (see for example Bhuller 

et al., 2014; Wunder & Riphahn, 2014). 

Types of Exit from Social Assistance 

At the end of the four-year observation period, the exit type from social assistance (for the last 

observed spell in social assistance) was either known (if the beneficiary exited) or the observation was 

right-censored (if the beneficiary had died or was still in social assistance at the end of the observation 

period). We assumed that censoring, which is the non-observation of the end of the spell, was non-

informative (i.e. the event times were independent of the reason of censoring).  

In the presence of right-censoring for some beneficiaries, survival or hazard models allow to 

obtain unbiased estimates of covariate effects (Blossfeld et al., 2007). Although exiting from social 

assistance is a continuous process, we used discrete-time hazard models as exits are measured 

quarterly (Jenkins, 2007). Using the logit link function, we estimated a proportional odds model 

(Jenkins, 2007; Singer & Willett, 2003), for which we calculated the average marginal effects (AME) 

with the Stata margins command in order to facilitate the substantive interpretation of the parameter 

estimates (Mood, 2010; Williams, 2012). The average marginal effects represent the change in the 

probability of exit from or re-entry into social assistance associated with a unit change in a predictor 

variable averaged across (combinations) of values of the other predictors included in the model. 

 

In order to control for unobserved time-constant beneficiary characteristics that affect the 

hazard of exiting, also called ‘unobserved heterogeneity’ or ‘frailty’, the discrete-time hazard models 

for repeated spells included a random effect at the beneficiary level (Mills, 2011). A normal distribution 

is assumed for the random effect with zero mean and with a fixed variance that is estimated from the 

data. Failing to control for unobserved heterogeneity is likely to overstate negative duration 
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dependence (Blossfeld et al., 2007; Jenkins, 2007; Lancaster, 1990; Wooldridge, 2002). Repeated spell 

data allow better to identify unobserved heterogeneity than single spell data.  

 

We used a quadratic specification of the baseline hazard function. Each random-effect logit 

model analyses the quarterly log-odds of exiting to a specific income source (rather than remaining in 

social assistance or experiencing a different type of exit) as a function of the spell length, the spell 

number (a categorical variable distinguishing between the first, second and higher-order spells) and 

the (time-varying) beneficiary characteristics, while controlling for unobserved time-constant 

characteristics of beneficiaries.  Letting T represent a discrete random variable indicating the quarter 

t when beneficiary i experiences an exit from social, each of the models for the quarterly hazard to a 

specific type of exit in spell number m, can be written as:  

ln [
𝑃(𝑇𝑖𝑚 = 𝑡|𝑇𝑖𝑚 ≥ 𝑡)

1 − 𝑃(𝑇𝑖𝑚 = 𝑡|𝑇𝑖𝑚 ≥ 𝑡)
] = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1 𝑑𝑖𝑚 + 𝛽2 𝑑𝑖𝑚

     2 + 𝛾′𝑋𝑖𝑚𝑡 +  𝑢𝑖,  

where d represents spell length, m represents the spell number, X represents beneficiary 

characteristics and u represents the beneficiary-level random effect. 

Re-entry into Social Assistance 

For beneficiaries who left the social assistance scheme during the four-year observation period, we 

additionally estimated a random-effects hazard model of re-entry into the social assistance scheme.  

 

3.6. Results 

 

3.6.1. Types of Exit from Social Assistance 

In this section, we first present the descriptive statistics on the type of exit by spell number. Next, we 

show plots of the observed cause-specific hazard functions for the first spell in social assistance. 

Subsequently, we pool all spells in social assistance and present the estimates of the multivariate 

models to assess how the hazard rates for the different exit types vary by migration background, 

beneficiary characteristics, spell length and spell number.   

 

Observed Exits from Social Assistance during the Four-Year Observation Period 

Table 9 shows the percentages that exit and the distribution by exit type for the first, second and third 

observed spell in social assistance, as well as for all spells combined. We found that 12,126 persons or 

90 per cent of the beneficiaries entering social assistance in 2004–2005 had left the scheme by the end 

of the four-year observation period. Among beneficiaries in their first social assistance spell, exits for 
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other reasons were the most prevalent (38.2 per cent), closely followed by exits to work (32.6 per 

cent). Exits to social insurance benefits (15.7 per cent) and participation in ALMPs (13.6 per cent) were 

less prevalent. In particular the high share of persons exiting for unknown reasons deserves further 

scrutiny. These persons may live in households where other members provide an income or they may 

have left the country. Some, however, may have become disconnected in the sense of Moore et al. 

(2012).  

Of the beneficiaries who left social assistance, 36.1 per cent re-entered the scheme during the 

observation period, of which 21.7 per cent were still in social assistance by the end of the observation 

period.  

 

Table 9: The distribution of the observed types of exit by spell number and for all spells for all beneficiaries 
spells (including the share of persons censored and exiting) 

  

First 
observed 

spells 
(n=13,552) 

Second 
observed 
spells 
(n=4,374) 

Third 
observed 
spells 
(n=1,290) 

All 
observed 

spells 
(n=19,603) 

Still on social assistance at the end of the 
observation window or died 

10.5 21.7 29.4 15.0 

Exit from Social Assistance 89.5 78.3 70.6 85.0 

  Work 32.6 42.8 46.8 35.7 

  ALMP 13.6 14.1 10.9 13.5 

  Social insurance benefit 15.7 8.9 6.5 13.7 

  Exit for other reasons 38.2 34.2 35.8 37.1 

  Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

Among the beneficiaries in second social assistance spells, exits to work (42.8 per cent) and 

exits for other reasons (34.2 per cent) were most prevalent, whereas exits to ALMPs (14.1 per cent) 

and social insurance benefit (8.9 per cent) were relatively less frequent. Of the beneficiaries exiting 

their second spell, 37.7 per cent re-entered the scheme during the observation period of which 70.7 

per cent again exited with a distribution of exit types quite similar to the one after the second spell. 

Considering all social assistance spells, exits for other reasons were the most common (37.1 per cent), 

followed by work exits (35.7 per cent), while exits to social insurance benefits (13.7 per cent) and 

ALMPs (13.5 per cent) were least frequent.21 

 

                                                           
21 Of those exiting to social insurance benefits, 53 per cent claimed unemployment benefit, 18 per cent  received 

a benefit for disabled persons, 13 per cent  received a pension, 12 per cent claimed the incapacity-to-work benefit 

and 3 per cent claimed another benefit. 



86 
 

Beneficiaries with a migration background differ substantially from native beneficiaries in 

terms of exit patterns. Belgian-born claimants exit first spells more frequently than foreign-born 

beneficiaries (93 versus 88 per cent). When we distinguish between different exit types, the most 

salient finding is that foreign-born persons exit much less to social insurance benefits than Belgian-

born persons. The three groups with migration background have also fewer exits to ALMPs than 

natives. A high share of exits of non-European-born beneficiaries is to work (45 per cent compared to 

about 25 per cent in each of the three other groups). Exits for other reasons are less prevalent among 

natives, whereas they are highly prevalent among European-born beneficiaries.   

 

Figure 7 shows how the observed probabilities of exiting to the different exit types changed 

over time for beneficiaries in their first spell of social assistance (i.e. type-specific hazard functions). At 

any spell length exits for unknown reasons were most likely to occur, followed by exits to work. 

Becoming entitled to a social insurance benefit was more common at short spell lengths. For all exit 

types (except for exit to ALMPs), the probability to exit gradually decreased with spell length. 

 

 

Figure 7: Observed exit-type-specific hazard functions for the first observed spell (n=13,552) 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

 

The median duration of employment spells after work exits (i.e. the moment when half of the 

persons have left employment) was very short (1.7 quarters). This was, among other factors, due to 

the fact that 27 per cent of the work exits were to seasonal or temporary work. By contrast, after an 

exit to an ALMP, the median duration in that situation was 3.9 quarters. We also find that 56 per cent 
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of exits from ALMP-spells end in social insurance benefit receipt. Exits to social insurance benefits last 

the longest with social insurance benefits being claimed for a median duration of 8.4 quarters. 

 

Multivariate Models of Exit Type  

The results for the multivariate hazard models of exit type are included in Table 10, except for exits for 

other reasons as this exit type covers heterogeneous processes which we are unable to study in detail. 

The probability to exit (regardless type of exit) decreases with 0,2 percentage points on average as 

spell length increases by one quarter. When decomposing exit by exit type, we find that the effect of 

spell length differs by exit type. Particularly exits to work become less likely at longer spell lengths, 

whereas the decline of exit probabilities is less pronounced for exits to social insurance benefits and 

exits to ALMPs. The declining probability of exits to work may indicate duration dependence, but may 

also be the result of selection (not measured). Short durations before exiting to social insurance may 

be due to young persons in their waiting period becoming an unemployment benefit claimant. By 

contrast, exits for other reasons become much more likely at longer spell lengths (not shown). 

 

 Previous spells in social assistance reduce the probability to exit social assistance substantially 

(exit probabilities being 4 and 8 percentage points lower after second and third or higher-order spells 

respectively). Also the probability to exit to work was lower (0.8 percentage points) in third and higher-

order spells relative to first spells. Similarly, the probability of exiting to a social insurance benefit is 

lower for beneficiaries in second spells compared to those in first spells. Conversely, exits to ALMPs 

are more likely for beneficiaries in second spells relative to claimants in first spells.  

 

We also examined how exit patterns differ for persons with various migration backgrounds, 

controlling for socio-demographic characteristics, work and benefit history and migration history, 

which affect both the overall probability of exit and the type-specific exit probabilities.   
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Table 10: Average marginal effects (AME) calculated on the basis of discrete-time hazard models of exiting for 
any reason and for exiting to work, ALMPs and social insurance benefit controlling for unobserved 
heterogeneity (n=13,552) 

  
All 

exits 
 Work  ALMPsa  

Social 
insurance 

benefit 

Spell length -0.002 * -0.004 *** -0.001 *** -0.002 *** 

Number of spell (First spell is ref. category)      

Second spell -0.039 *** 0.002  0.003 ** -0.004 *** 

Third or higher-order spells -0.079 *** -0.008 *** 0.001  -0.002  

Calendar year quarter (First quarter is ref. category)    

Second quarter 0.005  0.013 *** 0.002 * 0.000  

Third quarter 0.015 *** 0.024 *** -0.001  0.000  

Fourth quarter -0.020 *** -0.008 *** 0.003 ** 0.002 * 

Gender (Male is ref. category)         

Female -0.072 *** -0.040 *** -0.005 *** 0.004 *** 

Age -0.003 *** -0.001 *** 0.000 *** 0.000  

Household type (Single is ref. category, tv)    

Lone parent -0.028 *** -0.009 *** 0.002  -0.003 ** 

Couple with children  0.002  -0.011 *** -0.005 *** -0.008 *** 

Couple without children 0.009  0.000  -0.006 *** -0.007 *** 

Unknown household type -0.001  -0.007 ** -0.018 *** -0.009 *** 

Other household type 0.056 *** 0.003  -0.019 *** 0.005 *** 

Sanctioned from unemployment benefit (Not sanctioned is ref. category)    

Sanctioned 0.203 *** 0.005  -0.002  0.053 *** 

Work intensity 0.002 *** 0.001 *** 0.000 *** 0.000 *** 

Social insurance benefit intensity 0.002 *** 0.000 ** 0.000 *** 0.001 *** 

Migration background (Born in Belgium with parents born in Belgium is ref. category)   
Born in Belgium with at least one 
parent born outside of Belgium 

-0.019 * -0.006  -0.006 *** 0.003  

European-born person -0.032 *** -0.012 *** -0.005 ** -0.003  

Non-European-born person -0.037 *** 0.004  -0.005 *** -0.011 *** 

Unknown migrant background 0.011  -0.004  -0.004 * -0.002  

Asylum seeker (No asylum seeker is ref. category, tv)       

Asylum seeker -0.247 *** -0.011 ***   -0.020 *** 

Citizenship (Belgian citizenship is ref. category, tv)       

Foreign citizenship -0.052 *** -0.002  -0.001  -0.012 *** 

Act (Right to Social Integration is ref. category, tv)      

Right to Social Assistance 0.173 *** 0.028 *** -0.015 *** -0.006 *** 

Significance levels: * if p < 0.10, ** if p < 0.05 and *** if p < 0.01. Time-varying variables are denoted  
by ‘tv’. 
a The average marginal effects for exit to ALMPs are estimated without including the variable asylum seeker as 
this model could not be estimated. No asylum seeker in our sample participates in an ALMP. 
Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 
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All three groups of claimants with migrant background have lower chances to exit social 

assistance than natives. First, non-European born beneficiaries have the lowest chances to exit (3.7 

percentage points lower than natives). This gap primarily reflects lower probabilities to exit to a social 

insurance benefit or to participate in ALMPs, as the probabilities to exit to work are similar for non-

European-born beneficiaries and natives. Second, the lower exit probabilities for Belgian-born 

beneficiaries with a migration background are due to a lower probability of participation in ALMPs. 

Finally, European-born persons have lower chances to exit social assistance which reflects lower exit 

probabilities to both work and ALMPs. It is also noteworthy that no asylum seeker participated in an 

ALMP during the period under study. 

  A remarkable finding is also that persons claiming a benefit under the ‘Right to Social 

Assistance’-act have 3 percentage points higher probability to exit to work and 1.5 percentage points 

lower probability to exit to ALMPs. The latter finding may be due to financial incentives for welfare 

agencies and/or the lower focus on labour market integration under this act. 

 

3.6.2. Re-entry into Social Assistance during the Four-Year Observation Period 

We first describe the observed re-entry pattern. Subsequently, we graph the overall observed hazard 

functions for re-entry in general and by previous exit type for the first spell out of social assistance. 

After that, we present the estimates of a series of multivariate hazard models to assess how re-entry 

rates vary by the type of the previous exit and by migration background.   

 

Observed Social Assistance Spells 

About one third of the beneficiaries had recurrent spells, with 22.8 per cent having had two spells, 7.1 

per cent having had three spells and 2.4 per cent having had four spells or more. The average number 

of spells was 1.5 (with a standard deviation of 0.8). Although this type of data is not easily comparable, 

these findings seemed to represent a middle position for Belgium in European perspective (Gustafsson 

et al., 2002; Immervoll et al., 2015). The median duration of first and second spells in social assistance 

was 2.4 quarters or 7.2 months. Adding up all spells during the observation period, the median number 

of quarters in social assistance was 4.5 quarters.  

 Whereas 24 per cent of native beneficiaries had recurrent spells, this share amounted up to 

39 per cent for non-European born persons. For the two other groups with migrant background the 

share with recurrent spells was only slightly higher than for natives (about 27 per cent). 
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Figure 8: Observed hazard function of re-entry for the first spell out of the social assistance scheme (n=12,126) 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

The observed hazard function of re-entry following the first exit from social assistance (Figure 

8), shows that the conditional probability of re-entry decreased very steeply over time. This finding is 

in line with findings by Immervoll et al. (2015). Whereas the probability to return was 17 per cent in 

the first quarter after exit, it decreased to 8 per cent in the second quarter. However, the conditional 

probability to return over time varied strongly by first exit type (see Figure 9). Following exits to work 

and for other reasons, the probability of re-entry was very high in the first quarters and decreased very 

steeply over time. In line with the findings about the median spell lengths in social insurance benefits 

and ALMPs, the probability of re-entry was very low in every quarter following into these situations 

(the probability to re-enter increases slightly between 1.5 and two years of ALMP-participation).  
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Figure 9: Observed hazard function of re-entry for the first spell out of the social assistance scheme for those 
who exited to work (n=3,951), ALMPs (n=1,644), social insurance benefits (n=1,905) or for other reasons 
(n=4,626) 
Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

Multivariate Models of Re-entry 

We estimated four models of re-entry (see Table 11) to determine, first, whether specific exit types 

were associated with a higher probability of re-entry, and, second, whether persons with migration 

background had a higher probability to re-enter social assistance controlling for their profile and 

previous exit type. The first model includes only exit type and its interaction with spell length (in 

addition to the baseline hazard function, spell number and the quarter of calendar time), whereas in 

the second model exit type is removed and the migration background of the beneficiaries is included. 

The third model additionally includes beneficiary characteristics. In the fourth model we add the type 

of exit to model 3. 
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Table 11: Average marginal effects (AME) calculated on the basis of discrete-time hazard models of re-entry 
controlling for unobserved heterogeneity (n=12,126) 

  Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4   

Spell length -0.015 *** -0.011 *** -0.012 *** -0.014 *** 
Spell number (Firs spell is ref. category)      
Second spell out of social 
assistance 

-0.019 *** -0.019 *** -0.007 *** 
-0.009 *** 

Third or higher-order spells out 
of social assistance 

-0.037 *** -0.038 *** -0.012 *** -0.012 *** 

Calendar year quarter (First quarter is ref. category)      
Second quarter -0.010 *** -0.010 *** -0.011 *** -0.012 *** 

Third quarter -0.005 *** -0.005 *** -0.006 *** -0.006 *** 

Fourth quarter 0.005 *** 0.004 *** 0.004 *** 0.005 *** 

Income source after social assistance (Work is ref. category)      

ALMP -0.034 ***     -0.006 * 
Social insurance benefit -0.063 ***     -0.029 *** 
Other unspecified 0.006 ***     0.024 *** 
Income source*spell length (Work is ref. category)      

ALMP*spell length  0.000      -0.003 *** 
Social insurance benefit*spell 
length 

0.006 ***     
0.005 *** 

Other unspecified*spell length 0.003 ***     0.002 *** 
Gender (Male is ref. category)         

Female     -0.003 ** -0.004 *** 

Age     0.000 *** 0.000 *** 

Household type (Single is ref. category, tv)        
Lone parent     -0.003 * -0.002  

Couple with children      -0.009 *** -0.017 *** 

Couple without children     -0.006 *** -0.013 *** 

Unknown household type     -0.003  -0.014 *** 

Other household type     -0.007 *** -0.016 *** 

Sanctioned from unemployment benefit (Not sanctioned is ref. category)    

Sanctioned     -0.008 ** -0.006 * 
Work intensity     0.000 *** 0.000 *** 
Social insurance benefit intensity    0.000 *** 0.000 *** 
Migration background (Born in Belgium with parents born in Belgium is ref. category)    
Born in Belgium with at least 
one parent born outside of 
Belgium 

  0.007 *** 0.004  0.003  

Born in Europe   0.008 *** 0.002  -0.003  

Born outside of Europe   0.030 *** 0.005 *** 0.003 * 

Unknown migrant background   0.001  0.002  0.000  
Asylum seeker status (No asylum seeker is ref. category, tv)     

Asylum seeker   0.080 *** 0.086 *** 

Significance levels: * if p < 0.10, ** if p < 0.05 and *** if p < 0.01. Time-varying variables are denoted  
by ‘tv’. 
Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

Longer lengths of spells out of social assistance were associated with lower probabilities to re-

enter the scheme. Model 1 and 4 show how the exit type was associated with the probability to re-

enter social assistance. Model 1 shows that exiting for other reasons was associated with the highest 

probability of re-entry into social assistance, whereas work was the exit type with the second highest 

risk of re-entry. Re-entry probabilities after ALMP-participation and social insurance benefit receipt 

were substantially lower compared to re-entry risks after work exits (respectively 3.4 and 6.3 per cent 

on average, although differentials were considerably larger at shorter durations). The finding that re-
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entry probabilities vary across exit types may be due to persons with different beneficiary 

characteristics and migrant background exiting to different income sources (as described above). 

Model 4 shows that a substantial part of the differences in re-entry probabilities could be attributed 

to the different profiles of beneficiaries exiting to work, ALMPs, social insurance benefits and for other 

reasons. Though, controlling for migration background and beneficiary characteristics work exits 

continued to be associated with higher re-entry probabilities compared to social insurance benefit 

receipt or participation in ALMPs. Re-entry probabilities for these exit types were respectively 3 and 

0.1 percentage points lower on average compared to re-entry probabilities following work exits. These 

findings contrast with those of Bergmark and Bäckman (2004), for Sweden, and Nam (2005), for the 

USA, where employment led less often to re-entry into social assistance.  

 

In order to gain insight in the determinants of the risks of re-entry for persons with migration 

background compared to natives, we first examine model 2. Controlling only for spell characteristics 

and calendar time, the three groups of persons with migrant background had higher re-entry chances 

which were particularly high among non-European born persons (i.e. 3 percentage points higher on 

average). When additionally controlling for socio-demographic characteristics, benefit and work 

history and asylum seeker status (model 3) the higher re-entry probabilities could be fully accounted 

for in the case of Belgian-born persons with migration background and European-born persons. For 

non-European born persons the high re-entry probability was substantially reduced but remains 

significant. Additionally controlling for the exit type (model 4) further reduced differences in re-entry 

probabilities among non-European-born persons relative to natives. Consequently, recurrent spells in 

social assistance for persons with migration background can be mainly ascribed to the different profiles 

of beneficiaries with a migration background and, to a lesser extent, to the different exit types and 

associated re-entry probabilities these beneficiaries experienced.  

 

A number of sensitivity analyses were performed to check on the robustness of the findings. 

First, we re-estimated model 4 excluding asylum seekers, as they may have a particular situation (e.g. 

they may not be allowed to work during some periods). This analysis confirmed the results presented 

in Table 11. Second, as the models focusing on initial exit type (Table 11) ignored subsequent changes 

in income source (work, ALMP, social insurance benefit and other), we re-estimated all models 

including income source after exit from social assistance as a time-varying covariate. This analysis 

yields even more articulated results (available on request), confirming that work spells are associated 

with high risks of re-entry into social assistance, whereas social insurance benefit receipt and ALMP-

participation are associated with a lower probability of re-entry into social assistance (average 

marginal effects of -0.114 and -0.132 respectively).   
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3.7. Conclusion and Discussion 

 

In this study we examined for Belgium whether social assistance beneficiaries exit to work, an active 

labour market programme (ALMP), a social insurance benefit or exit for other reasons and, 

subsequently, to which extent these exit types lead to re-entry into social assistance. We also 

compared exit and re-entry patterns between native beneficiaries and claimants with different 

migration backgrounds. Using longitudinal administrative data on a sample of 13,552 beneficiaries, 

who entered the scheme in 2004–2005 and who had not been entitled to social assistance benefits 

since at least January 1999, we estimated random-effects discrete-time hazard models to follow 

beneficiaries on a quarterly basis over a four-year observation period. 

We found that 10 per cent of the beneficiaries did not exit the scheme at all during the 

observation period. Of those exiting their first observed spell in social assistance, 33 per cent exited to 

work, 14 per cent to ALMPs and 16 per cent to a social insurance benefit (most frequently an 

unemployment benefit), while 38 per cent exited for other reasons. Re-entry was fairly common. One-

third of the beneficiaries had at least one additional spell in social assistance during the four-year 

observation period. 

The first main conclusion is that in Belgium, an exit from social assistance directly to paid 

employment is followed more often by re-entry into social assistance than exits to an ALMP or a social 

insurance benefit. This finding contrasts with those of Bergmark and Bäckman (2004) for Sweden and 

Nam (2005) for the USA, where employment led less often to re-entry than other exit options. It has 

to be seen against the rather residual role of social assistance within the Belgian system of social 

protection, where most long-term unemployed persons continue to receive an unemployment 

insurance benefit. For this reason, many persons in social assistance have hardly any work experience 

within Belgium. It seems the jobs they are able to get tend to be of short duration with a high 

proportion being temporary or seasonal work. By contrast, participation in an ALMP often leads to 

fairly long-term exit from social assistance.  

Second, persons with a migration background, especially those born outside of Belgium, exit 

social assistance more slowly than natives. However, controlling for background characteristics, they 

are not less likely to exit to work than natives (except for asylum seekers and European-born persons). 

Their longer durations in social assistance are primarily due to lower exit probabilities to ALMPs and 

to social insurance benefits. In many previous studies, slower exits from social assistance by migrants 
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have been interpreted in terms of a lack of human capital, i.e. lack of relevant education or work 

experience in the host country, or of other barriers to obtaining paid employment, such as 

discrimination. Our results show that exit from social assistance should be seen in the context of a 

country’s welfare state arrangements as a whole, including social insurance benefits and active labour 

market programmes and the opportunities these offer to persons with migration background and 

natives with various characteristics and labour market histories. The slower exit from social assistance 

by beneficiaries with a migration background and the type of income sources they have access to 

indicate that the opportunity structures are less favourable for them than they are for natives.  

That persons with a migrant background are less likely to enter an ALMP than natives is a 

worrying finding and may be due to a combination of mechanisms. Many foreign-born persons receive 

a benefit under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act, while Belgian-born beneficiaries are covered by the 

‘Right to Social Integration’-act, which puts more emphasis on labour market integration. Also, social 

assistance agencies have fewer financial incentives to support persons under the ‘Right to Social 

Assistance’-act in order to exit from social assistance, as their benefit is fully reimbursed by the federal 

government. Third, migrants may not satisfy the eligibility criteria (i.e. an uninterrupted period of non-

employment) for certain ALMPs, if they migrated recently or because they have more short though 

repeated social assistance spells. Finally, discrimination may also play in the allocation of ALMPs.   

A third main conclusion is that repeated spells in social assistance are more common among 

persons not born in Europe, even when controlling for background characteristics. However, this is 

partly due to the fact that they exit social assistance mainly through a path that entails a high risk of 

re-entry, viz. paid employment, and are less likely than natives to exit to an ALMP or a social insurance 

benefit, which lead to longer-term exits. The exception are asylum seekers, which are very likely to 

return. For this group of beneficiaries exits to ALMPs are non-existing and exits to social insurance 

benefit receipt are nearly non-existing. Despite the fact that their recurrent spells can be attributed to 

their different exit types and profiles, this pattern of frequent re-entry should be worrying for policy 

makers. Having had recurrent social assistance spells reduces substantially the chances to have any 

type of exit, which may be an effect of the repeated experience of social assistance spells or may be 

due to unmeasured selection effects.  

A limitation of our study is that we do not have information on skills and the level of education. 

Furthermore, for beneficiaries with a migrant background, participation in language or citizenship 

courses may be important. Also, as the means-test in social assistance is based on the household, exits 

may be due to events affecting other household members, which we are not able to track.  
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We draw some conclusions for future research. First, the findings point to the importance of 

considering the country-specific interplay between the social assistance scheme, the labour market, 

the active labour market programmes, the wider social insurance system, entry categories for migrants 

and integration arrangements when analysing exit from social assistance (cf. Sainsbury, 2012 (for social 

rights of migrants)). In many studies, exit from social assistance is considered as if work is the only or 

most important exit route. Taking the range of exit options explicitly into account is crucial to 

understand why beneficiaries exit or do not exit social assistance. Second, studies of social assistance 

exit would gain in relevance if they could follow the activity states and income sources of former 

beneficiaries for an extended time period. Such studies could evaluate whether, when and under what 

conditions repeated social assistance spells combined with short work spells eventually lead to stable 

employment, and what role ALMP-participation could play. Several countries now have rich 

administrative data which offer ample opportunities for future work. Third, despite a large number of 

studies examining the effect of the generosity of the benefit on (work) exits of benefit claimants, there 

are few studies about the effects on benefit trajectories of the way expenditure is shared between 

different government levels and the resulting financial incentives that local welfare agencies face. 
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Annex A: Characteristics of the Most Important Active Labour Market Programmes 
 
Table A1: Characteristics of the ‘Article 60’-programme 

Programme Eligibility 
criteria for 
the benefi-
ciary  

Employer ‘User’ Working 
time  

Contract type Pace of 
building 
up social 
rights  

Duration of 
(federal) 
subsidies & 
exemption of 
employers 
contributions 

Federal subsidy 
for the wage 
cost 

Employers 
contributions 
(federal) 

Contribution 
of user to 
Employer  

Wage 
employee 

Article 60 
(direct job 
creation)22 

No formal 
eligibility 
criteria  

Welfare 
agency 

Welfare 
agency, 
municipality 
service, non-
governmental 
organisation 
or private firm  

Minimum  
part-time 
Usually 
four-fifth  
or full-
time  

Permanent or 
fixed-term 
contract 
(containing a 
clause of end 
of contract 
when the 
number of 
days to be 
entitled to 
unemploy-
ment benefit 
is completed) 

Normal 
pace 

Full-time: 
Maximum the 
number of 
days necessary 
to be entitled 
to full 
unemploymen
t benefits 
Part-time: 
Maximum 6 
months 
(except when 
the person  
has another 
contract and is 
working full-
time) 

Full-time: The 
amount of  the 
benefit for the 
category with at 
least one minor 
dependent 
child, (indexed) 
Part-time: 500 
euros per 
month (not 
indexed) 
 
 

Total 
exemption, 
(needs to be 
used for the 
social 
integration 
and activation 
policy of the 
welfare 
agency) 

Obligatory for 
private 
employers, 
optional for 
other 
employers 

3 possibilities:  
Legal minimum 
wage; wage 
according to 
the local 
authority wage 
scale; wage of 
other 
employees of 
user  

Source: Authors, based on Cherenti (2009)  

  

                                                           
22 Another programme is the programme ‘Article 60 social economy’ following some slightly different regulation.  
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Table A2: Characteristics of the programmes ‘Activa’, ‘SINE’ and ‘Work Experience’ 

Programme Eligibility criteria 
for the beneficiary 

Employer Working 
time  

Contract 
type 

Pace of building 
up social rights 

Duration  Federal subsidy for the 
wage cost 

Employer’s 
contribution 
exemption (federal) 

Activa  Being entitled to  
social assistance 
benefit; Being 
enrolled at the 
regional 
employment 
service; Being a 
number of days 
seeking for an 
employment during 
the reference 
period for the age 
group (varying from 
1 to 1560 days), 
except when 
younger than 25 

Mostly private 
sector 
employer; 
Public 
employer or 
non-profit 
organisation  

Minimum 
one-third, 
part-time 
or full-
time 

Permanent, 
fixed-term 
or contract 
for a 
specific task 

At normal pace No subsidy, 16 
months, 24 months or 
30 months (according 
to the combination of 
proved inactivity 
period and age group) 

No subsidy or 500 euros 
a month for full time 
worker (according to 
the combination of 
proved inactivity period 
and age group) 
 

 1000 euros a quarter 
(sometimes reduced to 
400 euros after a 
number of quarters) 

SINE 
 

Being entitled to 
social assistance 
benefit; Being low-
skilled (no 
secondary 
education); Being a 
number of days 
inactive during the 
reference period for 
the age group 
(varying from 156 
to 624 months)  

Acknow-
ledged social 
economy 
initiative  

Minimum 
part-time 

Permanent, 
fixed-term 
or contract 
for a 
specific task 

For full-time 
work: at half 
the speed of  a 
normal job 

If younger than 45 
years: Quarter of 
entry and 10 
following quarters or 
quarter of entry and 
20 following quarters                    
If 45 years or older: 
For the duration of 
the employment 

Full-time: 500 euros per 
month  
Part-time: Maximum 
500 euros 

1000 euros a quarter 
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Work 
experience  
(on-the-job 
training) 

Being entitled to 
social assistance 
benefit since at 
least one year or 
since at least 9 
months when aged 
less than 25 and no 
certificate of 
secondary 
education  

Municipality, 
welfare 
agency or 
non-profit 
organisation  

Minimum 
part-time, 
four-fifth 
or full-
time 

Permanent, 
fixed-term 
or contract 
for a 
specific task  

For full-time 
work: at half 
the speed of a 
normal job 

Generally 2 years; 3 
years if the 
beneficiary has 
worked for at least 
120 hours in another 
programme called 
‘ALE/PWA’ during the 
last six months or 
lives in a region which 
has an 
unemployment rate 
which is 20% higher 
than the mean 
unemployment rate 
in the region  

Minimum four-fifth:            
325 euros per month; 
375 euros per month if 
the person has worked 
in ALE/PWA before 
entry in the ALMP 
Minimum part-time:           
250 euros per month  

1000 euros a quarter  
(possibility of reduction 
to 400 euros a quarter 
after some quarters) 

Source: Authors, based on Cherenti (2009) 
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4. Long-Term Work Exits among Social Assistance Beneficiaries with 

Varying Migration Background in Belgium 
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Abstract 

Numerous studies on social assistance examined whether beneficiaries with a migration background 

have longer benefit spells than native beneficiaries. Though, little is known about exits to long-term 

employment, and whether persons with varying migration background differ in their exit rates to long-

term employment. In this paper we examine whether beneficiaries with migration background (i.e. 

Belgian-born persons with at least one parent born outside of Belgium, and European-born and non-

European-born beneficiaries) differ from native beneficiaries in their exit to employment episodes 

lasting at least two years, and whether eventual variation can be ascribed to differential profiles and 

local employment opportunities. We study a random sample of 13,552 beneficiaries who took up a 

social assistance benefit in 2004 or 2005. We follow their social assistance spells and work exits 

quarterly over four years on the basis of administrative data and make use of random-effects hazard 

models. We find that only 12 per cent of the beneficiaries become long-term employed. Belgian-born 

beneficiaries with migration background and European-born beneficiaries become less frequently 

long-term employed than native and non-European-born beneficiaries. Though, beneficiaries with 

migration background do not differ substantially from natives in their exit rates to long-term 

employment, but they do differ in the timing of exit: initial exit rates are higher among native 

beneficiaries relative to claimants with migration background, while this pattern reverses at longer 

spell lengths. Only a part of the initial gap in exit rates can be ascribed to differential socio-

demographic characteristics, benefit and work history, migration-history characteristics, and the local 

employment opportunities.  

 

Keywords: Social assistance, Belgium, Long-term work exits, Persons with migration background 

versus natives, Random-effects hazard models 
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4.1. Introduction  
 

Inequalities in long-term employment opportunities are a crucial new source of inequalities (Di Prete, 

Goux, Maurinc, & Quesnel-Vallee, 2006; Hacker, 2008). Such inequalities result from changes in the 

labour market and the economy over the last decades due to globalisation, de-industrialisation, 

technological innovations, and changes in labour market regulation, that have shaped post-industrial 

labour markets (Buchholz et al., 2009; Clasen & Clegg, 2011; Eichhorst & Marx, 2015). In particular 

persons with a migration background, which are generally overrepresented in social assistance 

schemes, are known to have difficulties to become sustainably self-sufficient in the post-industrial 

labour market (Barrett & McCarthy, 2008; Hartung, 2010; Kalter & Kogan, 2002; Pugliese, 1993; Schmid 

& Gazier, 2002).  

Despite some studies documenting (the drivers) of employment gaps between migrants and 

natives (see for example Corluy, 2014; Zimmer, 2012), inequalities in durable labour market outcomes 

have been poorly documented for persons with varying migration background claiming a social 

assistance benefit. Though, social assistance beneficiaries are likely to be particularly vulnerable. Given 

their position at the bottom of the income distribution and the fact of having the social assistance 

statute, which means bearing a stigma (Besley & Coate, 1992), they may have limited access to 

sustainable jobs. Studies on social assistance have typically examined the differences in the benefit 

spell lengths among beneficiaries with varying migration background. To our knowledge, no studies on 

social assistance have examined durable labour market integration, whereas long-term employment 

opportunities for social assistance beneficiaries are particularly important from a social investment 

perspective.  

Even though benefit spells can smoothen income shocks and provide some income security, 

they are scarring: they affect current and future levels of earnings and life satisfaction, can induce 

human capital depreciation, discouragement and benefit dependence, and bear a stigma 

(Arulampalam, 2001; Bane & Ellwood, 1994; Besley & Coate, 1992; Clark et al., 2010; Robert Moffitt, 

1983; van Oorschot & Roosma, 2015). By contrast, work is typically valued as a source of self-

sufficiency and economic security which facilitates personal well-being and also social inclusion 

(Jahoda, 1981; Winefield, 2002). It provides a time structure for daily activities, social contacts and 

status and identity, improves involvement in the community and enforces activity (Jahoda, 1981). But 

employment is not always improving well-being and social inclusion. Job and income security are 

important conditions to ensure that employment contributes to well-being (Chung & Mau, 2014; Clark 

et al., 2010; Esser & Olsen, 2012). Notwithstanding that some persons may value labour flexibility and 

the opportunity to learn skills in temporary jobs (Chen & Corcoran, 2010; Morris & Vekker, 2001), and 
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that temporary employment may for some function as a stepping stone to long-term employment 

(Cockx & Picchio, 2012; Reichelt, 2015), temporary or non-standard work may be less paid and 

temporary workers may have less access to fringe benefits and on-the-job training than other workers 

(OECD, 2002). Furthermore, temporary work may have negative effects on well-being and health 

(Burgard, Brand, & House, 2009; Friedland & Price, 2003; Virtanen et al., 2005), impede for some 

valued life transitions (such as buying a house or having children), and negatively affect work attitudes 

and work identity (Maynard & Feldman, 2011). Therefore, it is of relevance to know to which extent 

beneficiaries with varying migration background differ in their exit rates to long-term employment. 

Furthermore, the first steps in the labour market of newly arriving migrants are important for their 

integration, and for their future labour market careers, as such careers are path-dependent (Fuller, 

2014; Gabrielli et al., 2007). In addition, the labour market position of migrants may impact on the 

labour market position of their children and their descendants (Lindahl et al., 2015; Platt, 2005). Hence, 

this question is of relevance from a social investment perspective (i.e. in order to maximise labour 

market outcomes over the life course of individuals and over generations). 

In this paper we examine whether beneficiaries with migration background differ in their long-

term employment chances compared to native beneficiaries. We study how long-term employment 

exit rates evolve with benefit spell length and whether differential labour market outcomes can be 

ascribed to varying beneficiary characteristics or local labour market opportunities.   

We study these questions for a random sample of 13,552 persons who entered the social 

assistance scheme in 2004 or 2005 and have not claimed since 1999 a social assistance benefit. As we 

dispose of data which allow to track the social assistance spells and exits of these beneficiaries on a 

quarterly basis over four years, we examine who starts an employment spell which will last for at least 

two years, within the first two years of benefit receipt. An employment can be an employment in the 

regular labour market as well as subsidised employment (e.g. a service cheque employment), an 

employment in one of the seven active labour market programmes for social assistance beneficiaries 

for which the federal administration intervenes financially, or being self-employed. Considering a two-

year spell of employment, which may actually cover several jobs following each other (as we only 

consider whether the person is employed or not), as long-term employment is definitely an arbitrary 

criterion, which can be subject to debate. Nevertheless, a transition to an employment episode which 

lasts at least two years can be considered to be an integrative transition (Schmid & Gazier, 2002; 

Veenman & Bijwaard, 2011), as the median duration of employment spells after social assistance is 1.5 

quarters in Belgium.  
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Studying exit to long-term employment among social assistance beneficiaries with varying 

migration background for Belgium over the period 2004–2009 is interesting for two reasons. First, 

Belgium has one of the highest employment gaps between natives and migrants of the European 

Union, which can only partially be explained by socio-demographic characteristics and educational 

levels (Corluy, 2014; Eurostat, 2011; Jean et al., 2010; Neels & Stoop, 2000). Second, at least 70 per 

cent of the social assistance beneficiaries in Belgium in the mid-2000s have a migration background. 

This high share of beneficiaries with a migration background results from a corporatist welfare state 

with very poor labour market outcomes for migrants, easy access to social assistance benefit for 

migrants (and long waiting periods for administrative procedures), and the rather low number of 

native social assistance beneficiaries (as long-term unemployed generally claim an unemployment 

benefit). 

With this paper we contribute to the international literature as it is, to our knowledge, the first 

study in a European country that compares native beneficiaries and beneficiaries with migration 

background in terms of long-term work exits from social assistance. The scarcity of earlier research on 

long-term employment for social assistance beneficiaries in Belgium and other countries is probably 

due to a lack of data. Survey data usually do not allow to collect sufficiently large sample sizes to study 

particular groups of social assistance beneficiaries. Moreover, survey data often do not present 

detailed spell information. In addition, administrative social assistance benefit data are typically not 

linked to information about the labour market trajectories of former beneficiaries. For this paper we 

disposed of several linked administrative datasets which allowed to have detailed information about 

social assistance, work and migration histories.  

After this introduction, this paper covers five sections. In the second part, we review the 

literature about determinants of labour market integration among beneficiaries with a migration 

background and native beneficiaries. In the third section, we describe briefly the key characteristics of 

the social assistance scheme and the Belgian labour market. In section four, we give insight in the data 

and methodology used. We present the findings in section five. In the final section, we summarise the 

main findings and conclude.  
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4.2. Literature Review 
 

The transition to paid work can be seen as the result of a job match (Pissarides, 1979). A job match can 

be thought of as the outcome of the process of job search in a certain area (or several areas) in a 

number of labour market segments (e.g. regular labour market, temporary work, and ALMPs) by the 

beneficiary (and the local agency) via a series of channels, such as word of mouth, the newspaper, 

internet advertising, public employment services or temporary work agencies (Arntz & Wilke, 2009; 

Petrongolo & Pissarides, 2001). The intensity of job search and the number of applications done result 

in a certain probability of meeting with an employer. During such a meeting the future employer, who 

aims to recruit the most productive and least costly applicant, observes the labour cost and the 

productivity of the worker, and makes probably a wage offer. Next, workers accept or reject this offer 

on the basis of their reservation wage (i.e. the minimum wage a worker is willing to accept) and 

expectations on the possibility and type of future job offers (Petrongolo & Pissarides, 2006). This 

process takes place in a context of incomplete information.  

Earlier studies have documented that five types of characteristics, namely benefit spell 

characteristics, beneficiary characteristics, labour market conditions, discrimination by employers, and 

local benefit design, influence the transitions to work and result in inequalities in labour market 

outcomes among social assistance beneficiaries. These characteristics affect not only whether persons 

find a job, but most of them influence also whether they can keep a job, and make job-to-job 

transitions. Therefore, and because we do not dispose of data to disentangle all the processes at work, 

we discuss the processes at work in broad outline.  

Benefit spell characteristics (i.e. benefit spell length and number) may drive inequalities in 

labour market participation among social assistance beneficiaries. The length of the social assistance 

spell can affect the labour market participation. Being a long-term social assistance beneficiary can 

function as a signal of low productivity, as long-term beneficiaries may be (supposed to be) 

discouraged, have few human capital, or their human capital may be depreciated (Sheehan & 

Tomlinson, 1998; Vishwanath, 1989 (for unemployment)). Hence, the length of the benefit spell can 

affect the chances for finding a (stable) employment. It is however not evident to examine whether 

the effect of the benefit spell length is real or spurious. Persons having longer spell lengths may have 

fewer employment chances due to selection effects (i.e. the persons with the most favourable profiles 

exit fast to work) or due to negative duration dependence (i.e. a longer benefit spell lowers the chances 

to exit from social assistance). In the literature the latter mechanism is referred to as real negative 

duration dependence (Bane & Ellwood, 1994; Dahl & Lorentzen, 2003). Negative duration dependence 
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is said to be spurious when the lower exit rates at longer spell lengths can only be attributed to 

selection effects. However, controlling for selection is a difficult task as unobserved characteristics 

matter. In chapter three we found evidence that suggests that negative duration dependence affects 

beneficiaries of Belgian and European origin (first and second-generation migrants), but not 

beneficiaries of non-European origin. Also Van den Cruyce (2000) finds that Belgian unemployed 

persons show more negative duration dependence than unemployed migrants.  

In contrast to the studies pointing to the negative effect of benefit spell length, a number of 

studies examining unemployment benefit that jointly model the duration of the benefit spell and the 

duration of the employment spell, highlight that among migrants longer benefit spells may lead to a 

better job match, as they need more time to find a long-lasting job relative to natives (Belzil, 2000; 

Tatsiramos, 2009; Uhlendorff & Zimmermann, 2014). This may be due to lower search efficiency (e.g. 

due to differences in cultural-specific knowledge or a longer distance to available jobs of a certain skill 

level) or lower returns of job search (Kalter & Kogan, 2002; Wasmer & Zenou, 2006). Hartung (2010) 

finds evidence for a small catch-up effect of youngsters of Maghrebian or Turkish origin (first or second 

generation) when making the transition from school to work relative to natives in Flanders.  

 

Finally, the benefit spell number may matter, namely whether the benefit spell is the first spell 

ever in life or whether it is a second or later spell.23 The number of the spell is of relevance because of 

the experience of repeated benefit receipt (Luhmann & Eid, 2009), which could for example be 

scarring. However, whether there is an effect of the benefit spell number, and how the spell number 

affects the employment chances has not been documented, to our knowledge, in former studies on 

social assistance using hazard models.  

Furthermore, beneficiary characteristics may drive differential labour market outcomes. Socio-

demographic characteristics, such as sex, age and household type, are found to be important 

determinants of employment careers. Age-graded gender and family-based roles and the 

opportunities and constraints persons with different socio-demographic characteristics face in related 

fields (such as fertility and marriage decisions) influence (continued) labour market participation 

(Detlev & Hofäcker, 2008; Keane & Wolpin, 2010).  

Furthermore, persons claiming a social assistance benefit may vary in their human capital. 

Human capital refers to the skills they have acquired through education, training and work experience 

which signal productivity (and also adaptability and trainability) (Becker, 1962; Mincer, 1958), and is 

                                                           
23 In dynamic discrete-choice models the effect of the benefit spell number is called occurrence dependence 

(Bhuller et al., 2014; Niedergesäss, 2012).  
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an important determinant of both job matching and job keeping. Migrants may differ in their education 

and training due to differences in educational opportunities in the country of origin. Furthermore, for 

migrants, some aspects of the human capital they have may be difficult to use in or to transfer to the 

destination country (Basilio & Bauer, 2010; Chiswick & Miller, 2009; Friedberg, 2000). For example, the 

skills gained in work experience in the country of origin may be difficult to interpret for employers, 

education may not be recognised, and the knowledge of languages or alphabets of the host country 

may not be of direct use. With longer duration of residence, differences in human capital among 

natives and migrants generally erode, as the latter learn the local language and country-specific skills. 

Though, this process may be mediated by the expected duration of stay in the host country (Dustmann, 

1999).  

Besides variation in human capital, also differential transitional skills affect the chances for 

durable labour market integration (Veenman & Bijwaard, 2011; Waters, Briscoe, Hall, & Wang, 2014). 

Transitional skills cover cognitive and social skills, such as daily organisational self-efficacy, long-term 

planning capacity, and flexibility to reframe the life-course trajectory which enable making (certain 

types of) transitions and dealing with change as a consequence of transitions. Such skills are required 

in western societies. In western societies several life domains are regulated by institutions requiring 

knowledge of and dealing with rather complex administrative procedures, a reflexively self-organised 

long-term life planning is supposed, and statutes recognised by institutions can change fast or slowly. 

Furthermore, beneficiaries may differ in their time-discounting preferences (i.e. in whether 

they prefer immediate returns versus long-term returns) (Frederick, Loewenstein, & O'Donoghue, 

2002; Kogan, 2004). This is of particular relevance for social assistance beneficiaries who live on a low 

income, as poverty brings along short-sighted decision making (Haushofer & Fehr, 2014). Some studies 

identified that some groups of migrants prefer immediate financial return, even if it is in precarious 

jobs (Dustmann, 2000; Kalter & Kogan, 2002). 

In addition to their skills potential, beneficiaries may differ in personal or family-related 

barriers to employment, which affect their chance to find and keep a job (Ayala & Rodriguez, 2007; 

Danziger et al., 1999; Olson & Pavetti, 1996). Examples are housing instability, overindebtedness, drug 

or alcohol abuse, domestic violence, and health or behavioural problems of children. Also 

transportation difficulties, and experiencing problems in finding accessible child care may play. 

Similarly, mental and physical health may influence the employability of beneficiaries and their 

probability to keep a job (Malmberg-Heimonen & Vuori, 2005). 

In addition, for migrant beneficiaries their migration-specific characteristics, such as the 

citizenship they hold, and their entry category may affect labour market participation. The legal entry 
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category points typically to the reason for migration (e.g. family reunification, economic migrant or 

refugee) and may influence the process of labour market integration. For example different categories 

may have differential access to the labour market (e.g. asylum seekers with an appeal cannot work in 

Belgium), their residence permit may be conditional on finding work, or they may be required to 

participate in (mandatory) language and civic integration courses. In studies examining the labour 

market integration of social assistance beneficiaries, mainly the effect of the asylum seeker status was 

assessed. In chapter three we found that asylum seekers in Belgium have a substantially lower 

likelihood to exit social assistance to work relative to persons without asylum seeker status. Also 

Hansen and Lofstrom (2009) find that persons coming from refugee-sending countries are less likely 

to participate in the labour market in Sweden. Furthermore, acquiring citizenship of the host country 

can indicate a willingness to integrate and can therefore function as a positive signal to employers 

(Bevelander & Veenman, 2006b; Corluy et al., 2011). Also, having national citizenship is required for 

certain jobs (e.g. government jobs). Though, the persons asking for citizenship may also have more 

favourable profiles from those not having citizenship. The evidence of a net effect of holding citizenship 

of the host country is mixed. Corluy et al. (2011) find a positive effect of citizenship status on 

employment status in Belgium. Bevelander and Veenman (2006b) find only a positive effect on labour 

market participation for Turkish or Moroccan women in the Netherlands (and not for men). In chapter 

three we found that social assistance beneficiaries not holding Belgian citizenship do not differ in their 

chances to make the transition to work compared to similar beneficiaries holding Belgian citizenship. 

Furthermore, the social networks beneficiaries have matter for labour market opportunities 

through both the access to information and knowledge they have and the norms and values they 

develop through socialisation (Bertrand, Luttmer, & Mullainathan, 2000; Friedrichs et al., 2003; Korsu 

& Wenglenski, 2010; Markussen & Røed, 2015; Musterd, Ostendorf, & De Vos, 2003). The size, type, 

and intensity of relationships in social networks are of relevance (Bourdieu, 1980; Coleman, 1988; 

Granovetter, 1973; Lancee & Hartung, 2012), and may provide beneficiaries with more or less job 

searching and job matching capacities. Moreover, informal job search is especially important for 

groups who are in more unfavourable positions on the labour market, such as persons with a migration 

background and low-educated persons (Drever & Hoffmeister, 2008).  

In addition to this range of beneficiary characteristics, the conditions on the labour market and 

labour market institutions may explain variation in labour market participation among social assistance 

beneficiaries. Migrants are particularly sensible to labour market conditions (Bratsberg, Raaum, & 

Røed, 2010; Hoynes, 2000; Riphahn & Wunder, 2013; van der Klauw & van Ours, 2003). Furthermore, 

the degree of segmentation of the labour market or the non-uniformity of the labour market affects 

variation in (long-term) labour market participation among beneficiaries. Particular groups may have 
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access to specific labour market segments (economic sectors or occupations). The importance of the 

segmentation of the labour market was put forward by the segmented labour market and the insider-

outsider theory, which highlight each different aspects of the issue.24 The segmented labour markets 

theory emphasizes the division of the labour market into a primary and secondary sector (Doeringer 

& Piore, 1971). Workers in the primary sector have stable, knowledge- and skill-intensive jobs with 

ample opportunities for training and social mobility. Wages and job allocation are governed by 

procedures and rules. By contrast, workers in the secondary sector have often unstable and unskilled 

jobs in which they face few opportunities for training and social mobility. They may easily be fired with 

few costs for the employer. Hence, they may be exposed to more frequent unemployment or social 

assistance episodes and may need to engage more frequently in job search. The insider-outsider theory 

stresses that labour market turnover, which implies hiring, firing and firm-specific training, is costly 

(Lindbeck & Snower, 2001). As a result of such costs insiders have a comparative advantage, which 

they use also in favour of their own position. Turnover costs are higher in the primary sector compared 

to those in the secondary sector. Consequently, employment in the secondary sector is more unstable 

than in the primary sector. The degree of segmentation of the labour market as articulated by both 

theories, and chances for labour market participation and job mobility are influenced by the 

institutions in place. Examples of such institutions affecting labour market participation and mobility 

are the strictness of the labour market regulation, the union density, the degree of centralisation of 

bargaining (Biegert, 2014; Di Prete, de Graaf, Luijkx, Tihlin, & Blossfeld, 1997; Fervers & Schwander, 

2015; Gangl, 2003; Giesselmann, 2014; Kogan, 2006), and the active labour market programmes, the 

welfare state schemes, and the educational and training systems in place (Kogan, 2006; T. Korpi, de 

Graaf, Hendrickx, & Layte, 2003; Manzoni et al., 2014; Scherer, 2005). Kogan (2006) finds in a European 

comparative study that the labour market integration of recent (male) third-country nationals is better 

in countries with a less stringent labour market regulation, and in countries with liberal welfare states 

with a more flexible labour market relative to conservative or socio-democratic welfare states. Also 

Gangl (2003) shows for young persons entering the labour market that strict employment legislation, 

which generally reduces turnover and brings along low vacancy levels, impedes labour market mobility. 

In particular the catch-up effect to mitigate initial low job matches seems to be affected. 

 

Differences among natives and persons with migration background in the (stability of) the jobs 

they can access is mainly documented for Germany. Uhlendorff and Zimmermann (2014) find that 

unemployed migrants are not more likely to find less stable jobs than unemployed natives in Germany. 

                                                           
24 We give only a very brief overview of the literature on segmentation theories, and do not enter into the details 

of different segmentation theories.  



112 
 

Kogan (2004) finds, also for Germany, that guest workers and third-country migrants are more likely 

to lose their jobs. This is to a large extent explained due to the type of jobs they are employed in. They 

are overrepresented in occupations and sectors which are vulnerable to restructuring (Kogan, 2004). 

Hartung (2010) finds for Flanders that the median duration of first jobs from native school leavers is 

26 months compared to 15 months for school leavers with a migration background.  

 

Furthermore, having a migration background makes persons more likely to experience 

discriminatory practices by employers in the recruitment, which may affect the employment outcomes 

of persons with migration background relative to natives (Arrijn, Feld, & Nayer, 1998 (Belgium); Baert, 

Cockx, Gheyle, & Vandamme, 2013 (for youngsters in Flanders); Carlsson & Rooth, 2007 (Sweden); 

Kaas & Manger, 2012 (Germany); OECD, 2008). Though, discrimination is found to be less pronounced 

for vacancies in occupations with a high labour market tightness (Baert et al., 2013).  

Besides beneficiary characteristics, labour market conditions and institutions, and 

discrimination by employers, studies showed also that differences in the design of the benefit scheme 

for various types of beneficiaries (which is the case in Belgium for persons claiming a benefit under 

different acts) may affect labour market participation. The active labour market services offered, such 

as job counselling and job search monitoring, may affect (durable) labour market participation. More 

intensive job search monitoring and job counselling impact positively on beneficiaries’ likelihood of 

exiting social assistance to work (Boone, Frederiksson, Holmlund, & van Ours, 2001; Engström, 2009). 

 

 

4.3. The Belgian Social Assistance Scheme and Labour Market  
 

4.3.1. The Belgian Social Assistance Scheme 
In June 2005, 1.7 per cent of the Belgian working-age population claimed a benefit. However, persons 

with a migration background are during the period under study strongly overrepresented in the Belgian 

social assistance scheme relative to their population share. At least 70 per cent of the social assistance 

beneficiaries who entered the scheme in 2004 or 2005 were beneficiaries of migration background, 

whereas the population share of persons with a migration background was 23 per cent in 2008 

(Eurostat, 2011).25 

                                                           
25 In Belgium, persons with migration background cover mainly guest workers from Southern European 

countries, Morocco and Turkey, and their partners, parents and children; persons from neighbouring countries 

and from new EU-member states, and persons who entered the country as asylum seeker (Bousetta et al., 2007; 
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Persons eligible according to the household-based means test, can apply for a full benefit or a 

top-up payment (taking into account some earnings disregard if applicable). Other eligibility criteria 

are being aged at least 18, residing legally and habitually in Belgium, being available for work and 

having exhausted all social security rights.  

 The social assistance benefit can be attributed on the basis of two acts, namely the ‘Right to 

Social Integration’-act and the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act. Persons with Belgian or another 

European nationality and their family members (except during the first three months of residence), as 

well as non-EU foreigners after five years of residence, recognised refugees and stateless persons are 

eligible for the benefit under the first act. Recent migrants, asylum seekers during the second phase of 

the processing of their request (up to 2007) and during the period of appeal and European citizens and 

their family members during the first three months of residence in Belgium can apply for a benefit 

under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act. The level of the benefit under these acts is the same and is 

defined for three household types, namely singles, couples without children and persons with children. 

Benefit levels are rather low by international standards, in particular for single persons and couples 

with children (Cantillon et al., 2008; Saraceno, 2010).  

It is also an objective of the scheme, in particular under the ‘Right to Social Integration’-act to 

support beneficiaries in their labour market integration. This objective received less emphasis for those 

claiming the benefit under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act as these beneficiaries do not have a 

durable link with the Belgian state as beneficiaries under the ‘Right to Social Integration’-act (Centrum 

voor Gelijkheid van Kansen en voor Racismebestrijding, 2012). Furthermore, also the differential way 

of funding benefits under the two acts implies differential financial incentives for welfare agencies to 

support beneficiaries in their labour market integration. The benefit claimed under the ‘Right to Social 

Assistance’-act is a 100 per cent refunded by the federal state, whereas the benefit under the ‘Right 

to Social Integration’-act is only partially reimbursed (50 up to 65 per cent). In addition, agencies do 

not receive an amount for job counselling and training for beneficiaries under the ‘Right to Social 

Assistance’-act. Hence, we can expect that beneficiaries claiming a benefit under the ‘Right to Social 

Assistance’-act obtain less job counselling and that job search monitoring is lower. 

To stimulate the labour demand, to improve the employability of the beneficiaries, and to 

counter negative benefit effects (such as discouragement and human capital depreciation) seven types 

of federal ALMPs targeted at social assistance beneficiaries for which a federal financial intervention 

                                                           
Martiniello, 2003; Reniers, 1999). About 40 per cent of the Belgian foreign-born persons aged 25–54 are low-

skilled, which is a high share in European perspective (Eurostat, 2011). 
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exists were designed. The most important programme, representing about 90 per cent of these ALMPs, 

is called ‘Article 60’. It is a public job creation programme which offers a work experience to former 

beneficiaries, but only as long as the number of days needed to become eligible for the unemployment 

benefit.  

 

4.3.2. The Belgian Economy and Labour Market  
 

Belgium is a small state with a very open economy and a high expenditure on social protection (De 

Beer & Koster, 2009). It has also a high share of economic activity in the high-skilled financial sector 

and services to businesses and a rather substantial informal economy (in particular in Brussels and in 

the hospitality and building sectors) (Marissal et al., 2006; Pacolet et al., 2008; Schneider, 2007). 

Belgium has also quite strongly been hit by job polarisation: there was in the period 1993–2006 a 

strong increase in high-skilled jobs and a small increase in the lowest paying occupations, whereas 

there was a strong decline in the middle of the distribution (Goos et al., 2009). In 2008 the share of 

workers aged 18–64 in employment contracts with a limited duration (i.e. temporary and seasonal 

work and fixed-term contracts) is 8 per cent (Van Lancker, 2013), which is a rather low to medium 

share in comparison with the EU-27.  

Furthermore, the Belgian labour market is in the period under study characterised by fairly 

high minimum wages, rather highly centralised and coordinated wage setting, a rather stringent 

employment protection which is differentiated for blue and white-collar workers, and a high 

expenditure on active labour market programmes (De Deken, 2009; De Klerck & Van Wichelen, 2008; 

Lohmann, 2009; Van Rie & Marx, 2014).26 Belgium has also a low wage inequality and a rather low 

share of working poor (Lohmann, 2009; Maitre, Nolan, & Whelan, 2012; OECD, 2011). Though, in 

Belgium job changes are very common among the low-skilled: forty per cent of the job changes is 

among the low-skilled. This share of job changes among the low-skilled is one of the highest shares of 

the countries of the European Union (Andersen, Haahr, Hansen, & Holm-Pedersen, 2008).  

The employment gap between persons with migrant background and Belgian-born persons 

with Belgian-born parents is one of the highest of the European Union (Corluy & Verbist, 2010; De 

Keyser et al., 2012; Eurostat, 2011; Jean et al., 2010; Liebig & Widmaier, 2009). The employment rate 

of Belgian-born persons with Belgian-born parents was in 2008 for persons aged 20–54 80 percent (De 

Keyser et al., 2012). For foreign-born persons it was about 60 per cent, whereas for Belgian-born 

                                                           
26 Source of data on minimum wages: http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do (5/2/2016). 

http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do
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persons with two foreign-born parents it was 55 per cent (De Keyser et al., 2012). Belgian-born persons 

with only one foreign-born parent have a an employment rate of about 60 per cent (De Keyser et al., 

2012). Differences in employment rates can only partially be accounted for by differences in 

educational attainment or other individual characteristics, and this is also the case for second-

generation migrants (Corluy & Verbist, 2010; Mussche et al., 2014; Neels & Stoop, 2000). Other factors 

may play, such as social network influence, distance to available jobs of a certain skill level, and labour 

market discrimination. Labour market discrimination is strong in Belgium, although Belgium has an 

extensive non-discrimination legislation (Martens et al., 2005; OECD, 2008). 

Migrants are also overrepresented in non-skilled occupations and are more often overqualified 

than natives for the job (De Keyser et al., 2012; Neels & Stoop, 2000 (for male Turkish and Moroccan 

youngsters)). In addition, employed persons of foreign origin are more often found in temporary work 

contracts, of which the temporary nature is generally not a voluntary choice: in 2008 respectively 11 

and 16 per cent of the EU-born and non-EU-born employees had a temporary contract, relative to 7 

per cent of the employees of Belgian origin  (De Keyser et al., 2012).  

The period under study was characterised by economic stability and by mild fluctuations in the 

unemployment rate (from 7 to 8.5 per cent).27 The economic crisis hit Belgium mainly after 2009. 

Furthermore, despite having substantial shares of unemployed persons, Belgium has also a high 

number of unfilled vacancies (Zimmer, 2012).  

 

In chapter three we showed on the basis of the same sample that social assistance 

beneficiaries with a migration background do not differ in their chances to exit to work from native 

beneficiaries (except for European-born beneficiaries who are less likely to exit to work). We found 

also that in Belgium work exits of social assistance beneficiaries last only a short time. The median 

duration for work exits is about 1.5 quarters (cf. subsection 3.6.1). The median duration of work in 

temporary work contracts was for all groups about one quarter, whereas the median duration of work 

in non-temporary contracts is in particular short for non-European-born migrants (1.3 quarters versus 

2.6 quarters for native beneficiaries). The short duration of jobs for social assistance beneficiaries 

contrasts with the average job tenure of 12 years in 2006 in Belgium (Andersen et al., 2008). 

Furthermore, we showed in chapter three that beneficiaries with a migration background are less likely 

to enter one of the seven ALMPs for social assistance beneficiaries, which lead to an employment spell 

with a longer median duration (4 quarters) than other employment spells.  

                                                           
27 Source: National Bank of Belgium (https://www.nbb.be/en/statistics/general/key-figures) (11/02/2016). 

https://www.nbb.be/en/statistics/general/key-figures
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4.4. Data and Methodology 
 

4.4.1. The Data  
We made use of longitudinal administrative data from the Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social 

Protection of the Crossroads Bank for Social Security. We studied a one-third random sample of 

beneficiaries who entered the social assistance scheme in the years 2004 or 2005. To capture 

appropriately small groups, the sample was proportionally stratified by age, sex, province, applicable 

act and municipality size. We selected from this sample the beneficiaries who were aged 18–64, did 

not combine the benefit with a wage or a social security benefit at entry, and were no full-time 

students at entry. We kept also only beneficiaries who had not claimed a social assistance benefit since 

at least January 1999. Beneficiaries might have claimed a social assistance benefit before 1999. 

However, as a large proportion of the beneficiaries resided not yet in Belgium before 1999 and as 

young adults are strongly represented among Belgian-born beneficiaries, we suppose that most 

beneficiaries started their first-ever spell in social assistance in 2004 or 2005. Of the 13,552 sample 

beneficiaries we traced the social assistance spell(s) and the employment exits on a quarterly basis 

during a four-year period following the entry into social assistance.  

 

4.4.2. The Dependent Variable: Long-Term Work Exit 
We study who exits from first or later social assistance spells within the first two years to quarterly 

measured uninterrupted spells of any type of employment lasting at least two years. As employment 

are considered participation in ALMPs, non-temporary work, temporary work, and self-employment.28 

We do not distinguish between these various labour market segments as the data do not allow to 

distinguish clearly between subsidised work, ALMPs, and work in the regular labour market. Moreover, 

in this paper we focus on the labour market inclusion of beneficiaries (and not on the financial aspects 

for the welfare state). Though, black labour market participation is out of scope. The socio-economic 

situation is evaluated at the last day of each quarter and favours work over benefit receipt in case of 

combination statutes. Hence, the long-term work exits measured, can be as well episodes of long-term 

employment following directly first or later social assistance episodes, as combinations of episodes 

after first of later spells of social assistance, such as ALMP-episodes followed by non-temporary work 

spells, ALMP-episodes followed by temporary work and subsequently non-temporary work, or 

                                                           
28 In Belgium only 3 per cent of the work exits from social assistance are to self-employment.  
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temporary work followed by non-temporary work. Other exits from the social assistance scheme (e.g. 

to short-term work or to social insurance benefits) are considered as censoring.  

 

4.4.3. The Methodology: Random-Effects Hazard Models  
We had at our disposal quarterly data about exits from social assistance (but not about initial entry 

into social assistance) and quarterly information about the income sources after exit. Therefore, we 

opted for using hazard models for long-term work exit which control for the effect of the spell length 

and spell number, rather than making use of dynamic discrete-choice models. The latter type of models 

typically study yearly entry and exit rates among states (see e.g. Bhuller et al., 2014; Wunder & 

Riphahn, 2014). 

We used survival or hazard models because this type of models allow to obtain unbiased 

estimates of covariate effects even though we have to do with right-censoring for some beneficiaries 

in the sample (Blossfeld et al., 2007).29 Right-censoring points to the fact that we have no information 

about the event under study at the end of the observation period, or when the person died. 

Furthermore, we made use of discrete-time hazard models because the exits are measured quarterly 

(Jenkins, 2007). Nevertheless, the underlying process (exiting from social assistance to long-term 

employment) is a continuous process: it can take place at any moment during the quarter. Moreover, 

we use a logit link function, to estimate the model. Hence, we have a proportional odds model (Jenkins, 

2007; Singer & Willett, 2003). The estimated parameters are log-odds. We interpret the antilogged 

parameter estimates.  

 

To control for unobserved heterogeneity (i.e. unobserved time-constant beneficiary or agency 

variables), that can affect the hazard of exiting, we included random effects in the repeated-spells 

models (Mills, 2011).30 Failing to control for unobserved heterogeneity is likely to overstate negative 

duration dependence (Blossfeld et al., 2007; Lancaster, 1990; Wooldridge, 2002).  

                                                           
29 We assumed that censoring, which is the non-observation of the end of the spell, was non-informative (i.e. the 

event times were independent of the reason of censoring). 

30 We hold the assumption that the random effects are normally distributed and that beneficiary and agency 

random effects are uncorrelated. 
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Random-effects models permit also to model the non-independence of the beneficiaries 

serviced by the same local welfare agencies.31 Beneficiaries serviced by the same agency are typically 

living in the same area, 32 and consequently cope with the same labour market conditions. However, 

beneficiaries are not uniquely nested within agencies. Over the observed social assistance periods, 20 

per cent of the beneficiaries moved at least once and consequently changed agency. As the shares of 

beneficiaries who moved vary substantially by agency, and as moves may be selective (e.g. migrating 

may be a response to the local labour market conditions (Arntz, 2005)), we estimated cross-nested 

random-effect models (Beretvas, 2011; Fielding & Goldstein, 2006; Leckie, 2013). These models 

account for beneficiaries living at different time points in different areas. 

In line with recommendations by Browne and Draper (2006) we estimated the final model 

specifications using Bayesian Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) estimation. MCMC is a simulation-

based estimation method generating a chain of parameter values based on successive sampling from 

the posterior distributions of the model parameters (Goldstein, 2011). In contrast to likelihood-based 

procedures which yield point estimates (and standard errors) of the population parameters that 

maximise the likelihood of the observed data, MCMC-estimation procedures generate the means and 

standard deviations of the posterior distribution of parameter values. These means and standard 

deviations can be interpreted similarly to maximum-likelihood parameter estimates and standard 

errors (Goldstein, 2011).  

 

4.4.4. The Model Specifications and Covariates 
Besides descriptive statistics, we made use of five multivariate model specifications in this paper. In 

each of them we used random-effects models with a linear specification of the baseline hazard 

function, and the spell number indicated by a categorical variable distinguishing between first, second, 

and later observed spells. To start with, we specified a model which included only the baseline hazard 

function, the spell number, and the calendar year quarter (to control for seasonal variation), and the 

migration background of the beneficiary. Next, we included additionally socio-demographic 

characteristics and variables capturing the work and benefit history to control for the various profiles 

of the beneficiaries. In model 3 we added migration-specific characteristics (citizenship status and 

                                                           
31 Social assistance is a decentralised scheme. It is mainly a shared competence between the federal state and 

589 welfare agencies. Each municipality has one agency, which serves only the inhabitants residing in the 

municipality. Changing municipality of residence implies changing agency. 

32 We note that for asylum seekers the area of the agency by which they are serviced may not correspond with 

the actual place of living.  
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asylum seeker status), whereas in model 4 we included in addition the applicable act. In the final model 

we added the local unemployment rate.  

We used as socio-demographic characteristics sex, age at entry (in years, centred at 34.0, 

quadratic effect), and the yearly officially registered household composition, distinguishing between i) 

single persons, ii) lone parents, iii) persons in a couple with children, iv) persons in a couple without 

children, v) persons living in other household types, and vi) persons with unknown household type.  

Unfortunately, we had no information about the highest obtained level of education or the 

knowledge of the local language. Furthermore, we neither disposed of information to study barriers 

to employment, transitional skills, or characteristics of the social network of the beneficiary. Though, 

we disposed of the benefit and work history during the year before entry into the scheme. We used 

the former work intensity, calculated as the percentage of quarters worked in Belgium (centred at 8.6), 

the former social insurance benefit intensity, calculated as the percentage of quarters claiming a social 

insurance benefit in Belgium (centred at 3.3), and a dummy for having been sanctioned in the 

unemployment scheme.   

We included also two migration-specific variables, namely a quarterly time-varying dummy 

indicating current citizenship distinguishing Belgian versus other citizenship, and a quarterly time-

varying dummy whether the beneficiary was an asylum seeker or not.  

To control for variation in the intensity of job search monitoring and job counselling, we 

included a quarterly time-varying dummy for the applicable act. Though, this variable may reflect also 

variation in the duration of residence, as most persons who claim a benefit under the Right to Social 

Assistance Act are less than five years residing in Belgium.  

Finally, we included the yearly municipal unemployment rate, which reflects the share of the 

working-age population (15–64) that is job seeker and non-working on the basis of the Local 

Employment Accounts in quintile groups calculated for 2004 (less than 5.7 per cent, 5.7–7.4 per cent, 

7.5–10.3 per cent, 10.4–13.6 per cent, and more than 13.6 per cent).33  

 

                                                           
33 An indicator measuring the number of job vacancies would have been more suitable. Though, such data 

comparable for the three regions of Belgium are not available. Furthermore, the municipality-level 

unemployment rate is a very small area, which may not correspond with the area of job search of individuals. 

Though, it is likely that the agency-level counselling covers mainly local employment opportunities. 
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4.4.5. The Characteristics of the Sample Beneficiaries 
In Table 12 we show the characteristics of the sample beneficiaries at entry into social assistance for 

all beneficiaries and by group of migration background. Half of the beneficiaries were women. Nearly 

thirty per cent of the beneficiaries were less than 25 years old, and about half were aged 25–44. At 

least 70 per cent of the beneficiaries had a migration background, with the biggest group (representing 

52 per cent of the beneficiaries) being persons born outside of Europe. At entry, 22 per cent of the 

beneficiaries were asylum seekers and 57 per cent did not hold Belgian citizenship. More than one-

third of the beneficiaries were entitled under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act. As a result, the 

household type was unknown for a large group of beneficiaries at entry, as they were not yet registered 

in the population register. In the year preceding entry into social assistance 22 per cent of the 

beneficiaries had worked, whereas 9 per cent had claimed social insurance benefits, and five per cent 

had been sanctioned in the unemployment scheme. Furthermore, the majority of the beneficiaries live 

in areas with very high unemployment rates.  

 

        Beneficiary characteristics differ substantially among groups with varying migration background. 

Women are in particular highly represented among European-born persons. A high share (45 per cent) 

of Belgian-born persons with foreign-born parents are younger than 25, whereas a high share of the 

non-European-born beneficiaries (40 per cent) are aged 25–34. Compared with natives, substantially 

more foreign-born persons had no work experience, had not received social insurance benefits, and 

had not been sanctioned in the unemployment scheme in the year before entry. Second-generation 

migrants have a benefit and work history which resembles stronger native beneficiaries. Respectively 

about 10 and 40 per cent of European and non-European born persons are asylum seekers at entry. 

About 85 per cent of the foreign-born persons have foreign citizenship. Most non-European-born 

persons claim social assistance under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act, whereas most European-born 

persons claim the benefit under the ‘Right to Social Integration’-act. Regarding the local labour market 

opportunities in the area where beneficiaries are serviced, we find that in particular second-generation 

migrants are strongly concentrated in the areas with the worst labour market opportunities. Such a 

pattern is also found for European-born beneficiaries. Non-European-born beneficiaries are a bit more 

dispersed over areas with better labour market opportunities (which is probably due to a distribution 

plan for asylum seekers). 
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Table 12: The distribution of beneficiary characteristics at entry into the social assistance scheme for all 
beneficiaries and by migrant background (n=13,552) 

Characteristic Total Native 
persons 
(n=2,590) 

Belgian-
born 

persons 
with 

migra-
tion 

back-
ground 
(n=970) 

Euro-
pean-
born 

persons 
(n=1,580) 

Non-
Euro-
pean 
born 

persons 
(n=7,071) 

Gender       
Men  49.7 49.0 52.2 42.0 51.97 
Women  50.3 51.0 47.8 58.0 48.03 
Age at entry      
18–24 27.9 29.2 45.0 25.3 27.01 
25–34 31.4 22.7 27.1 27.8 39.67 
35–44 21.1 27.6 16.8 21.5 19.49 
45–54 12.9 15.6 7.7 15.1 9.53 
55–64 6.8 4.8 3.4 10.4 4.3 
Household type       
Single  9.1 16.2 13.6 9.8 4.16 
Lone parent 9.4 19.2 21.2 6.3 3.92 
Couple with children 24.4 37.4 40.1 25.3 16.89 
Couple without children  9.5 9.1 6.8 8.9 8.91 
Unknown household type 40.3 11.4 13.4 40.4 58.68 
Other household type 7.3 6.8 4.9 9.4 7.45 
Work intensity during the year before entry  
0 % 78.0 62.2 68.3 78.4 86.24 
1–50 % 12.9 19.9 18.3 13.5 9.21 
51–100 % 9.0 17.8 13.5 8.1 4.55 
Social insurance benefit intensity during the year 
before entry 

 
0 % 90.7 78.3 81.7 93.8 97.86 
1–50 % 3.7 9.0 6.5 2.5 1.02 
51–100 % 5.6 12.7 11.9 3.7 1.12 
Sanctioned in the unemployment scheme during the 
year before entry 

 
No  95.3 88.1 90.8 97.0 98.66 
Yes 4.7 11.9 9.2 3.0 1.34 
Migration background      
Native 19.1 100.0 0.0 0.0 0 

Born in Belgium with migration background 7.2 0.0 100.0 0.0 0 
Born in Europe 11.7 0.0 0.0 100.0 0 
Born outside of Europe 52.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 100 

Born in Belgium with unknown origin of parents 9.9 0.0 0.0 0.0 0 
Asylum seeker      
No asylum seeker 78.5 100.0 99.7 90.1 61.04 
Asylum seeker 21.5 0.0 0.3 9.9 38.96 
Citizenship      
Belgian citizenship 43.2 99.8 80.8 15.3 12.98 
Foreign citizenship 56.8 0.2 19.2 84.7 87.02 
Act      
Right to Social Integration 63.3 100.0 97.5 62.5 38.47 
Right to Social Assistance 36.7 0.0 2.5 37.5 61.53 
Local Unemployment rate       
> 13.6 % 57.3 49.0 68.1 64.1 57.5 
10.4–13.6 % 13.3 15.8 15.7 9.4 12.9 
7.5–10.3 % 12.8 16.3 8.9 14.4 11.6 
5.7 –7.4 % 10.2 12.6 5.6 7.7 10.2 
< 5.7 % 6.4 6.4 1.8 4.4 7.8 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 
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       One third of the sample beneficiaries have recurrent spells in social assistance, mostly two spells. 

Recurrent spells are in particular frequent among non-European-born migrants: about 40 per cent of 

the non-European born beneficiaries have recurrent spells. The distribution of the first socio-economic 

state after social assistance for those who will subsequently re-enter social assistance is as follows: 47 

per cent exited to work, six per cent to a social insurance benefit (a pension, invalidity or incapacity-

to-work benefit, or an unemployment benefit), four per cent to an active labour market programme, 

and 44 per cent exited for other unknown reasons (e.g. a change in the composition of the household 

or in the incomes of the household).  

 

4.5. Empirical Results 
 

We compare exits within the first two years to long-term employment among persons with varying 

migration background by describing, first, the observed long-term work exits and the trajectories 

leading to such exits, subsequently, the observed long-term work hazard functions and, finally, the 

results of the multivariate hazard model specifications.  

 

4.5.1. The Observed Long-Term Work Exits and the Socio-Economic Trajectories  
The share of beneficiaries exiting to an uninterrupted work spell lasting at least two years is 12 per 

cent. The variation in long-term work exits among beneficiaries with varying migration background is 

not so pronounced. Long-term work exits are most frequent among both native and non-EU-born 

beneficiaries (13 per cent). Among second-generation migrants 11 per cent have work spells lasting 

two years, whereas among European-born persons 10 per cent have long-term work exits.34 These 

shares seem to be rather low. Though, we have no international benchmarks to contrast this research 

with, as we do not know studies on social assistance beneficiaries which examine long-term 

employment. 

 We examined also some features of the socio-economic trajectories by which beneficiaries 

passed. Of the exits to long-term work 94 per cent passed by a first exit from social assistance to work. 

Of the beneficiaries having a first work exit 23 per cent passes through recurrent social assistance spells 

to obtain an employment that lasts at least two years. However, this share amounts up to 30 per cent 

for non-European-born beneficiaries, whereas it is respectively 12 per cent for native beneficiaries, 14 

                                                           
34 The share of all beneficiaries exiting within the first three years to an uninterrupted any-work spell lasting at 

least one year is 30 per cent. It is 24 per cent for European-born beneficiaries, 25 per cent for second-generation 

migrants, 29 per cent for natives, and 34 per cent for non-European-born persons. 
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per cent for second-generation migrants and 17 per cent for European-born beneficiaries. Hence, the 

roads to long-term employment seem to be more winding for non-European beneficiaries. 

However, long-term employment is not obtained by everyone exiting to employment. Of those 

with first employment exits, the share of former social assistance beneficiaries obtaining (directly or 

later) an uninterrupted employment spell lasting at least two years is only 31 per cent. The share of 

first work exits leading to long-term work exit differs somewhat by migration background. It is 34 per 

cent for native beneficiaries and about 30 per cent for the three groups with a migration background.  

 

4.5.2. The Observed Hazard of Long-Term Work Exits 
To examine how the likelihood of exiting to long-term work evolves with the length of benefit spells, 

we inspect Figure 10. This figure shows the observed hazard functions for exiting to long-term 

employment for all beneficiaries and by migration background group for first social assistance spells. 

Each of the hazard functions shows the conditional probability of exiting to a long-term employment 

in each quarter (i.e. the probability to exit in a quarter, given that one has not yet exited before) for a 

specific group (Singer & Willett, 2003). We find that native beneficiaries have higher probabilities to 

exit to long-term work than any of the other groups with migration background during the first five 

quarters, whereas the differences in long-term work exit probabilities are less pronounced during the 

subsequent quarters. This is due to the fact that, whereas at longer spell lengths the conditional 

probability of exiting to long-term employment decreases rather steeply for natives, we do not observe 

such a pattern among the two groups of foreign-born beneficiaries. We note that the hazard function 

for second-generation migrants shows strong peaks and troughs, which is likely to be due to the small 

sample size of this group of beneficiaries (see Table 12). The lower conditional probabilities to exit to 

long-term employment at longer spell lengths for native beneficiaries may be due to both persons with 

the best profiles leaving first or mechanisms leading to negative duration dependence among persons 

staying longer (such as discouragement or human capital depreciation). That we do not find a similar 

decrease in the probabilities to exit to long-term work at longer spell lengths for persons with 

migration background as was found for natives may be due to migrants needing longer times to find a 

better job match, as was found for unemployed beneficiaries (Tatsiramos, 2009; Uhlendorff & 

Zimmermann, 2014), or may suggest that negative duration dependence does not play for persons 

with migration background. To extent our understanding of this issue, we will try to disentangle 

variation in exit rates to long-term employment which is due to varying socio-demographic and benefit 

and work history characteristics, migration-specific characteristics, applicable act, local labour market 

opportunities, negative duration dependence, and longer job matching (as far as this is possible given 
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the characteristics we observed and by controlling for time-constant unobserved characteristics with 

a random-effect). Therefore, we will examine the multivariate model specifications in the next section.  

 

Figure 10: Observed hazard functions of exit to at least two years of any work from the first social assistance 
spell for all beneficiaries and by migrant background 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

4.5.3. The Multivariate Random-Effects Hazard Models 
 

Table 13 shows the estimates for five multivariate model specifications to assess how benefit spell 

length, beneficiary characteristics, migration background, applicable act and local employment 

opportunities are associated with long-term work exits. In addition, in Figures 11a to 11e the estimated 

hazard functions are shown for each of the models. These estimated hazard functions are calculated 

taking into account the interaction effect between spell length and migration background, which is not 

easy to interpret in Table 13). Model 1 includes only the baseline hazard function, the spell number, 

the calendar year quarter and the migration background. The significant interaction effects between 

the benefit spell length and the three groups of persons with migration background show that the 

initial gap in the odds of exiting to long-term employment between natives and persons with migration 

background declines with longer spell lengths. In line with the findings based on the observed hazard 

functions (Figure 10), we find in Figure 11a that during spells lasting less than five quarters the exit 

rates to long-term employment for native beneficiaries are substantially higher than for other migrant 

groups, whereas during spells lasting longer the exit rates do not differ substantially. Hence, there is 

mainly a difference in the timing of long-term work exit between native beneficiaries and beneficiaries 
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with a migration background. It is noteworthy that the gap in timing for second-generation migrants 

is nearly as big as for persons born outside of Belgium.  

The slower exits to long-term employment for beneficiaries with migration background 

relative to natives may be due to their varying profiles, their migration-specific characteristics, the 

guidance received under the applicable act, or the heterogeneous local employment opportunities, or 

other unmeasured factors (such as human capital level, participation in training, or discrimination). To 

examine what is the contribution of these factors that we can measure in explaining the differential 

timing of exit to long-term work exit, we inspect a range of models. Model 2 additionally controls for 

some observed beneficiary characteristics, namely the socio-demographic characteristics and the 

benefit and work history. The initial gap in the exit rates to long-term employment is somewhat 

reduced for all groups with a migration background, but remains substantial (see Figure 11b). Adding 

migration-specific characteristics (model 3) reduces further the initial gap in exit rates to long-term 

employment relative to natives for all migrant groups, and reinforces the higher exit rates at longer 

spell lengths for the various migrant groups. Controlling also for the applicable act (see model 4 and 

Figure 11d) attenuates the higher exit rates at longer spell lengths for all types of beneficiaries with a 

migration background. The final model, in which we additionally controlled for the local 

unemployment opportunities, does not show substantial differences in the level and the shape of the 

estimated hazard functions (see Figure 11e) in comparison to the estimates on the basis of model 4, 

except for revealing higher exit rates to long-term employment at longer spell lengths for second-

generation migrants. As noted in Table 12, these second-generation migrants are particularly 

concentrated in the areas with the highest unemployment rates. The major drivers of variation in exit 

rates to long-term employment are the migration-specific characteristics. Furthermore, also the 

applicable act affects substantially the hazards.  

Hence, we could only explain a part of the initial gap in exit rates to long-term employment by 

adding the various beneficiary characteristics and local unemployment rates, suggesting that other 

factors may play during the first quarters of benefit spells such as beneficiary characteristics for which 

we could not control (such as (country-specific) human capital, transitional skills, time-discounting 

preferences, labour market barriers or social networks), and labour market discrimination. That the 

initial gap in exit rates cannot be explained by observable characteristics is in line with earlier studies 

for Belgium (which typically also controlled for educational degree) (Corluy, 2014; Neels & Stoop, 2000; 

Van den Cruyce, 2000). However, it is noteworthy that the exit rates to long-term employment are 

similar for native beneficiaries and for beneficiaries with a migration background, as most studies find 

very huge gaps in the labour market participation rates and the duration of employment (cf. chapter 

three). Hence, the limited differentiation in long-term work exit among native beneficiaries and 
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beneficiaries with a migration background may be due to the particular (unmeasured) characteristics 

of the native beneficiary population. Native social assistance beneficiaries are known to be persons 

who have grown up in difficult situations, who experienced negative life events, and/or have 

unfavourable background characteristics. Though, we do not know quantitative studies that have 

documented this issues for the Belgian social assistance population during the period of study.  

On the basis of model 5, we describe also the beneficiary and area characteristics which are 

associated with high exit rates to long-term employment. Beneficiaries with repeated benefit spells 

(which are in about half of the situations benefit spells altered with work spells) have substantially 

higher odds of exiting to long-term employment (109 per cent higher) relative to persons in their first 

benefit spells. This may suggest that employment spells followed by re-entry can function as 

springboards to obtain a longer employment. However, these findings may be due to selection also 

(i.e. beneficiaries having recurrent spells having a particular unmeasured characteristics). 

Furthermore, being a man, being middle-aged, not having children, having work experience, not having 

been sanctioned in the unemployment scheme, and not having claimed social insurance benefits are 

factors associated with higher odds of exiting to long-term employment. Being an asylum seeker 

reduces very substantially the odds of exiting to long-term work. Moreover, claiming a benefit under 

the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act increases the odds of exiting substantially. This finding is contra-

intuitive as under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act persons are supposed to receive less guidance (as 

there are no financial incentives and there is no legal framework to do so). Though, the latter 

association is probably due to persons claiming benefit under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act being 

more recent cohorts of migrants who are better schooled. Furthermore, the local employment 

opportunities have a very substantial effect on the odds of exiting to long-term employment. In areas 

with employment rates under 5.7 per cent the odds of exiting are 218 per cent higher than in areas 

with employment rates over 13.6 per cent. 
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Table 13: Discrete-time hazard models of exit within two years into an uninterrupted spell of any work lasting 
at least two years (MCMC-estimates reporting odds-ratios), controlling for unobserved heterogeneity 
(n=13,522) 

    Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

FIXED EFFECTS       
Constant  0.080**

* 
0.069**
* 

0.026**
* 

0.040**
* 

0.023**
* Spell length  0.835**

* 
0.867** 0.961 0.921 0.935 

Spell number (First spell is reference category)          
Second spell of social assistance  1.257**

* 
1.313* 1.795** 1.575* 1.619* 

Third or higher-order spells of social assistance  1.419* 1.525 2.484* 2.012* 2.088* 
Calendar year quarter (First quarter is reference category, tv) 

Second quarter  0.893 0.919 0.912 0.915 0.924 
Third quarter  0.844* 0.895 0.895 0.895 0.911 
Fourth quarter  0.782**

* 
0.846* 0.829* 0.839* 0.857 

Individual characteristics       
Gender (Male is reference category)       
Female   0.661**

* 
0.565**
* 

0.595**
* 

0.582**
* Age   1.168**

* 
1.220**
* 

1.197**
* 

1.209**
* Age squared   0.998**

* 
0.997**
* 

0.998**
* 

0.997**
* Household type (Single is reference category, tv)       

Lone parent   0.836 0.780* 0.786* 0.777* 
Couple with children    0.870 0.803 0.811* 0.797* 
Couple without children   1.091 1.047 1.040 1.036 

Unknown household type   0.562**
* 

0.690* 0.641** 0.608** 
Other household type   0.637**

* 
0.924 0.840 0.811 

Sanctioned in the unemployment scheme (No sanction is reference category) 

Sanctioned   0.449** 0.362** 0.396** 0.369** 
Work intensity   1.010**

* 
1.012**
* 

1.011**
* 

1.011**
* Social security benefit intensity   0.987**

* 
0.984**
* 

0.986**
* 

0.985**
* Migration background (Belgian-born with Belgian-born parents is reference category) 

Belgian-born with migrant background  0.432**
* 

0.478** 0.448** 0.482* 0.499* 
Born in Europe  0.340**

* 
0.379**
* 

0.358**
* 

0.373**
* 

0.384**
* Born outside of Europe  0.436**

* 
0.495**
* 

0.606* 0.590** 0.608* 

Unknown migration background  0.858 0.980 0.999 0.997 1.006 
Migration background*spell length (Belgian-born with Belgian-born parents is reference category*spell length)  

Belgian-born with migration background *spell length  1.156** 1.139* 1.143* 1.137* 1.138* 
Born in Europe*spell length  1.140** 1.127* 1.117* 1.126* 1.116* 
Born outside of Europe*spell length  1.117** 1.113** 1.092* 1.101* 1.094* 
Unknown migration background*spell length  0.922 0.910 0.894 0.902 0.899 
Asylum seeker status (No asylum seeker is reference category, tv) 

Asylum seeker    0.286**
* 

0.254**
* 

0.237**
* Citizenship (Belgian citizenship is reference category, tv)       

Foreign citizenship    0.975 0.829 0.819 
Applicable act (Right to Social Integration is reference category, tv)  
Right to Social Assistance       1.684**

* 
1.689**
* Agency-level characteristics         

Unemployment rate (Over 13.6% is reference category, tv)         
10.4–13.6 %        1.581**

* 7.5–10.3 %        1.711**
* 5.7 –7.4 %        1.852**
* < 5.7 %        2.179**
* VARIANCE ESTIMATES FOR RANDOM EFFECTS             

Agency-level  0.072** 0.119** 0.271** 0.222** 0.093 

Beneficiary-level   0.148* 1.074 3.939* 2.642 3.227 

Deviance Information Criterion   15241.8
1 

14676.2
6 

13464.0
4 

13948.3
8 

13730.0
0 Significance levels: * if p < 0.05, ** if p < 0.01 and *** if p < 0.001.  

Time-varying variables are denoted by ‘tv’. 
Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 
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Figure 11a: Calculated association of spell length with long-term work exits by migration background for 
model 1 

 

Figure 11b: Calculated association of spell length with long-term work exits by migration background for 
model 2 
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Figure 11c: Calculated association of spell length with long-term work exits by migration background for 

model 3 

 

Figure 11d: Calculated association of spell length with long-term work exits by migration background for 

model 4 
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Figure 11e: Calculated association of spell length with long-term work exits by migration background for 

model 5 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

4.6. Conclusion and Discussion  
 

In this paper we documented the variation in long-term employment among social assistance 

beneficiaries, and its determinants. We examined in particular whether beneficiaries with migration 

background (i.e. second-generation migrants, European-born beneficiaries and non-European-born 

beneficiaries) differ in their exit rates to long-term employment (i.e. within two years exiting to an 

employment spell that lasts at least two years) relative to native beneficiaries. We studied a random 

sample of 13,552 beneficiaries who entered the social assistance scheme in 2004 or 2005. On the basis 

of administrative longitudinal data we tracked their social assistance spells and work exits over four 

years, making use of random-effects hazard models.  

Twelve per cent of the sample beneficiaries exit within two years to an employment spell that 

last at least two years. This outcome points to the fact that the aim of leading benefit claimants to 

durable self-sufficiency through work is rather rarely reached. Only about 30 per cent of the 

beneficiaries who exited from their first spell to work obtain such a long-term employment period. 

Long-term employment exits are not less frequent among non-European beneficiaries than 

among native beneficiaries. In both groups 13 per cent has a long-term employment exit. The 

percentage among European-born beneficiaries and second-generation beneficiaries is slightly lower, 

respectively 10 and 11 per cent. Hence, we do not find very substantial variation among groups with 
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varying migration background in terms of long-term work exit. Though, the observed hazard functions 

show that all groups with migration background exit much slower to long-term work.  

Also controlling for beneficiary characteristics, benefit spell characteristics and calendar time 

quarter, and the migration background, we find that, beneficiaries with a migration background exit 

slower to long-term employment spells, and this is noteworthy also the case for second-generation 

migrants. The initial gap in the exit to long-term employment can only partially be explained by the 

varying profile of beneficiaries with a migration background, their migration-specific characteristics, 

the applicable act and the local employment opportunities. In particular the socio-demographic 

characteristics, migration-history characteristics, and the applicable act drive variation in the initial exit 

rates.  

Hence, the findings suggest that the exit rates among native beneficiaries and beneficiaries 

with a migration background do not differ substantially, but that persons with migration background 

need a longer time on benefit to find a long-term employment. Moreover, we found that they pass 

through more winding roads. Hence, we find that persons with a migration background cumulate 

certain disadvantages compared to natives, which seem to be in particular related to the opportunities 

they have, rather than to willingness to work.  

Despite the fact that this study was hampered by the availability of data, and the rather short 

observation period under study, it gives an interesting insight in long-term work exits from social 

assistance, and highlights the job matching role of social assistance. Future research may gain further 

insight in the job matching function of the social assistance scheme by studying the duration of the 

benefit spell together with the duration of the employment spell. Also sequence analysis and multi-

state models could further complement this research. In addition, more detailed studies examining 

the nature and the added value of job-to-job transitions would allow to gain more insight in the 

flexibility and security that (former) social assistance beneficiaries experience and cope with.  
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5. How Do Exit Rates from Social Assistance Benefit in Belgium Vary 

with Individual and Local Agency Characteristics?35 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
35 This article has been published as Carpentier, S., Neels, K., & Van den Bosch, K. (2014). How do Exit Rates from 

Social Assistance Benefit Vary With Individual and Local Agency Characteristics in Belgium? Research in Labor 

Economics, Safety Nets and Benefit Dependence: Evidence and Policy Implications, 39, 151-187. 

doi:10.1108/S0147-912120140000039004. The authors wish to thank the referees and editors for their detailed 

and constructive comments and suggestions, which were extremely helpful when revising the paper. We thank 

also Koen Decancq, Tim Goedemé, Bea Cantillon, Michaela Pfeifer, Eva Lefevere, Chiara Saraceno, Birgitte-Pfau 

Effinger, Natascha Van Mechelen, Sarah Marchal, Bettina Leibetseder, Berenice Storms, Marjolijn De Wilde, and 

Olivier Pintelon for their useful comments on earlier versions of this paper. Earlier versions of this paper were 

presented at the ISA Annual RC 19 Meeting (Oslo, 23-25 August 2012), the IZA/OECD/World Bank Conference on 

Safety Nets and Benefit Dependence: Evidence and Policy Implications (Paris, 21-22 May 2013), and the Young 

Researchers Conference ‘Local Welfare Systems and Female Labour Market Participation’ (Hamburg, 19-20 

September 2013). The authors thank participants of those conferences for useful comments. We also extend our 

thanks to George Leckie for his assistance with the runmlwin module for Stata (Leckie & Charlton, 2013).  

 



134 
 

  



135 
 

Abstract 

The administration of social assistance benefits is devolved to local agencies in Belgium, which raises 

questions about how much variation in spell lengths of benefit receipt is associated with differences 

across agencies. We address this issue by analysing the monthly hazard of benefit exit using 

administrative record data for 14,270 individuals in 574 welfare agencies. Our random-effects model 

allows for differences in both the observed and unobserved characteristics of beneficiaries and of local 

agencies. There are large differences in median benefit duration for individuals serviced by different 

welfare agencies: the range is from two months to more than 24 months. We find strong associations 

between beneficiary characteristics (sex, age, foreign nationality, citizenship acquisition, work history, 

and being a student) and spell length. The estimates show higher odds of exiting social assistance 

receipt in bigger municipalities and in agencies which provide more generous supplementary 

assistance, and also strong evidence of shorter episodes in agencies where active labour market 

programme participation rates are higher.  

Keywords: Social assistance duration, Local welfare agency, Municipalities, Welfare, Duration analysis  
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5.1. Introduction  

 

Social assistance for able-bodied persons of working age in Belgium is a shared responsibility between 

the national state and local welfare agencies. Although there is a nationwide guaranteed minimum 

income, local agencies enjoy considerable discretion in how they implement the federal statutory 

framework on the conditions for eligibility (e.g. labour market availability) of the benefit. Local 

agencies can provide supplementary assistance in cash or in-kind on top of the federally-defined 

minimum benefit level. Also, agencies have discretion in how they use active labour market 

programmes regulated and subsidised by the federal government, and they also decide which 

beneficiaries they give access to these programmes. This raises the question of how much variation in 

spell lengths of benefit receipt is associated with differences across local agencies. 

In this paper, we study how the monthly hazard of exit from social assistance is associated with 

beneficiary and local agency characteristics in Belgium. We use a representative sample of 14,270 

beneficiaries in 574 local agencies who entered social assistance in the course of 2004 and are followed 

for a two-year period. We use discrete-time random-effects event history analysis to examine whether 

the probability of benefit exit is associated with elapsed duration since the start of benefit receipt, 

seasonal variation in employment opportunities, benefit recipient characteristics (age, sex, nationality 

at birth, citizenship acquisition, recent work history, and being a student), characteristics of the local 

welfare agencies (generosity level of supplementary assistance and participation rate in active labour 

market programmes), and municipality characteristics (local unemployment rate and municipality 

size). 

We study exits from social assistance of any kind. An exit may result from varying types of 

agency policies (e.g. punitive measures versus labour market participation), changes in household 

income or composition (e.g. paid employment of another household member or re-partnering), 

becoming eligible for other social security schemes (e.g. unemployment or invalidity benefit), or 

moving to another place of residence (e.g. to another country).  

The contribution of this study to the existing international literature on benefit dynamics lies 

in the combination of the following features. First, we examine administrative record data on benefit 

receipt rather than survey data, which allows the use of a sufficiently large sample to estimate the 

effects of local agency differences, and which reduces measurement error. Second, the analysis of 

longitudinal micro data on social assistance beneficiaries is supplemented with information on local 

area characteristics and local agency policy from other data sources. Earlier studies have usually 

focused on the association of individual characteristics with benefit exit. In this paper, we analyse 
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whether agency policy and local area characteristics are associated with spell length, and also whether 

the association with individual characteristics changes when controlling for agency characteristics. 

Belgium is an interesting case to look at spell lengths at the level of local welfare agencies, as social 

assistance is moderately to highly decentralised, with important local variations in terms of generosity 

and use of active labour market programmes. Third, to our knowledge, this paper is the first study to 

analyse the hazard of social assistance exit using a random-effects model that includes time-varying 

covariates at the level of both beneficiaries and local agencies, while allowing for unobserved 

heterogeneity at the level of beneficiaries and agencies.  

The outline of the paper is as follows. In the second section we describe the Belgian social 

assistance scheme, with particular attention for the discretionary power of local agencies. In the third 

part we briefly review the literature on variation in spell length. The fourth section describes the data, 

and introduces the model specification and covariates used. In the fifth section we use life tables to 

show how the conditional probability of exiting social assistance changes with elapsed duration, and 

also to illustrate how variation in this probability is associated with agency characteristics. Next, we 

present the estimates of a multivariate model that shows the net effects of agency-level variables, 

controlling for beneficiary-level covariates. In the final section we summarise the findings, consider 

some limitations of the study, and discuss possible implications for policy and further research. 

 

5.2. The Belgian Social Assistance Scheme 
 

5.2.1. Rights and Conditions in the Belgian Social Assistance Scheme on the National 

Level 
In Belgium, the non-contributory tax-financed social assistance scheme serves as the ultimate financial 

safety net for able-bodied persons of working age. The scheme fulfils a residual role, as it is 

supplementary to social insurance benefits, as well as to other categorical minimum income schemes 

such as the one targeted at disabled people. There are in fact two social assistance schemes, regulated 

by two different acts, namely the ‘Right to Social Integration’ and the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-acts. 

Persons with Belgian or other European nationality, as well as some categories of non-EU foreigners, 

are eligible for the first scheme. Other conditions include that beneficiaries are aged 18 or older and 

that they have insufficient economic resources. Moreover, beneficiaries must be available for work, 

unless they are exempt for health or other reasons (see below). People who are not eligible for the 

‘Right to Social Integration’ can apply for benefits under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’. Most of these 

beneficiaries are foreigners who entered Belgium less than five years earlier and, in the period of study, 

include asylum seekers. In principle, social assistance entitlement in both schemes is unlimited in 
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duration, as long as the eligibility conditions are fulfilled. Persons above retirement age can apply to 

another social assistance scheme (i.e. the ‘Income Guarantee for Older people’), which provides more 

generous benefits than those directed at non-retired people. At the time of study, the retirement age 

was 63 for women and 65 for men. 

Both schemes provide a guaranteed minimum income (the ‘Revenu d’Intégration Sociale’ and 

its equivalent under the ‘Right to Social Assistance’), which is defined at the federal level. It is subject 

to a means-test, which includes the income of the partner, as well as that of children and parents living 

in the same household according to the de facto living arrangement. Beneficiaries are divided into 

three categories, depending on their household situation: single persons, persons within couples 

(married or cohabiting) without children, and persons (single or non-single) with dependent children. 

Each adult in a couple without dependent children is individually entitled to a benefit, and the amounts 

are paid out separately. In other household situations, the benefit is paid out as a single amount to 

one person in the household. On 1 August 2005, the amounts were 417 euro, 626 euro and 834 euro 

for a person within a childless couple, a single person, and a person or family with dependent children 

respectively. Families with children usually also receive child benefits, which are administered by the 

national Administration for Child Allowances. Welfare agencies are required by law to re-assess benefit 

recipients’ situations regularly and at least once a year. Minimum income protection in the Belgian 

social assistance scheme is regarded as being rather low by international standards, especially for 

single persons and couples with children, mainly due to the virtual absence of rent support (Cantillon 

et al., 2008; Saraceno, 2010).  

In June 2005, 1.7 per cent of the population of working age was entitled to the guaranteed 

minimum income in social assistance, which by European standards is a low proportion (Carcillo & 

Grubb, 2006). The main reason for this is that unemployment benefits in Belgium are, at least in 

principle, unlimited in time (though, they can be stopped under certain conditions). Hence, the long-

term unemployed need not necessarily fall back on social assistance. Moreover, school leavers with a 

diploma can claim a flat-rate unemployment benefit (after a waiting period), without ever having had 

paid employment.  

The rather low number of natives who have to fall back on the guaranteed minimum income 

in social assistance, due to the wide coverage of social insurance schemes, is one of the reasons for 

the high proportion of immigrants. See Table 14 below. Other explanations are that in the period 2002 

to 2005 Belgium had one of the highest immigration rates per head of the population in Western 

Europe, and also received a relatively high number of asylum seekers during the period 1999 to 2005.36 

                                                           
36  Source: Eurostat (http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/population/data/main_tables). 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/population/data/main_tables
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Furthermore, the huge unemployment gap between Belgian-born and foreign-born persons may play 

a role (Corluy & Verbist, 2010; Jean et al., 2010). According to Corluy and Verbist (2010), non-EU born 

individuals also have a higher probability to receive social assistance relative to Belgian-born 

individuals. This overrepresentation of foreign-born individuals is in line with the majority of the 

findings of European studies, though there is mixed evidence whether the higher participation rate 

holds controlling for (un)observed characteristics (Barrett & McCarthy, 2008; Gustafsson, 2013; J. 

Hansen & Lofstrom, 2011; Mood, 2011; Riphahn, 1998; Riphahn & Wunder, 2013; Zorlu, 2013). 

During the period under study, the Belgian economy was characterized by sluggish growth and 

stable or slightly rising unemployment until the end of 2005, followed by an economic upturn during 

2006 accompanied by a falling unemployment rate.37 

 

5.2.2. Discretion of Local Agencies in Social Assistance 
Social assistance for persons of working age is administered by local welfare agencies, called Public 

Social Welfare Centres. Each municipality has one and only one local agency. Local welfare agencies 

are autonomous organisations subject to public law. They are governed by a board elected by the local 

municipal council, and are responsible for their own budgets. Funding comes from a variety of sources, 

of which the municipal subsidy and federal refunds are the most important. The federal state refunds 

several expenditures partially or wholly. Benefits granted under the ‘Right to Social Integration’ are 

refunded for at least 50 per cent; the federal share may increase up to 65 per cent for agencies with a 

high number of beneficiaries. The ‘Right to Social Assistance’-benefit is funded entirely by the federal 

government. One explicit goal of the federal subsidies is to somewhat equalise the burden of social 

assistance across municipalities, as larger cities bear the biggest burden. Another equalising subsidy is 

linked to active labour market participation efforts (see below). 

In addition to the guaranteed minimum income, local welfare agencies can grant 

supplementary assistance in cash or in-kind. The amounts of and the conditions for supplementary 

assistance are completely at the discretion of the local welfare agencies, resulting in very large 

differences between agencies (Van Mechelen & Bogaerts, 2008; see also Table 15 below). Agencies 

also have substantial discretionary power with regard to the assessment of exemption from labour 

market availability due to health or a limited number of other reasons (e.g. being a full-time student 

for persons aged up to 25, caring for a handicapped child, or an intensive language course), job search 

monitoring, counselling, sanctioning, and the allocation of individuals to active labour market and 

training programmes. Local discretion with regard to job seeking requirements is partly due to 

                                                           
37  Source: National Bank of Belgium (http://www.nbb.be/pub/stats/stats.htm?l=en). 

http://www.nbb.be/pub/stats/stats.htm?l=en
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ambiguities in the relevant legislation (e.g. no definition of a suitable job) in combination with the 

absence of federal targets or profiling systems. A particular case concerns students. Full-time students 

aged between 18 and 25, whose parents are unable to support them and whose studies are deemed 

to enhance their chances in the labour market, can claim social assistance benefits. Student allowances 

do not cover all living expenses. They are eligible for a social assistance benefit as long as it takes a 

normal student to finish the (secondary or higher) education they are pursuing. Students are exempted 

from availability for work, but they are encouraged to do student jobs during school holidays.  

 

5.2.3. Can Social Assistance Beneficiaries Choose Where to Apply? 
In principle, a claimant can only apply to the welfare agency of the municipality of his or her actual and 

usual place of residence. This does not necessarily apply to students, who are assigned to the welfare 

agency of the municipality where they originally lived, and not to that of the town where they pursue 

their studies, and where they may also have their usual residence. However, more than three quarters 

of the students receiving social assistance live in the municipality of the agency by which they are 

served (De Wilde et al., 2011). Another exception to the rule was made for asylum seekers. These 

persons (as any free citizen of Belgium) are free to settle where they want and, in practice, often 

choose to live in one of the bigger cities. However, in order to relieve these cities from the heavy 

administrative and financial burden this imposes, the responsibility for providing social assistance for 

asylum seekers was distributed across local agencies according to set quota, independent of their 

actual place of residence.  

The fact that social assistance beneficiaries are free to move, in combination with the 

substantial variation in the generosity of supplementary assistance across local welfare agencies, 

opens up the possibility of ‘benefit shopping’, i.e. moving to a municipality where the benefit level is 

more generous. For a number of reasons it is unlikely that benefit shopping is an important 

phenomenon in Belgium. The amounts granted in supplementary assistance are specific for each 

individual application and, while many agencies use guidelines, these are not made public. Also, 

welfare agency workers enjoy considerable freedom in the application of these guidelines (Cornelis et 

al., 2012). This implies that even when a certain welfare agency has a reputation for being generous in 

supplementary benefit, social assistance beneficiaries cannot be certain that that generosity will 

extend to their particular case. Furthermore, moving residence can involve substantial costs. In other 

words, ‘benefit shopping’ in Belgium seems a risky strategy with uncertain benefits. Moreover, within 

the sample of beneficiaries used here, moves between agencies were most often towards agencies 
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where the average level of supplementary benefit was lower or at an approximately equal level as at 

the agency of origin.   

 

5.2.4. Active Labour Market Programmes 
Subject to federal rules and an assessment by local welfare workers, beneficiaries of social assistance 

can enter various active labour market programmes. The most important of these in terms of persons 

reached is specifically targeted at social assistance beneficiaries. This involves employment where the 

wage costs are mostly completely subsidized by the local welfare agency, which is in fact also the 

employer. Claimants can work within the local welfare agency, or they can be seconded to other 

organisations. The goal is to give social assistance beneficiaries the opportunity to gain work 

experience, or to ensure that they qualify for a social insurance income, in particular an unemployment 

benefit. For each beneficiary of this active labour market scheme, the federal government provides a 

subsidy that is equal to the guaranteed minimum income of a person living with a partner, but only for 

a period that is just sufficient to make the beneficiary eligible for social insurance benefits. Local 

welfare agencies thus have a clear financial incentive to move persons receiving a benefit under the 

‘Right to Social Integration’ (which is generally refunded at only 50 per cent) into these active labour 

market programmes. Beneficiaries of the ‘Right to Social Assistance’ (for which expenditure is refunded 

at 100 per cent) are not excluded from these active labour market programmes, except for some 

categories of asylum seekers which are not permitted to work. In the period under study, only a small 

though increasing number of beneficiaries of the ‘Right to Social Assistance’ participated in an 

employment scheme.  

On top of refunding the wage costs of these programmes, the federal government provides 

subsidies for supporting and training the participants. An additional subsidy for active labour market 

participation efforts is targeted at municipalities with more than 40,000 inhabitants, who have a 

relatively large number of beneficiaries in active labour market programmes. In addition to these 

employment programmes specifically targeted at beneficiaries of social assistance, a number of other 

more general active labour market schemes are also open to them, though these are of relatively minor 

importance. These involve employment that is partly subsidized and/or supported by counselling. We 

note that participation in active labour market programmes implies exit from social assistance.  
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5.3. Literature Review 
 

The literature on social assistance dynamics identifies four kinds of variables that could influence exit 

rates and spell lengths. First, there are variables on the individual (or household) level. Beneficiaries 

can differ in their probability of exiting social assistance due to personal and household characteristics 

such as sex, age, household type, education or nationality. Heterogeneity in the composition of local 

social assistance beneficiaries populations can result in differences in the average spell length across 

welfare agencies.  

Second, the length of the social assistance spell as such can influence individuals’ probability 

of exiting, as a result of depreciation or stagnation of human and job-specific capital, and employers’ 

negative perception of social assistance receipt (Andrén, 2007; Bane & Ellwood, 1994; Dahl & 

Lorentzen, 2003; Hansen, Lofstrom, Liu, & Zhang, 2013). This mechanism is generally referred to as 

negative duration dependence.  

Third, the design of the social assistance scheme, such as the generosity level and the job 

seeking requirements, can account for variation in spell lengths. Job search theory argues that a more 

generous benefit is likely to raise the reservation wage and to reduce the job seeking effort, entailing 

a longer episode of social assistance benefit receipt (Cahuc & Zylberberg, 2004). This theoretical 

argument is empirically well substantiated, although the magnitude of the effect of generosity levels 

on episode duration is not always substantial (Atkinson & Micklewright, 1991 (for unemployment 

insurance); Fortin, Lacroix, & Drolet, 2004; Lemieux & Milligan, 2008 (for welfare in Canada); Moffitt, 

2002 (for welfare in the USA)). Gustafsson et al. (2002) mention another argument with regard to the 

generosity of the benefit. A low benefit level may be insufficient to survive, compelling beneficiaries 

to seek work in the informal economy in order to attain an ‘assisted equilibrium’ by combining informal 

work and social assistance receipt. Although the guaranteed minimum benefit in social assistance is 

the same all over Belgium, these arguments suggest that the local variation in supplementary 

assistance (shown in Table 15 below) may well translate into variation of spell lengths in social 

assistance. 

Studies also indicate that counselling and monitoring of jobseekers positively affect 

beneficiaries’ likelihood of exiting social assistance (Boone et al., 2001; Engström, 2009). Welfare 

agencies in Belgium have substantial discretionary power with regard to the assessment of exemption 

from labour market availability due to health or other reasons, job search monitoring, counselling, 

sanctioning, and the allocation of individuals to active labour market and training programmes.  
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Available resources relative to demand may also play a role in the degree to which social 

assistance beneficiaries are subject to monitoring and counselling. Some welfare agencies may be 

overwhelmed by the number of social assistance beneficiaries relative to the number of social workers. 

Also, agencies in small municipalities may have less institutional capacity than those in larger 

communities to empower beneficiaries and to help them find a suitable job. Some studies for other 

policy fields suggest that this is one of the pitfalls of decentralisation (De Vries, 2000; Pollitt, 2005; 

Prud'homme, 1995). However, Cockx (1997) finds for Belgium in the late 1980s a lower turnover in big 

cities. Dahl and Lorentzen (2003) do not find a significant effect of municipality size on exit to work for 

the 1995 entry cohort in Norway.  

A fourth set of relevant variables refers to the economic context. There is mixed evidence of the 

impact of conditions on the labour market on episode lengths. Hoynes (2000) reports a substantial 

effect of local labour market conditions and the economic cycle on the likelihood of exiting social 

assistance. Some studies also show that labour market characteristics can have a differential effect on 

individuals depending on their characteristics (Hansen, 2008; Hoynes, 2000; Riphahn & Wunder, 2013; 

van der Klauw & van Ours, 2003). Other studies report no impact of local area unemployment on exit 

(Cappellari & Jenkins, 2013).  

 

5.4. Data and Methodology 
 

5.4.1.  Data 
We use administrative longitudinal data from the Belgian Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social 

Security to track individuals (not households) over time. Administrative data have the advantage, in 

comparison to survey data, that they provide a sufficiently large sample to study local variation in exit 

probabilities, while reducing measurement error. We have a one in three random sample of all 

beneficiaries entering social assistance in 2004 which is proportionally stratified by age, sex, province, 

applicable act, and municipality size. All beneficiaries were aged 18 to 64 when entering social 

assistance and had not received social assistance benefits in the preceding fifteen months. The sample 

provides 160,624 person-months of observation on 14,270 beneficiaries served by 574 welfare 

agencies who were followed over two years. Observations are censored at the end of the two-year 

observation period.  

 

5.4.2. Characteristics of the Beneficiaries and Local Welfare Agencies  
Summary statistics about beneficiaries’ characteristics are shown in Table 14. Half of the persons 

entitled to social assistance are women and half are men. Nearly half of the beneficiaries are aged 
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between 25 and 44, and more than one-third are under 25. Less than 50 per cent of the sample have 

the Belgian nationality at birth, though one in four beneficiaries are naturalised after birth. Among 

beneficiaries having foreign nationality at birth, those holding non-European nationality constitute the 

largest group. Almost 60 per cent of the beneficiaries have not worked in Belgium in the past five years, 

and nearly 15 per cent are students. Nearly one in ten have switched welfare agencies at least once 

during the observation period. 

  Table 14: Socio-economic characteristics of the beneficiaries at entry (n=14,270) 

Characteristic Total  No agency change 
At least one agency 

change  

Sex     

Male  49.8 49.8 49.5 

Female 50.2 50.2 50.5 

Age    

18– 24   36.5 35.8 44.1 

25–44  46.3 46.8 41.8 

45 and over 17.2 17.5 14.2 

Nationality at birth     

Belgian nationality 47.3 48.0 40.8 

EU nationality 13.2 13.3 12.0 

Non-EU nationality 38.3 37.6 45.9 

Unknown nationality 1.2 1.2 1.4 

Naturalisation    

No (includes Belgians at birth) 75.5 75.7 73.6 

Yes 24.5 24.3 26.4 

Work intensity in Belgium over the past five years 

0 % 57.2 55.9 70.7 

1–50 % 28.0 28.4 23.9 

51–75 % 6.4 6.8 2.6 

75–100 % 8.4 9.0 2.8 

Full-time student    

No student  85.4 85.7 82.7 

Student  14.6 14.3 17.3 

Welfare agency change over the observed period 

No agency change 91.4 100.0 0.0 

At least one agency change 8.7 0.0 100.0 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

            Table 14 also shows the characteristics of those who changed agency and those who did not. 

Beneficiaries who changed agency are younger relative to those who did not change agency, more 

often hold a non-EU nationality, have less work experience in Belgium, and are more often a full-time 

student.  
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          Table 15 provides an overview of the characteristics of the 572 welfare agencies of the 

beneficiaries at entry.38 More than 90 per cent of the municipalities (representing half of the 

beneficiaries) have fewer than 40,000 inhabitants. Two-thirds of the municipalities have an 

unemployment rate of under 10.4 per cent, and only a little more than one out of four beneficiaries 

live in a municipality with an unemployment rate under 10.4 per cent. In nearly 60 per cent of the local 

agencies (which corresponds with 52 per cent of the beneficiaries) the participation rate in active 

labour market programmes (ALMPs) is below 10 per cent. As for the generosity of supplementary 

assistance, half of the agencies (representing 70 per cent of the beneficiaries) on average pay less than 

500 euro per year per beneficiary, whereas 22 per cent granted between 500 and 999 euros. 

 

Table 15: Welfare agency characteristics at entry (n=572)    

Characteristic 
 N  %  N  %  

 (Beneficiaries) (Beneficiaries) (Agencies) (Agencies) 

Municipality size      

< 10,000 inhabitants  1,346 9.4 238 41.6 

10,000  –19,999 inhabitants  2,729 19.1 199 34.8 

20,000  – 39,999 inhabitants  3,073 21.5 100 17.5 

40,000  – 99,999 inhabitants  3,432 24.1 27 4.7 

100,000 inhabitants and over  3,690 25.9 8 1.4 

Municipal unemployment rate (quintile groups)      

< 5.7 %  783 5.5 114 19.9 

5.7 – 7.4 %   1,525 10.7 116 20.3 

7.5 – 10.3 %   1,767 12.4 112 19.6 

10.4 – 13.6 %   1,856 13.0 115 20.1 

> 13.6 %  8,339 58.4 115 20.1 

ALMP participation rate       

< 10 %  7,471 52.4 336 58.7 

≥  10 % & < 20 %  6,146 43.1 191 33.4 

≥  20 %  653 4.6 45 7.8 

Generosity level (average amount per year per beneficiary) 

<  500 €  9,968 69.9 283 49.5 

≥  500 & < 1,000 €  2,507 17.6 128 22.4 

≥  1,000 & < 2,000 €  551 3.9 54 9.4 

≥   2,000 €  188 1.3 21 3.7 

Unknown  1,056 7.4 86 15 

Source: Datawarehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors  

                                                           
38 The agencies at entry cover 572 of the 574 local agencies in the sample.  
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5.4.3.  Definition of Exit 
For beneficiaries having entered social assistance in 2004, we analyse the duration in months until 

their first unspecified exit. As is customary in life-table analysis and hazard models, we study duration 

in social assistance by estimating the (monthly) conditional probabilities of exiting for those who are 

still in social assistance. In calculating the episode durations, breaks of one month were not taken into 

account as such short interruptions are often due to administrative errors.39  

We lack monthly data on paid labour other than the federal active labour market programmes 

to define mutually exclusive states in work and social assistance. Therefore, if beneficiaries combine 

participation in a federal active labour market programme (which usually involves full-time or four-

fifths employment) with a complementary minimum income benefit, we consider their episode as 

ended. By contrast, we count anyone working in another type of job and still receiving complementary 

minimum income benefit as a social assistance beneficiary, as we cannot identify those cases 

accurately.  

 

5.4.4.  Model Specification 
The administrative records provide data on social assistance spell lengths (measured in months), as 

well as time-varying data on the characteristics of beneficiaries and welfare agencies throughout the 

observation period. By the end of the observation period, spells are completed (there has been an exit 

from social assistance) or right-censored (a spell remains in progress). We use random-effects models, 

also known as multilevel models, to estimate the coefficients of a discrete-time hazard regression 

model, the precise specification of which is provided shortly.  

The model relates the monthly probability of exiting social assistance to elapsed duration since 

entry to receipt (capturing duration dependence), and time-varying characteristics of beneficiaries and 

welfare agencies, while also controlling for unobserved heterogeneity (‘frailty’) at the beneficiary-level 

and at the agency-level. For previous examples of multilevel models applied to spell data, see Barber, 

Murphy, Axinn, and Maples (2000); Hedeker, Siddiqui, and Hu (2000); and Steele (2011).  

We use a piece-wise linear specification for duration dependence, including as regressors 

binary variables identifying spell months grouped into three-month intervals (spell months 0–3, 4–6, 

                                                           
39 Breaks of one month between subsequent episodes are frequent: thirty-seven per cent of the breaks last one 

month. Fifteen per cent of the breaks between subsequent episodes last two months, and 10 per cent last three 

months. Some 37 per cent of the breaks last longer than three months. 
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…, 22–24). We control for potential seasonal variation in employment opportunities in a given spell 

month by including quarter-of-the-year dummy variables. 

In common with most multilevel models, we assume that the beneficiary and agency random 

effects are each normally distributed with zero mean with a fixed variance that is estimated from the 

data, and both effects are assumed to be uncorrelated with the observed regressors. Due to limitations 

in the software we use, MLwiN (Rasbash, Charlton, Browne, Healy, & Cameron, 2009), we assume that 

the random effects at the beneficiary-level and agency-level are uncorrelated.  

The beneficiary-level random effect accounts for unobserved time-constant characteristics of 

beneficiaries that affect the hazard of leaving social assistance (Mills, 2011). Failing to control for 

unobserved heterogeneity would be likely to overstate negative duration dependence (Blossfeld et al., 

2007; Jenkins, 2007; Lancaster, 1990; Wooldridge, 2002). The agency-level random effect captures 

time-constant between-agency variation in the hazard of exiting social assistance that is not captured 

by the regressors summarising observed agency characteristics.  

Because 8.7 per cent of the beneficiaries change agency during the observation period, we do 

not have a standard multilevel model. That is, instead of every spell month for each beneficiary being 

consistently ‘nested’ within a single agency throughout the whole of each beneficiary’s spell of benefit 

receipt, the data for each beneficiary are instead ‘cross-nested’. Multilevel models that incorporate 

cross-nested random effects are discussed by, for example, Beretvas (2011); Fielding and Goldstein 

(2006); Hox (2010); and Leckie (2013). Disregarding the cross-classified structure results in a 

misspecified model that can lead to both negatively biased standard error estimates and inaccurate 

variance component estimates, while deleting the individuals with cross-classified structures reduces 

the generalizability of the results (Beretvas, 2011).40  

Our model for the monthly hazard of exit from social assistance, conditional on entry in 2004 

can be written as: 

 

ln [
𝑃(𝑇𝑖𝑗 = 𝑡|𝑇𝑖𝑗 ≥ 𝑡)

1 − 𝑃(𝑇𝑖𝑗 = 𝑡|𝑇𝑖𝑗 ≥ 𝑡)
] = 𝛽0 + ∑ 𝛽𝑘𝑑𝑖𝑗𝑘

7

𝑘=1

+ 𝛾′𝑋𝑖𝑗𝑡 + 𝛿′𝑍𝑗𝑡 + 𝑢𝑖 + 𝑣𝑗 

 
          Where  𝑢𝑖~N(0, 𝜎𝑢

2) and  𝑣𝑗~N(0, 𝜎𝑣
2). 

 

                                                           
40 We assigned individuals who were recorded as being present in more than one agency in any given month to 

the agency providing the highest payment amount. 



148 
 

The expression P(T = t|T ≥ t)i𝑃(𝑇𝑖𝑗 = 𝑡|𝑇𝑖𝑗 ≥ 𝑡) represents the monthly hazard, i.e. the probability 

for beneficiary i in agency j of leaving social assistance in month t conditional on having been in social 

assistance until at least month t. This is a proportional odds model (Jenkins, 2007; Singer & Willett, 

2003), as the logit of the monthly hazard is related to a linear function of covariates. The model 

generates parameter estimates that are similar to those derived from a discrete-time proportional 

hazard model if the discrete hazard rate is small (Singer & Willett, 2003), as is the case in this study. 

The intercept 𝛽0 represents the log-odds of leaving social assistance in the first three spell 

months for a beneficiary with the mean value for each random effect (zero) while setting the observed 

characteristics equal to zero. The 𝛽𝑘 represent the differences in log-odds of leaving social assistance 

in each spell interval k relative to the reference interval (the first three spell months), and the elements 

of and  represent the effects of the observed beneficiary-level explanatory variables Xijt (including 

seasonal effects) and agency-level explanatory variables Zjt, respectively. The beneficiary-level random 

effect is ui and the agency-level random effect is vj, with variances 𝜎𝑢
2 and 𝜎𝑣

2 respectively. 

The parameters of the model are identified by the assumptions made about the distributions 

of the random effects and, broadly speaking, their estimates have desirable properties such as 

consistency because of the large sample sizes involved, not only of beneficiaries but also of welfare 

agencies. 

All model specifications were estimated using Bayesian Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) 

procedures as simulation studies have shown that these procedures generate less bias than likelihood-

based estimation methods in case of random-effects logistic regression models (Browne & Draper, 

2006). In contrast to likelihood-based procedures, which yield point estimates (and associated 

standard errors) of the population parameters that maximize the likelihood of the observed data, 

MCMC is a simulation based estimation method which generates a chain of parameter values based 

on successive sampling from the posterior distributions of the model parameters (Goldstein 2011). The 

IGLS-estimates for the nested model were used as priors for the MCMC-estimation of the cross-

classified model (Browne, 2012). We use a burn-in of 5000 iterations followed by a monitoring chain 

of 80000 iterations, and orthogonal parametrisation to improve the efficiency of the MCMC-estimation 

procedure (Browne, 2012; Browne, Steele, Golalizadeh, & Green, 2009). Table 16 and Table 17 report 

the means and standard deviations of the posterior distribution of parameter values, which have a 

similar interpretation to parameter estimates and standard errors obtained from maximum likelihood 

estimation (Goldstein, 2011; Leckie, 2013). Given that we estimate a proportional odds model, the 

antilog of the mean of the posterior distribution of parameter values can be interpreted as an odds-

ratio (OR).  



149 
 

We use the Deviance Information Criterion (DIC), a Bayesian equivalent of Akaike’s 

Information Criterion (AIC), to compare models (Spiegelhalter, Best, Carlin, & Van Der Linde, 2002). 

Like AIC, DIC takes into account both goodness-of-fit and model complexity. Lower values of the DIC 

reflect models that better fit the data.  

 

5.4.5. Beneficiary-level and Agency-level Characteristics 
The multivariate model analyses how the probability of exiting social assistance varies in terms of the 

following beneficiary-level covariates: (1) sex, (2) age at entry into social assistance (in years, centred 

at 31, quadratic effect), (3) nationality at birth, distinguishing the Belgian nationality (reference 

category), European nationalities,41 non-European nationalities and beneficiaries with unknown 

nationality, (4) quarterly information on naturalisation status (a dummy variable contrasting foreigners 

who acquired Belgian nationality with Belgians and foreigners with foreign nationality), (5) work 

intensity in Belgium in the five years preceding entry into social assistance (measured in quarters and 

centred at value 11), (6) quarterly information on student status (a dummy variable indicating whether 

the beneficiary was enrolled in full-time education), and (7) change in welfare agency (a dummy 

variable indicating whether the beneficiary has changed welfare agency during the observation period 

at least once).42  

Apart from characteristics of beneficiaries, the multivariate model analyses how the 

probability of exiting social assistance varies in terms of the following characteristics of welfare 

agencies and municipalities: (1) yearly data on municipality unemployment rate in quintile groups for 

2004 (less than 5.7 per cent, 5.7 to 7.4 per cent, 7.5 to 10.3 per cent, 10.4 to 13.6 per cent, and more 

than 13.6 per cent) (2) yearly data on municipality size (fewer than 10,000 inhabitants; 10,000 to 

19,999 inhabitants; 20,000 to 39,999 inhabitants; 40,000 to 99,999 inhabitants; and 100,000 

inhabitants or over), (3) active labour market programme participation rate of social assistance 

beneficiaries in 2004 (less than 10 per cent, 10 to 19.9 per cent, and 20 per cent and over), and (4) 

generosity level of supplementary benefit in 2004 (less than 500 euro; 500 to 999 euro; 1,000 to 1,999 

euro; 2,000 euro and over; and an unknown average amount per beneficiary per year). To calculate 

this variable, we divide the total yearly budget for cash and in-kind supplementary benefits per agency 

by the agency’s total number of social assistance beneficiaries in the course of the year. However, a 

number of recipients of supplementary benefit are not entitled to social assistance. This implies that 

                                                           
41  In addition to the EU-27 countries, Switzerland, Iceland, and Norway are also considered as European nations.  

42  As adequate information on the actual living arrangements, which is relevant for the determination of the 

benefit amount, is not available in the register data, the household situation is not included in the analysis.  
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the indicator may overestimate the average supplementary benefit actually received by social 

assistance beneficiaries. More details on the calculation and shortcomings of the agency-level 

variables are provided in Annex B. Since every municipality has one and only one local welfare agency, 

the municipal employment rate and the municipality size are treated as agency-level variables.  

 

5.5. Results 

 

The results section consists of three parts. Section 5.5.1 uses life tables to illustrate how the conditional 

monthly probability of exiting social assistance changes with elapsed duration since entry to receipt 

(observed hazard function) and documents between-agency variation in the median duration in social 

assistance. Subsequently, section 5.5.2 uses life tables to illustrate how the observed hazard functions 

of exiting social assistance are differentiated in terms of agency-level characteristics. Based on these 

descriptive results, section 5.5.3 presents the estimates of the multivariate random-effects model that 

show how the odds of exiting social assistance are associated with duration since entry to receipt 

(Specification 1), beneficiary-level characteristics (Specification 2) and agency-level characteristics 

(Specifications 3 and 4). 

 

5.5.1. Probability of Exiting Social Assistance by Elapsed Duration since Entry 
Figure 12 plots the discrete-time hazard function.43 Apart from relatively high hazards in the first few 

months, the hazard function indicates that the conditional probability of exiting social assistance 

decreases over time: this may reflect both duration dependence or the increasingly selective profile of 

beneficiaries who are observed at longer durations. The hazard of exiting social assistance is slightly 

higher during the 12th month of the observation period than before or after. We assume this is due to 

the fact that, in practice, eligibility for benefits is re-assessed after a period of one year, and more 

beneficiaries leave during the last month of the year.  

 

 

 

                                                           
43 We obtained descriptive statistics on the duration in social assistance by calculating actuarial life tables (i.e. 

assuming that exits occur on average at the midpoint of each time interval) (Gehan, 1975). 



151 
 

 

Figure 12: Conditional monthly probability of exiting social assistance to elapsed duration since entry to 
receipt 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

Of the beneficiaries in our sample, 61 per cent exit social assistance within a year, while 22 per 

cent where censored in social assistance at the end of the two-year observation period. The median 

duration of the observed spells in social assistance is 7.9 months. This median spell length is somewhat 

longer than estimates for the late 1980s: for beneficiaries entering between June 1987 and November 

1990, Cockx (1997) reports median durations in social assistance of 4.5 and 7 months for men and 

women respectively (considering changes to other agencies as exits). A median duration of 

approximately eight months is a medium turnover rate from an international perspective. Gustafsson 

et al. (2002) found that the duration of the first episode for entrants ranged from three months (in 

Gothenburg) to 34 months (in Lisbon).  

To explore between-agency variation, the median duration of social assistance spells was 

calculated for each local welfare agency having at least 20 beneficiaries in the sample. We find 

substantial between-agency variation. While the median duration is limited to a minimum of two 

months in some agencies, the median duration exceeds 24 months in five local welfare agencies. The 

distribution of median durations at the municipality level is skewed, however, towards shorter 

durations. We are unaware of previous studies on within-country local variation in duration. In 

Gustafsson et al. (2002) within-country variation is only based on two cities within a country: 

Gothenburg and Helsingborg in Sweden present similar scores (respectively three and four months), 

and also Milan (five months) and Turin (six months) in Italy show the same pattern. By contrast, in 

Spain, the findings for Barcelona (27 months) and Vitoria (12 months) diverge. In summary, the within-
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country variation in Belgium seems to be nearly as substantial as the between-country variation in 

Gustafsson et al. (2002).  

 

5.5.2. Probability of Exiting Social Assistance by Welfare Agency Characteristics 
To explore how the probability of leaving social assistance is associated with characteristics of local 

welfare agencies, we derive life table estimates separately for groups of individuals classified according 

to characteristics of their benefit agency. The estimates are graphed in Figure 13a to 13e, by 

characteristic, and illustrate the gross effects of each agency characteristic.44 

The differentiation of hazard in terms of municipality-level unemployment rates is pronounced 

during the first months: see Figure 13a. Welfare agencies in municipalities with low to medium 

unemployment rates generally have the highest exit rates, but the effect diminishes as the duration in 

social assistance increases. Exit hazards vary little by municipality size, but the exit probability seems 

to be generally lower in welfare agencies that are located in smaller municipalities: see Figure 13b. By 

contrast, hazards clearly differ by participation rate in active labour market programmes during the 

first year of the observation period: beneficiaries located in agencies with higher participation rates 

show higher hazards of exiting social assistance: see Figure 13c. After the first year, the differences 

between the hazard curves become less distinct which may be due to a selection effect, as beneficiaries 

with a more favourable profile leave social assistance already at shorter durations. Finally, we find that, 

during the first six months, the hazard of leaving social assistance is generally higher in local welfare 

agencies that provide more generous supplementary assistance: see Figure 13d. The hazard curve 

decreases rapidly after the first month for the highest generosity level: as only a small subset of 

beneficiaries is involved, the hazards are less stable for this group.  

In summary, differences by agency type in exit hazard functions are more obvious during the first year 

of the observation period, with between-agency variation being largest in terms of generosity level 

and participation rate in active labour market programmes. In the next section, we will explore 

whether these findings hold in a multivariate model including (un)observed beneficiary-level and 

agency-level characteristics.  

                                                           
44 In order to test whether the differences between agencies with various characteristics in Figure 13a to 13e 

give rise to significant gross differences in exit for the agency-level variables, we estimated multivariate models 

including elapsed duration since entry to receipt and each of the agency characteristics separately (not reported). 

They show that differences between curves in Figures 13a to 13e are statistically significant for each of the 

agency-level characteristics. The estimates for Specification 4 in Table 17 indicate whether the agency-level 

covariates are significant when controlling for (un)observed beneficiary-level and agency-level characteristics. 
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Figure 13a: Observed within-group hazard function by unemployment rate 

 

 

Figure 13b: Observed within-group hazard function by municipality size 
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Figure 13c: Observed within-group hazard function by ALMP participation rate 

 

 

 

Figure 13d: Observed within-group hazard function by generosity level 

  Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

  

0

0.05

0.1

0.15

0.2

0.25

0 5 10 15 20 25

C
o

n
d

it
io

n
al

 p
ro

b
ab

ili
ty

 o
f 

e
xi

t

Months

 < 10% ≥ 10% & < 20% ≥ 20%

0

0.05

0.1

0.15

0.2

0.25

0 5 10 15 20 25

C
o

n
d

it
io

n
al

 p
ro

b
ab

ili
ty

 o
f 

e
xi

t

Months

< 500 € ≥ 500 € & < 1,000 € ≥ 1,000 € & < 2,000 €

≥ 2,000 € Unknown



155 
 

5.5.3. Multivariate Model Estimates of the Monthly Exit Rate from Social Assistance 
 We present four specifications of the multivariate model to highlight the contribution of the inclusion 

of agency-level information: see Table 16 and Table 17. The first model specification only includes the 

elapsed duration since entry into social assistance and seasonal effects. The second specification 

introduces observed beneficiary characteristics as well as an individual-level random effect to account 

for unobserved characteristics (‘frailty’) affecting the odds of exiting social assistance. In the third 

specification, we add observed agency-level variables. The fourth and final specification in addition 

includes an agency-level random effect. As sensitivity tests, we fit two additional specifications, for 

which the estimates are presented in Annex C. First, we estimate Specification 4 without the observed 

agency-level variables. This specification only includes a cross-nested agency-level random effect, as 

well as the beneficiary-level variables and a beneficiary-level random effect. The significant agency-

level random effect illustrates that there is significant variation between welfare agencies in the odds 

of exiting social assistance that is not accounted for by the beneficiary-level characteristics included in 

the model. Second, we estimate Specification 4 for the beneficiaries in the sample that have not 

changed agencies. 

Specification 1 only includes the duration since entry into social assistance (grouped in 3-

month intervals) and a variable capturing seasonal or quarterly variation in exit hazard rates: see Table 

16. Apart from the variable capturing seasonal variation, this specification is the multivariate analogue 

of the observed hazard function pooled across all individuals shown in Figure 12. The constant in this 

specification reflects the odds of exiting social assistance within three months after entry to receipt 

and in the first quarter of the calendar year. The parameter estimates indicate that the odds of exiting 

decline as the duration since entry into social assistance increases. The estimates also illustrate that 

the exit rate declines rather quickly during the first year in social assistance, and then levels off, a 

pattern also seen in Figure 12 above. The exit rate is subject to seasonal variation as well, with odds 

being significantly higher in the second and fourth quarters relative to the first quarter.    
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Table 16: MCMC-estimated means and standard deviations of the log-odds of the hazard of exiting 
  Specification 1 Specification 2 

  Mean  Std.dev.   OR Mean  Std.dev. OR 

Fixed Part              

Constant  -2.21*** 0.02 0.11*** -1.92*** 0.04 0.15*** 

Elapsed Duration and Seasonal Variation             

Duration since entry into social assistance (Month 1 to 3 = ref. category) 

Month 4 to 6 -0.35*** 0.03 0.70***  0.14*** 0.04 1.16*** 

Month 7 to 9 -0.59*** 0.03 0.55***  0.13* 0.05 1.14* 

Month 10 to 12 -0.63*** 0.04 0.53***  0.25*** 0.06 1.28*** 

Month 13 to 15 -0.86*** 0.04 0.42***  0.19* 0.08 1.20* 

Month 16 to 18 -0.99*** 0.05 0.37***  0.14 0.09 1.15 

Month 19 to 21 -1.09*** 0.05 0.34***  0.10 0.09 1.10 

Month 22 to 24 -0.98*** 0.05 0.38***  0.25* 0.10 1.28* 

Seasonal employment opportunity (Quarter 1 = ref. category)             

Quarter 2  0.11*** 0.03 1.12***  0.12*** 0.03 1.12*** 

Quarter 3  0.05 0.03 1.05  0.03 0.03 1.04 

Quarter 4  0.12*** 0.03 1.13***  0.15*** 0.03 1.16*** 

Beneficiary Characteristics             

Female       -0.04 0.03 0.96 

Age         0.04*** 0.01 1.04*** 

Age squared        -0.00*** 0.00 1.00*** 

Naturalised        0.72*** 0.04 2.06*** 

Work intensity        0.01*** 0.00 1.01*** 

Student        -2.52*** 0.07 0.08*** 

Agency switch       -1.40*** 0.06 0.25*** 

Nationality at birth (Belgian = ref. category)             

EU Nationality        -0.75*** 0.07 0.47*** 

Non-EU nationality       -1.46*** 0.06 0.23*** 

Unknown nationality        -1.04*** 0.19 0.36*** 

EU Nationality*time linear        0.00 0.01 1.00 

Non-EU nationality*time linear        0.02*** 0.00 1.02*** 

Unknown nationality*time linear        0.00 0.02 1.00 

Variance Estimates for Random Effects             

Beneficiary-level        1.16*** 0.10   

Deviance Information Criterion (DIC) 78,378.51      71,190.20   

Significance levels: * if  p < 0.050, ** if p < 0.010 and *** if p < 0.001. Tv = Time-varying 
The reported means and standard deviations of the distributions of parameter values have a similar interpretation as 
parameter estimates and standard errors obtained from maximum likelihood estimation. 
 

 Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

 

In addition to the elapsed duration since entry into social assistance and seasonal effects, 

Specification 2 includes beneficiary-level covariates as well as a beneficiary-level random effect to 

account for unobserved characteristics affecting the odds of exiting: see Table 16. This model 

corresponds to the standard ‘frailty’ model in the literature, which is commonly used when no agency-

level information is available. The constant for this specification reflects the monthly odds of leaving 

social assistance in the period 1 January to 31 March within three months after entry into social 

assistance for a 31-year old male beneficiary holding Belgian nationality, with a work intensity of 11 

per cent who is not enrolled in full-time education and did not change welfare agencies during the 

observation period. Adding (un)observed beneficiary-level predictors to the model strongly affects the 

duration pattern of the odds of exiting. Controlling for beneficiary-level characteristics, the odds of 
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exiting during the duration intervals after the first three months are either significantly higher or not 

significantly different from those during the first three months in social assistance. The negative 

duration dependence pattern observed in Specification 1 can thus be explained in terms of an 

increasingly selective composition of the risk set at longer durations.  

When we control for other beneficiary characteristics, no significant difference emerges 

between men and women. The estimates for the quadratic specification for age indicate that the odds 

of exiting social assistance increase with age, but at a much lower rate at older ages. Regarding 

nationality, non-EU nationality at birth reduces the odds of exiting social assistance substantially 

compared to those of beneficiaries holding Belgian nationality. The significant interaction between 

non-EU nationality and the elapsed duration since entry into the social assistance scheme indicates, 

however, that the initial gap in the odds of exiting declines as the time spent in social assistance 

increases. For those holding a European nationality at birth, the odds of exiting social assistance are 

53 per cent ((1 - 0.47) * 100) lower than for native Belgians. Naturalised beneficiaries have odds of 

exiting social assistance that are 106 per cent higher than those of non-naturalised beneficiaries. The 

employment history is also positively associated with the odds of exiting social assistance. For full-time 

students the odds of exiting social assistance are 92 per cent lower than for beneficiaries who are not 

enrolled in education. This finding is consistent with the fact that full-time students are exempted from 

job searching requirements. Furthermore, changing welfare agencies during the observation period is 

associated with a reduction of 75 per cent in the odds of exiting social assistance.   

The specifications reported in Table 17 differ from those in Table 16 in the addition of agency-

level covariates in Specification 3, and, in Specification 4 additionally, an agency-level random effect. 

The latter specification therefore takes into account the cross-nested structure of beneficiaries in 

agencies. As a result, the standard deviations of the parameters for the agency-level variables are 

larger for Specification 4 than for Specification 3, which suggests that the standard deviations in 

Specification 3 are underestimated. For this reason, some associations with the odds of exiting (e.g. 

for unemployment rate and municipality size) appear to be statistically significant in Specification 3, 

whereas Specification 4 indicates that they are not. As we prefer the conservative Specification 4, and 

both specifications yield similar parameter estimates, we discuss the associations of the agency-level 

predictors with the odds of exiting social assistance on the basis of Specification 4. 

The constant for Specifications 3 and 4 reflects the odds of exiting social assistance for a 

reference beneficiary similar to the one in Specification 2 in a municipality with fewer than 10,000 

inhabitants and a very low unemployment rate, who is served by a welfare agency that has a very low 

generosity level and a low participation rate in active labour market programmes. Including the 
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agency-level predictors in Specifications 3 and 4 does not substantially affect the parameter estimates 

for the elapsed duration since entry into social assistance and seasonal variation compared to 

Specification 2. For the beneficiary-level characteristics, parameter estimates in Specification 3 and 

Specification 4 are also largely similar to the estimates in Specification 2. However, an exception is sex 

in Specification 4 for which we now find that the odds of exiting for women are 6 per cent lower than 

for men. Also, compared to Specification 2, the estimate for naturalisation in Specifications 3 and 4 is 

reduced by 11 per cent and 20 per cent respectively. Persons who acquired Belgian nationality after 

birth are concentrated in cities, where exit rates are generally higher (see below).  

We now turn to the agency-level variables. The estimates in Specification 4 reflect the relation 

between the odds of exiting and observed agency-level characteristics controlling for (un)observed 

individual characteristics, and other observed and unobserved agency-level characteristics. The odds 

of exiting social assistance do not vary significantly with the municipality-level unemployment rate. 

This finding differs from those in studies by Hoynes (2000) and van der Klauw and van Ours (2003), 

while it is in line with Cappellari and Jenkins (2013). In Figure 13a above, we observed significant 

differences between agencies with various rates of unemployment, but apparently these are due to 

other covariates in the model.  

Municipality size, however, is significantly associated with the odds of leaving social assistance: 

the odds of exiting are 25 per cent ((1.25 - 1) * 100) and 51 per cent ((1.51 - 1) * 100) higher for 

beneficiaries in municipalities with 20,000 to 39,999 inhabitants and in large cities (100,000 inhabitants 

and over) respectively, than those of beneficiaries in municipalities with fewer than 10,000 inhabitants. 

This shows that spells of social assistance receipt are generally shorter in larger cities, as illustrated in 

Figure 13b. This is in contrast with earlier findings of Cockx (1997), who reported longer durations in 

Belgian cities with over 100,000 inhabitants in the late 1980s. Dahl and Lorentzen (2003) concluded 

that municipality size does not matter in Norway.  

Beneficiaries in agencies with medium to high participation rates in active labour market 

programmes have odds of exiting social assistance that are respectively 54 per cent and 148 per cent 

higher than those of similar beneficiaries in agencies with low participation rates. Figure 13c above 

revealed large differences in exit rates between agencies with varying participation rates in these 

programmes, and these are confirmed in the multivariate analysis. Recall that participation in an active 

labour market programme implies exit from social assistance. Finally, a higher generosity level is 

generally associated with higher odds of exiting social assistance compared to those of agencies with 

low generosity levels. This finding confirms the results shown in Figure 13d.  
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To check the robustness of the findings of the cross-classified model, we re-estimated 

Specification 4 for beneficiaries who did not change welfare agency throughout the observation 

period: see Model B in Annex C. The estimates for the subsample who did not change agencies are 

generally in the same order of magnitude for the beneficiary-level variables. However, omitting 

beneficiaries who changed agencies affects the parameter estimates for elapsed duration in social 

assistance: for all duration intervals the odds of exiting do not differ significantly from the first interval 

(1 to 3 months in social assistance). This again suggests that the negative duration dependence pattern 

can be accounted for in terms of the changing profile of beneficiaries over time, similar to the results 

from the cross-nested model. Finally, we find that agency-level associations with the odds of exiting 

are slightly lower than in the cross-nested model. Excluding beneficiaries that switched agencies from 

the estimation sample does not necessarily remove all kinds of bias that might result from ‘benefit 

shopping’. The remaining sample of ‘stayers’ might still be affected by selection bias. However, as 

noted, it is unlikely that many beneficiaries are motivated by higher supplementary assistance to 

switch agencies.  
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  Table 17: MCMC-estimated means and standard deviations of the log-odds of the hazard of exiting 

  Specification 3 Specification 4 

  Mean  Std. dev. OR Mean  Std. dev. OR 

Fixed Part              

Constant  -2.44*** 0.09 0.09*** -2.41*** 0.10 0.09*** 

Elapsed Duration and Seasonal Variation             

Duration since entry into social assistance (Month 1 to 3 = ref. category) 

Month 4 to 6  0.16*** 0.04 1.18***  0.18*** 0.04 1.20*** 

Month 7 to 9  0.17** 0.06 1.18**  0.18*** 0.06 1.20*** 

Month 10 to 12  0.29*** 0.07 1.34***  0.31*** 0.07 1.36*** 

Month 13 to 15  0.23** 0.08 1.25**  0.25** 0.08 1.28** 

Month 16 to 18  0.18* 0.09 1.19*  0.20* 0.09 1.22* 

Month 19 to 21  0.14 0.10 1.15  0.16 0.10 1.17 

Month 22 to 24  0.29** 0.10 1.34**  0.32** 0.10 1.38** 

Seasonal employment opportunity (Quarter 1 = ref. category)  

Quarter 2  0.12*** 0.031 1.13***  0.12*** 0.03 1.13*** 

Quarter 3  0.04 0.032 1.04  0.04 0.03 1.04 

Quarter 4  0.15*** 0.031 1.16***  0.15*** 0.03 1.16*** 

Beneficiary Characteristics             

Female -0.04 0.03 0.96 -0.06* 0.03 0.94* 

Age   0.04*** 0.01 1.04***  0.04*** 0.01 1.04*** 

Age squared  -0.00*** 0.00 1.00*** -0.00*** 0.00 1.00*** 

Naturalised  0.67*** 0.04 1.95***  0.62*** 0.04 1.86*** 

Work intensity  0.01*** 0.00 1.01***  0.01*** 0.00 1.01*** 

Student  -2.50*** 0.07 0.08*** -2.49*** 0.07 0.08*** 

Agency switch -1.41*** 0.06 0.25*** -1.40*** 0.06 0.25*** 

Nationality at birth (Belgian = ref. category)             

EU Nationality  -0.71*** 0.07 0.49*** -0.71*** 0.07 0.49*** 

Non-EU nationality -1.35*** 0.06 0.26*** -1.34*** 0.06 0.26*** 

Unknown nationality  -0.99*** 0.19 0.37*** -0.94*** 0.19 0.39*** 

EU Nationality*time linear   0.00 0.01 1.00  0.00 0.01 1.00 

Non-EU nationality*time linear   0.02*** 0.00 1.02***  0.02*** 0.00 1.02*** 

Unknown nationality*time linear   0.00 0.02 1.00  0.00 0.02 1.00 

Local Agency Characteristics             

Unemployment rate (< 5.7 % = ref. category, tv)             

5.7 -7.4 %   0.15 0.08 1.16  0.12 0.10 1.13 

7.5 - 10.3 %  0.21** 0.08 1.23**  0.17 0.10 1.19 

10.4 - 13.6 % -0.06 0.08 0.94 -0.07 0.10 0.93 

> 13.6 % -0.08 0.08 0.92 -0.11 0.10 0.90 

Municipality size (<10000 inhabitants = ref. category, tv)             

10,000 – 19,999 inhabitants  0.06 0.06 1.06  0.06 0.07 1.06 

20,000 – 39,999 inhabitants  0.17** 0.06 1.19**  0.22** 0.08 1.25** 

40,000 – 99,999 inhabitants  0.22*** 0.06 1.24***  0.18 0.10 1.20 

100,000 inhabitants and over  0.42*** 0.07 1.53***  0.41** 0.15 1.51** 

ALMP participation rate (<10 % = ref. category)             

≥ 10 % & < 20 %  0.48*** 0.03 1.61***  0.43*** 0.06 1.54*** 

≥ 20 %  0.92*** 0.07 2.50***  0.91*** 0.11 2.48*** 

Generosity (< 500 € / year = ref. category)             

≥ 500 € & < 1,000 €  0.15*** 0.05 1.16***  0.20* 0.08 1.22* 

≥ 1,000 € & < 2,000 €  0.10 0.08 1.10  0.13 0.12 1.14 

≥ 2,000 €  0.42** 0.14 1.51**  0.47** 0.17 1.60** 

Unknown -0.14* 0.06 0.87* -0.15 0.09 0.86 

Variance Estimates for Random Effects             

Agency-level      0.13*** 0.02   

Beneficiary-level  1.13*** 0.10    1.06*** 0.09   

Deviance Information Criterion (DIC) 70,799.98    70,541.41   

Significance levels: * if  p < 0.050, ** if p < 0.010 and *** if p < 0.001. Tv = Time-varying 
The reported means and standard deviations of the distributions of parameter values have a similar interpretation as parameter estimates 
and standard errors obtained from maximum likelihood estimation. 

 Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 
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5.6. Conclusion 
 

Social assistance for able-bodied persons of working age in Belgium is a shared responsibility between 

the federal state and local agencies. Although there is a nationwide guaranteed minimum income, local 

agencies enjoy considerable discretion in how they implement the federal statutory framework on the 

conditions for eligibility (e.g. labour market availability) of the benefit. Local agencies can provide also 

supplementary assistance on top of the federally defined minimum income level. This raises questions 

about how much variation in spell lengths of benefit receipt is associated with differences in local area 

characteristics and in local policy. Using random-effects event history analysis, we examined the 

hazard of exiting social assistance over a two-year observation period in a representative 

administrative data sample of 14,270 entrants in the course of 2004 aged 18 to 64.  

We found that the median duration varies substantially at the local level from two months to 

over 24 months, with an overall median duration of eight months. The magnitude of this within-

country variation is nearly as large as the between-country variation found by Gustafsson et al. (2002).  

We found strong associations between beneficiary characteristics (sex, age, foreign 

nationality, citizenship acquisition, work history, and being a student) and spell length. Controlling for 

beneficiary characteristics, we found no evidence pointing to negative duration dependence. 

Beneficiaries with a more favourable profile tended to leave earlier.  

The main interest of this paper is the association of agency-level characteristics with the odds 

of exiting, given that agency-level information is rarely used in other studies. The local unemployment 

rate was not significantly associated with the odds of exiting when controlling for beneficiary-level 

covariates and agency characteristics, while the estimates show higher odds of exiting in bigger 

municipalities, and in agencies which provide more generous supplementary assistance. We found also 

strong evidence of shorter episodes in agencies where the participation of beneficiaries in active 

labour market programmes is higher. Including agency-level variables had a small effect on the 

estimates of the coefficients for a limited number of the beneficiary characteristics. 

We draw attention to some methodological limitations of the present study, which may be 

addressed in further research. First, we note that the data applied in this study do not allow an analysis 

of (sustainable) labour market integration, as no distinction is made between reasons why 

beneficiaries exit social assistance. Moreover subsequent benefit episodes may occur (Gustafsson et 

al., 2002; Walker & Shaw, 1998): 26 per cent of our sample experienced more than one episode in 

social assistance during the 24-month observation period (disregarding breaks of one month), 21 per 

cent experienced two spells and 5 per cent went through three episodes. The highest number of 
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episodes was six. Consequently, a short duration of an episode in social assistance does not necessarily 

reflect durable labour market integration (Gustafsson et al., 2002; Kazepov, 1999). Second, in spite of 

sensitivity analysis, the analysis may not fully control for possible selection bias due to ‘benefit 

shopping’.  

Despite these limitations, this study is, to the best of our knowledge, the first European study 

that explicitly models exit from social assistance in a decentralised scheme, and uses a random-effects 

model that allows for differences in both the observed and unobserved characteristics of beneficiaries 

and of local agencies.  

In Belgium, social assistance is moderately to highly decentralised, leading to important 

variations in welfare agency policies across municipalities, despite a national statutory framework and 

cost equalising mechanisms in the federal subsidies to local agencies. The findings of this study show 

that these variations in policy are clearly associated with differences in exit rates from social assistance. 

This raises a number of issues, both for researchers and for policy makers. Researchers of social 

assistance dynamics, who have until now mainly looked at the effects of beneficiary variables and local 

area characteristics, should consider collecting and using indicators of local policies (including the way 

that national policies are locally implemented). Better policy indicators could be devised than the 

rather rough ones used in this study. Also, attention could be given to how these differences in policy 

come about. Both political preferences and variations in financial and other resources are likely to play 

a role. An issue that is of importance for both policy makers and researchers is that the system of 

partial reimbursements of social assistance benefits and subsidies for various purposes by the Belgian 

federal government creates incentives for local social assistance agencies to engage in particular 

activities, and to target their efforts to particular beneficiaries. The effects and design of such 

incentives merit further research, which could perhaps take advantage of the literature on 

decentralisation and fiscal federalism. Finally, the findings could raise concerns about equity, as 

beneficiaries with equal characteristics are treated differently, and, consequently, have different 

chances of exiting social assistance, depending on where they live.  
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Annex B: Calculation and Drawbacks of the Agency-level Variables 
 

Table B1: Calculation and data source of the agency-level predictors 

Variable Data Source Calculation  

Population size  Population Register January 2004 - 2006 Number of inhabitants 

Unemployment rate (%) 

 

Local Employment Accounts 2004 - 2006 Annual mean of the share of the 

workforce (aged 15 to 64) that is 

job seeker and non-working 

Active labour market 

programme participation 

rate (%) 

Social Integration Administration data 

2004 

Number of unique beneficiaries in 

the course of the year participating 

in one of the federal active labour 

market programmes in the agency, 

divided by the agency’s number of 

unique beneficiaries in the course 

of the year  

Generosity level (€) 

(Average amount per 

beneficiary per year) 

Dexia Survey – Welfare Agency Accounts 

2004, Flemish Agency for Local and 

Provincial Government – Welfare Agency 

Accounts 

Total budget for cash or in-kind 

supplementary assistance per 

agency divided by the agency’s 

total number of social assistance 

beneficiaries in the course of the 

year  

Source: Authors’ compilation 

 

We use the municipal unemployment rate for the population aged 15 to 64 as a proxy for labour 

market tightness, as comparable data between regions on the number of job vacancies are not 

available. Similarly, we are not able to link unemployment rates for bigger areas to our sample of social 

assistance beneficiaries.  

              We use the participation rate in active labour market programmes at the agency-level as an 

indicator for active labour market policy. The participation rate considers all beneficiaries (not just 

entrants) participating in the course of the year in one of the seven federal ALMPs targeted at social 

assistance beneficiaries. We use this variable as we lack agency-level information on the presence and 

intensity of job search monitoring and counselling, punitive measures, and the number of invitations 

to participate in a federal active labour market programme. Similarly, data on beneficiaries’ job seeking 

behaviour are not available. Although beneficiaries may also move into other types of employment 

(e.g. interim work or a regular job), we use this measure as a proxy for the effort made by the agency 

to integrate beneficiaries into the labour market.  

              We apply the total budget for cash or in-kind supplementary benefits per agency divided by 

the agency’s total number of social assistance beneficiaries in the course of the year. A shortcoming of 

this variable - the best available - is that it disregards that agencies spend a (variable) part of their 

budget on residents who are not entitled to the social assistance benefit. In addition, the benefit 
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amount allocated can  diverge strongly between beneficiaries within the same agency, while we apply 

a mean amount per beneficiary.  
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Annex C: Sensitivity Analysis 
 

Table C1: MCMC-estimated means and standard deviations of the log-odds of the hazard of exiting for 
Specification 4 without observed agency-level variables (n=14,270) and for the beneficiaries without agency 
change (n=13,034) 

  No agency-level variables No agency switch  

  Specification A Specification B 

  Mean Std. dev. OR Mean Std. dev. OR 

Fixed Part              

Constant  -2.00*** 0.05 0.14*** -2.27*** 0.11 0.10*** 

Elapsed Duration and Seasonal Variation             

Duration since entry into social assistance (Month 1 to 3 = ref. category) 

Month 4 to 6  0.17*** 0.04 1.18***  0.09 0.07 1.09 

Month 7 to 9  0.17** 0.05 1.19**  0.02 0.10 1.02 

Month 10 to 12  0.30*** 0.06 1.35***  0.09 0.13 1.10 

Month 13 to 15  0.23** 0.08 1.26** -0.02 0.15 0.98 

Month 16 to 18  0.19* 0.08 1.21* -0.13 0.17 0.88 

Month 19 to 21  0.15 0.09 1.16 -0.19 0.18 0.83 

Month 22 to 24  0.30** 0.10 1.35** -0.08 0.19 0.92 

Seasonal employment opportunity (Quarter 1 = ref. category) 

Quarter 2  0.12*** 0.03 1.13***  0.11*** 0.03 1.12*** 

Quarter 3  0.04 0.03 1.04  0.04 0.03 1.04 

Quarter 4  0.15*** 0.03 1.16***  0.16*** 0.03 1.17*** 

Beneficiary Characteristics             

Female -0.06* 0.03 0.94* -0.07* 0.03 0.93* 

Age   0.04*** 0.01 1.04***  0.04*** 0.01 1.04*** 

Age squared  -0.00*** 0.00 1.00*** -0.00*** 0.00 1.00*** 

Naturalised  0.63*** 0.04 1.87***  0.62*** 0.05 1.85*** 

Work intensity  0.01*** 0.00 1.01***  0.01*** 0.00 1.01*** 

Student  -2.49*** 0.07 0.08*** -2.38*** 0.11 0.09*** 

Agency switch  -1.40*** 0.06 0.25***       

Nationality at birth (Belgian = ref. category)             

EU Nationality  -0.71*** 0.07 0.49*** -0.71*** 0.07 0.49*** 

Non-EU nationality -1.35*** 0.06 0.26*** -1.30*** 0.07 0.27*** 

Unknown nationality  -0.94*** 0.19 0.39*** -0.93*** 0.19 0.40*** 

EU Nationality*time linear  0.00 0.01 1.00  0.01 0.01 1.01 

Non-EU nationality*time linear  0.02*** 0.00 1.02***  0.03*** 0.00 1.03*** 

Unknown nationality*time linear  0.00 0.02 1.00  0.01 0.02 1.01 

Local Agency Characteristics          

Unemployment rate (< 5.7 % = ref. category, tv)             

5.7 - 7.4 %      0.13 0.09 1.14 

7.5 - 10.3 %     0.17 0.10 1.18 

10.4 - 13.6 %    -0.08 0.10 0.92 

> 13.6 %    -0.125 0.10 0.88 

Municipality size (< 10000 inhabitants = ref. category, tv) 

10,000 – 19,999 inhabitants     0.07 0.07 1.07 

20,000 – 39,999 inhabitants     0.20** 0.08 1.22** 

40,000 – 99,999 inhabitants     0.18 0.10 1.19 

100,000 inhabitants and over     0.35* 0.14 1.42* 

ALMP participation rate (< 10 % = ref. category)             

≥ 10 % & < 20 %     0.39*** 0.06 1.48*** 

≥ 20 %     0.84*** 0.11 2.32*** 

Generosity (< 500 € / year = ref. category)             

≥ 500 € & < 1,000 €     0.17* 0.07 1.18* 

≥ 1,000 € & < 2,000 €     0.11 0.11 1.12 

≥ 2,000 €     0.39* 0.16 1.48* 

Unknown    -0.15 0.08 0.86 

Variance Estimates for Random Effects             

Agency-level  0.24*** 0.03    0.11*** 0.021   

Individual-level  1.04*** 0.09    0.82*** 0.18   

Deviance Information Criterion (DIC)  70,618.13     65,315.50     

Significance levels: * if  p < 0.050, ** if p < 0.010 and *** if p < 0.001. Tv = Time-varying 
The reported means and standard deviations of the distributions of parameter values have a similar interpretation as the parameter 
estimates and standard errors obtained from maximum likelihood estimation. 

  Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 
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6. The Decentralised Allocation of Active Labour Market Programmes 

to Social Assistance Beneficiaries in Belgium45 
 

  

                                                           
45 This paper is co-authored by Karel Neels and Karel Van den Bosch.  
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Abstract  

During the last decades active labour market programmes (ALMPs) gained importance as instruments 

facilitating the labour market integration of social assistance beneficiaries. The literature recommends 

to direct ALMPs to beneficiaries with unfavourable labour market profiles and to areas with low labour 

market opportunities. Regarding the governance, decentralisation is preferred. Despite an extensive 

literature documenting the effects of ALMPs, research gaps exist on the use of ALMPs in decentralised 

schemes, and on how ALMP-use affects other types of exit from social assistance. In this paper, we 

examine local ALMP-use in the Belgian social assistance scheme. We study to which beneficiaries and 

areas ALMPs are addressed; if agency-level variation in ALMP-exits exists; if yes, how this can be 

explained; and how ALMP-use (which is considered as exit from social assistance) interacts with other 

exit types. We make use of individual longitudinal administrative data linked to agency-level data. We 

study 10,156 beneficiaries, serviced by 543 agencies, who took up social assistance in 2004 or 2005. 

Using random-effects hazard models we track spells in social assistance and types of exit from social 

assistance on a quarterly basis over a four-year observation period. We find evidence suggesting 

cream-skimming: beneficiaries with unfavourable profiles (long durations and fewer work experience) 

have lower exit rates to ALMPs than beneficiaries with more favourable profiles. Also beneficiaries 

living in areas with very high unemployment rates have lower exit rates to ALMPs than those living in 

areas with lower unemployment rates. Agency-level variation in the allocation of beneficiaries across 

agencies, after controlling for beneficiary characteristics, is mainly driven by the differential 

municipality size and region of the agency. Finally, in agencies with higher ALMP-participation rates 

beneficiaries are less likely to exit to work compared to agencies with lower ALMP-participation rates, 

suggesting deadweight, displacement, or locking-in effects, or agencies using a more diverse set of 

(subsidised) employment schemes.  

 

Keywords: ALMP-use, Decentralisation, Local welfare agencies, Beneficiary characteristics, Local 

unemployment rate, Other exit types, Deadweight and displacement effects, Random-effects hazard 

models  
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6.1. Introduction 
 

During the last decades social assistance schemes in western countries were redesigned to put more  

emphasis on the facilitation of labour market integration (Barbier & Ludwig-Mayerhofer, 2004; Carcillo 

& Grubb, 2006; Lødemel & Trickey, 2000; Moreira, 2008). These reforms were part of a broader 

recalibration of the welfare state aiming at realising self-sufficiency of benefit claimants through labour 

market participation. However, labour market integration is not easily achieved in the post-industrial 

labour market. Therefore, such reforms typically involved the (increased) use of ALMPs, apart from 

changes in the design of the scheme (such as strengthening job search requirements, job counselling 

and sanction possibilities). ALMPs aim to stimulate job demand, to enhance the employability of 

beneficiaries and to counteract negative effects of benefit receipt, such as human capital depreciation 

and discouragement (Brown & Koettl, 2015; Calmfors, 1994).  

In most European countries the reforms have also strengthened the decentralised nature of the 

schemes (Kazepov, 2010; Van Berkel et al., 2011). The leading rationale for decentralisation (i.e. the 

transfer of competences to lower authorities) was that local agencies are better informed about the 

local beneficiary population and labour market opportunities than higher-level authorities (Lundin & 

Skedinger, 2006; Van Berkel & Valkenburg, 2007). They can allocate ALMPs in a tailored way and use 

them in line with the local economic opportunities. Consequently, local allocation may reduce indirect 

negative programme effects, such as deadweight effects (i.e. the programme participants could have 

found also a job on the regular job market without the ALMP) and displacement effects (i.e. the created 

subsidised jobs replace regular employment) (Calmfors & Skedinger, 1995; Lundin & Skedinger, 2006). 

Furthermore, decentralisation allows stronger partnership building, may stimulate innovation, policy 

learning, and resource targeting (Greffe, 2003; Nativel, Sunley, & Martin, 2002; Pollitt, 2005). However, 

decentralisation can also have disadvantages. First, agencies in areas with unfavourable labour market 

opportunities may have high beneficiary rates, dispose of less financial means, and need to search for 

available jobs in a larger area, resulting in services of a lower quality (Atkinson & Kintrea, 2001; Lundin 

& Skedinger, 2006; Musterd & Andersson, 2006; Wasmer & Zenou, 2006). Second, local agencies may 

have a limited geographical field of action (e.g. providing only training for the type of jobs in the 

municipality), which may geographically lock in beneficiaries. Third, agencies may use ALMPs to obtain 

strategic municipality-level objectives, such as maintaining the local population and tax basis (e.g. 

ALMP-participation inhibits persons to move), disposing of cheap labour, or shifting the costs of 

beneficiaries to other government levels or other benefit schemes (Lundin & Skedinger, 2006). Hence, 

it is key to understand how local agencies use their discretionary power in ALMP-allocation. Therefore, 

we study to which beneficiaries and areas ALMPs are addressed; if agency-level variation in ALMP-exits 
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exists; if yes, how this can be explained; and how ALMP-use (which is considered as exit from social 

assistance) interacts with other exit types. 

The shift towards active labour market policy in social assistance schemes has been documented 

by studies examining the variation in design and governance arrangements (Bonvin & Farvaque, 2006; 

Clasen & Clegg, 2011; Immervoll, 2009; Marchal & Van Mechelen, 2014; Van Berkel et al., 2011), the 

drivers of reforms (Bonoli, 2007, 2010; Korpi, 2001; Schram, Soss, & Fording, 2006), the street-level 

practices (Brodkin, 1997, 2011; Hermans, 2005b; Mcdonald & Marston, 2005; Nybom, 2011), and the 

labour market outcomes of participation in active labour market programmes (Ashworth, Cebulla, 

Greenberg, & Walker, 2004; Biewen, Fitzenberger, Osikominu, & Waller, 2007; Kluve, 2010; Martin & 

Grubb, 2001). However, research gaps exist on how ALMPs are allocated in decentralised schemes, 

and on how the use of ALMPs affects other exit types (Arntz & Wilke, 2009; Ashworth et al., 2004; 

Calmfors & Skedinger, 1995; Dahl, 2003). These research gaps are surprising given the emphasis that 

reforms have put on decentralised governance. The gaps are probably partly due to data limitations. 

Survey data are rarely representative at local level and local benefit receipt data are often not 

comparable and rarely linked to data about all kinds of exit from the scheme.  

Belgium is an interesting country to study the local use of ALMPs for social assistance beneficiaries 

for three reasons. First, Belgium disposes of a rich set of individual longitudinal datasets which can be 

linked with local agency characteristics. Second, local agencies have substantial discretionary power in 

both the intensity of use of ALMPs and the way of allocating them. Furthermore, no use is made of 

profiling instruments to allocate beneficiaries to ALMPs on the basis of estimated programme effects. 

Third, Belgium has substantial variability in local unemployment rates (De Grauwe & Van Parijs, 2010; 

Marissal et al., 2006). In 2011 Belgium had the highest dispersion rate in unemployment rates at NUTS-

3 level of the EU.46  

We study a sample of 10,156 beneficiaries aged 18–64 serviced by 543 agencies. They took up 

social assistance in 2004 or 2005 and had not claimed social assistance since at least January 1999. We 

tracked their spells in social assistance and types of exit from social assistance on a quarterly basis over 

a four-year observation period. We made use of random-effects discrete-time hazard models that 

account for unobserved characteristics of both beneficiaries and agencies, as well as beneficiaries 

changing agencies.  

                                                           
46 http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-

explained/index.php/Regional_labour_market_disparities#Dispersion_of_regional_unemployment_rates_in_2

011 (7 December 2015) 

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Regional_labour_market_disparities#Dispersion_of_regional_unemployment_rates_in_2011
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Regional_labour_market_disparities#Dispersion_of_regional_unemployment_rates_in_2011
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Regional_labour_market_disparities#Dispersion_of_regional_unemployment_rates_in_2011
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Following this introduction, the paper consists of five sections. In the second part, we review the 

literature on the use of ALMPs and on how the use of ALMPs can affect other types of exit. In the third 

section we sketch key features of the Belgian social assistance scheme and labour market during the 

period under study. We document the data and methodology in section four. We present the findings 

in section five. In the final section, we summarise the findings and discuss their relevance for policies 

and future research.  

 

6.2. Literature Review  
 

6.2.1. The Use of ALMPs  
To maximise programme effects and to counteract negative indirect programme effects, the literature 

recommends that ALMPs are directed to benefit claimants that are less likely to be hired in the labour 

market (Brown & Koettl, 2015). Addressing ALMPs to persons with less favourable profiles may raise 

their competitiveness in the labour market queue, possibly lead to positive labour market effects, and 

reduce deadweight and displacement effects. However, selecting too strongly the most unfavourable 

profiles, may imply that the programme will bear strongly a stigma and may function as a negative 

signal to employers (Calmfors, 1994).  

Despite the fact that eligibility criteria play a role in the allocation of some ALMPs (which is 

also the case in Belgium for some ALMPs), case workers and local agencies typically have considerable 

discretion in the allocation of ALMPs. The way ALMPs are allocated may reflect the vision of the local 

agency and the case worker on the timing and the appropriate manner of labour market integration, 

and how this vision is implemented (Hermans, 2005a). The scarce empirical studies about the 

allocation of ALMPs to social assistance beneficiaries generally reveal cream-skimming practices (i.e. 

selecting the best profiles) (Cockx & De Ridder, 2001 (for the 'Article 60'-programme); Lødemel, 2002 

(for six European countries)). Dahl (2003) finds for Norway that the most needy persons (with a history 

of labour market problems and a lack of human resources) are selected in a workfare programme 

which offers nearly no training, and in only half of the cases is remunerated on top of the benefit.  

Furthermore, persons living in areas with less labour market opportunities are typically 

supposed to be more likely to participate in ALMPs to cushion the lower labour demand (Arntz & Wilke, 

2009; Brown & Koettl, 2015). However, we do not know studies that examine this issue for social 

assistance beneficiaries.  
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6.2.2. The Relationship between the Intensity of Use of ALMPs and Different Exit 

Types 
Beneficiaries can exit from social assistance (in this study via work, temporary work, ALMP-

participation, social insurance benefit receipt, and ‘other exit’) or stay longer on benefit. The set of 

competing exit types may vary by calendar time, from person to person, and from place to place due 

to legal constraints (e.g. eligibility criteria for social insurance benefits), availability constraints (e.g. 

available places in ALMPs), and implementation practices (e.g. cream-skimming for ALMPs or 

temporary work). Individuals (having different preferences, socio-demographic characteristics and 

benefit, work and migration histories) evaluate the attractiveness of alternative exit types (in terms of 

stigma and social valorisation, income level and stability, leisure time, risks, and immediate versus 

future returns) versus staying on benefit in the presence of uncertainty and with incomplete 

information (Arntz & Wilke, 2009; Hesketh, Watson-Brown, & Whiteley, 1998; van Oorschot & 

Roosma, 2015). And also welfare agencies (having varying policies and budgetary situations in Belgium) 

may evaluate the attractiveness of various exit types in terms of the benefits and disadvantages for 

beneficiaries and for the welfare agency.   

The different types of exit have their own logic and persons may invest simultaneously or 

consecutively in multiple logics. Persons searching for a job may also search in different labour market 

segments (Arntz & Wilke, 2009), such as temporary employment, non-temporary employment, and 

ALMPs. A transition to paid (temporary) work results from a job match (Pissarides, 1979). It is the 

outcome of the process of job search within a certain area by the beneficiary (and/or the local agency) 

via a series of channels (e.g. the personal informal network, internet advertising, or the temporary 

work agency), which can result in a wage offer, given the labour cost and productivity of the worker, 

which the latter accepts or rejects taking into account a reservation wage (i.e. the minimum wage a 

worker is willing to accept), and expectations on the possibility and type of future job offers 

(Petrongolo & Pissarides, 2006). By contrast, participation in ALMPs results from an offer by the 

agency, which may be a response to a preceding demand by the beneficiary, but also an instrument to 

test the beneficiary’s willingness to work. Transition to a social insurance benefit is typically regulated 

by eligibility criteria, and processes of non-take up (van Oorschot, 1991).  

The literature describes in particular how the intensity of the use of ALMPs can affect job 

search. A high local ALMP-participation rate may reduce the job search effort if ALMP-participation is 

considered attractive due to its pay, or because it does not require geographical mobility (Calmfors, 

1994). By contrast, when the prospect of ALMP-participation is unattractive, it may function as a 

threat, and induce more job search (Brown & Koettl, 2015). 
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Furthermore, the literature indicates that ALMPs may have direct effects, such as negative 

locking-in effects (i.e. the reduction of job search during programme participation) and positive 

treatment effects, but also indirect negative effects (Calmfors, 1994). ALMPs may have deadweight 

effects: the programme participants could have found also a job in the (regular) job market without 

taking part in an ALMP. This effect is particularly relevant when cream-skimming is present in the 

selection of participants (Brown & Koettl, 2015; Calmfors, 1994). A second indirect effect is the 

displacement effect. The existence of programme jobs may crowd out regular labour demand (e.g. jobs 

offered by municipalities) (Brown & Koettl, 2015; Calmfors, 1994).  

 

6.3. The Belgian Social Assistance Scheme and Labour Market 
 

6.3.1. The Federal Statutory Framework 
The tax-financed scheme serves as the ultimate financial safety net for able-bodied persons of working 

age. Persons residing legally and habitually in Belgium, available for the labour market (unless 

exempted from this condition for health or other reasons), having no rights to social insurance 

benefits, and living de facto in a household with an income below the threshold of the means test for 

the household type, can claim a social assistance benefit.  

The benefit can be claimed on the basis of either the ‘Right to Social Integration’-act or the 

‘Right to Social Assistance’-act. Persons with Belgian or another European nationality and their family 

members (except during the first three months of residence), as well as non-EU foreigners after five 

years of residence, recognised refugees and stateless persons are eligible under the ‘Right to Social 

Integration’-act. Legally residing persons not eligible under this act, can apply for the benefit under the 

‘Right to Social Assistance’. Under both acts beneficiaries obtain a guaranteed minimum income for 

which the amount is defined nationally for three household situations. The scheme aims also at 

integrating beneficiaries in the labour market. However, this objective has received stronger emphasis 

in the ‘Right to Social Integration’-act than in the ‘Right to Social Assistance’-act. The rationale behind 

this higher salience under the first act is that these beneficiaries have a more durable link with the 

Belgian state (Centrum voor Gelijkheid van Kansen en voor Racismebestrijding, 2012). To beneficiaries 

under the ‘Right to Social Integration’-act up to the age of 24 the agency needs to offer a job or 

establish a personal integration contract, that clarifies rights and duties, leading to an employment 

within three months. Such a contract is not obligatory for beneficiaries aged over 24 under the ‘Right 

to Societal Integration’-act. In some agencies it is also used for beneficiaries under the ‘Right to Social 

Assistance’-act.  
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To stimulate the labour demand, improve the employability of beneficiaries and counteract 

negative benefit effects, agencies can make use of seven ALMPs directed at social assistance 

beneficiaries, for which there is a federal financial intervention (Tempera & Agence Alter, 2006).47 Full-

time ALMP-participation implies the loss of the former benefit statute. The ALMP-participant is 

considered a worker according to the national regulation and receives at least the minimum wage. The 

most important programme (representing about 90 per cent of all former social assistance 

beneficiaries participating in ALMPs) is called ‘Article 60’. It is a public job-creation programme which 

gives a work experience for which the wage costs are mostly or completely subsidised by the local 

agency, which is also the employer. Programme participants work within the agency (e.g. in the home 

for elderly), or are seconded to other organisations (mostly NGO’s). The legally defined objectives of 

this programme are either to give beneficiaries the opportunity to gain work experience or to ensure 

that they qualify for an unemployment benefit. Participation in the programme can last only for a 

period that is just sufficiently long to make the participant eligible for the unemployment benefit. The 

federal state reimburses the agency for the amount of benefit of a cohabiting person for programme 

participants. Agencies can create as many ‘Article 60’-jobs as they want. A very similar programme is 

the ‘Article 60 in a recognised social economy initiative’. However, the costs of this programme are 

fully reimbursed by the federal state, and quota regulate the number of available places. For the other 

most used ALMPs, called ‘SINE’, ‘ACTIVA’ and ‘Work Experience’ typically a minimum number of days 

of inactivity in a reference period is required to be eligible, as these programmes are primarily directed 

at the long-term unemployed. Also a federal subsidy in the wage cost and/or an exemption for the 

employer’s contribution applies for a limited period. The programme ‘ACTIVA’ is typically oriented 

towards private sector employers, whereas ‘SINE’ targets jobs in recognised social economy 

organisations. The ‘Work Experience’-programme is directed to public sector employment or 

employment in NGO’s. For more programme details, we refer to Annex A in chapter 3. Furthermore, 

two rarely used programmes exist, namely the programme ‘Article 61’ and the ‘Temporary Inclusion’-

programme. For the programme ‘Article 61’ the state refunds a subsidy to the agency for supervising 

and supporting a person employed in the private sector, whereas the programme ‘Temporary 

Inclusion’ was oriented to temporary work agencies. Even though a substantial share of social 

assistance beneficiaries start to work in temporary jobs by (see below), this programme was not a 

success.  

                                                           
47 Some programmes are also available for unemployed persons.  
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The number of former social assistance beneficiaries participating in ALMPs increased 

substantially in the beginning of the 2000s up to 2008: it tripled. After 2008 the number of participants 

in ALMPs diminished slightly, which was probably due to the crisis.  

 

Figure 14: Yearly number of social assistance beneficiaries participating in ALMPs over the period 1999–2009 

Source: Federal Public Service Social Integration 

Besides these seven active labour market programmes, agencies can make use of other types 

of subsidised jobs (e.g. service vouchers or programmes targeted to youngsters) which are not 

especially directed at social assistance beneficiaries. 

 

6.3.2. The Decentralised Nature of the Scheme 
Social assistance is a shared competence between the federal state and 589 welfare agencies.48 The 

local welfare agencies are autonomous organisations subject to public law governed by a board elected 

by the local municipal council. Each municipality has one agency, which serves only the inhabitants 

residing in the municipality. Changing municipality of residence implies changing agency. 

Agencies implement the federal statutory framework with substantial discretionary power as 

the legislation defines typically a general principle, there are no targets, profiling instruments or 

performance and outcomes measurements, and labour courts are reticent to intervene in the way 

agencies use ALMPs and services (Versailles, Flohimont, Messiaen, Straet, & Walravens, 2008). 

                                                           
48 The regions have also some competences in the period under study. For example the regions are 

responsible for bookkeeping rules, for the relation with the municipality, and for the coordination of 

other social services.  
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Agencies have discretionary power in the timing and the manner of delivering services and defining 

positive and negative incentives (e.g. the assessment of exemption from labour market availability, job 

search monitoring, job counselling, sanctioning and the allocation of ALMPs and training programmes) 

(Degraef et al., 2013; Hermans, 2005a; Van Dooren, Kuppens, Druetz, Struyven, & Franssen, 2012). 

Furthermore, agencies can grant supplementary assistance paid from their own budget to top up the 

federally defined benefit level or in response to specific needs. 

The federal state refunds agencies benefits granted under the ‘Right to Social Integration’-act 

for at least 50 per cent. This share increases up to 65 per cent for agencies with a high number of 

beneficiaries. This is the case in most big cities which face substantial financial strain. In addition, the 

federal state grants agencies a limited amount per beneficiary under the ‘Right to Social Integration’-

act (320 euros per person per year) for investment in training and counselling. The ‘Right to Social 

Assistance’-benefit is refunded entirely by the federal government. However, no subsidy for 

investment in training and counselling is foreseen. Furthermore, a subsidy is targeted at municipalities 

with more than 40,000 inhabitants, who have a relatively large number of beneficiaries in ALMPs. 

Generally spoken, these federal refunds are, together with the municipal subsidy (the municipality is 

required to supplement shortages), the most important income sources for agencies. They have also 

revenues from project subsidies, own services (e.g. a home for the elderly) and patrimony. As a result, 

the budgetary situations of agencies vary strongly.  

Consequently, the Belgian scheme is considered to be medium to highly decentralised (Eardley 

et al., 1996a; Hölsch & Kraus, 2004; Kazepov, 2010; Saraceno, 2002; Van Mechelen & De Maesschalck, 

2009), with regard to both minimum income protection and active labour market policy. 

 

6.3.3. The Labour Market 
Belgium is a small country (about 30.000 km2) with a large local variation in employment opportunities 

(Marissal et al., 2006). Compared to other European countries, Belgium has fairly high minimum wages 

(about 45 per cent of the average monthly earnings in 2005), a rather stringent employment 

protection, and a high rate of job changes among the low-skilled (Andersen et al., 2008; De Deken, 

2009).49  

  

                                                           
49 Source of minimum wage data: http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do (accessed on 5/2/2016). 

 

http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do
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6.4. Data and Methodology 
 

6.4.1. The Data 
We disposed of categorical agency-level data from various sources characterising agency policies, the 

labour market conditions, and the social structure of the municipality of the agency. These data are 

linked to individual-level administrative longitudinal data from the Data Warehouse Labour Market 

and Social Protection. We made use of a one-third random sample of the beneficiaries aged 18–64 

who entered the scheme in the years 2004 or 2005 and had not claimed a social assistance benefit 

since at least January 1999. To cover the heterogeneity of beneficiaries in different types of agencies, 

the sample was proportionally stratified by sex, age, province, applicable act, and municipality size. 

We omitted from this sample full-time students and asylum seekers as they do not necessarily live in 

the municipality of the agency by which they are serviced. Moreover, students are generally not 

supposed to work and some asylum seekers do not have the permission to work. Furthermore, we 

kept only the beneficiaries who do not combine the social assistance benefit with a wage or another 

benefit at entry. The 10,156 sample beneficiaries are serviced at entry by 537 agencies. We followed 

on a quarterly basis over four years their social assistance spells and types of exit.  

6.4.2. The Dependent Variables: ALMP-exit and Other Exit Types 
To address the four research questions, we proceed in two phases. First, we examine how beneficiary 

characteristics and the local unemployment rate are associated with ALMP-exit and how the agency-

level variance of different models (including each time additional variables) for ALMP-exit varies. Next, 

we study how high rates of ALMP-participation are associated with other exit types. Hence, in the first 

phase the ALMP-use is the dependent variable, whereas in the second phase ALMP-use is an 

independent variable. In both cases ALMP-use refers to beneficiaries participating in one of the seven 

aforementioned ALMPs. Other ALMPs, for example regionally subsidised ALMPs (which we cannot 

identify in the data), or subsidised work (such as service vouchers) are not included.  

 To identify whether the best profiles are selected into active labour market programmes by 

welfare agencies, we will consider the selection of beneficiaries in terms of the benefit spell length, 

and the work intensity of the beneficiaries. Although these indicators are not ideal (as we do not have 

insight in possible barriers for employment), they are rather clear indicators of cream-skimming, given 

the data available.  

To examine whether and how the local use of ALMPs is associated with other types of exit, 

four exit types, besides ALMP-participation, are identified, namely work, temporary work, social 

insurance benefit receipt and ‘other exit’. The type of exit refers to the situation at the last day of each 
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quarter, prioritising work over benefit receipt. Self-employment and any paid employment with a non-

temporary contract, except for informal employment, are considered as work. However, the data do 

not allow to distinguish clearly subsidised work from work in the regular labour market. Consequently, 

subsidised work is considered under temporary or non-temporary work depending on the contract 

type. Temporary work covers work with seasonal or temporary contracts. Social insurance benefit 

receipt includes unemployment benefit, invalidity or incapacity-to-work benefit and pension. Persons 

exiting claiming only a child allowance are captured under ‘other exit’. This category encompasses 

among others the following situations leading to the end of the benefit spell: changes in household 

composition (e.g. starting to live together with a partner with a job), in household income (e.g. a 

partner starting to work), in financial assets (e.g. an inheritance), or in the legal residence state. 

Furthermore, beneficiaries can move out of the country, be imprisoned, sanctioned or have an 

administrative ending of the benefit.  

Of all (first or higher-order) exits observed during the observation period (n=11,568), 20 per 

cent was to work, 7 per cent to temporary work, 19 per cent to social insurance benefits, 17 per cent 

to ALMPs and 37 per cent for other reasons.  

 

6.4.3. The Model Specifications 
In the two phases of the analysis, we use hazard or event history models. We use such models for two 

reasons: first, to obtain unbiased parameter estimates in the presence of right-censoring (i.e. the spell 

length is unknown as the beneficiary was still on benefit at the end of the observation period) and, 

second, because we consider, in line with the literature on benefit dynamics, that spell length and 

number are important aspects to study or to control for (Bhuller et al., 2014; Blossfeld et al., 2007; 

Singer & Willett, 2003). Although exiting from social assistance is a continuous process, we used 

discrete-time hazard models, as the transitions are measured quarterly (Jenkins, 2007). Using the logit 

link function, we estimated a proportional odds model (Jenkins, 2007; Singer & Willett, 2003). We used 

a categorical specification of the baseline hazard function which consists of intervals of half years 

during the first year and yearly intervals for the next three years. For the observed spell number we 

make use of a variable distinguishing between the first, second, and higher-order observed spells.  

We estimate random-effects or multilevel hazard models for repeated social assistance spells, 

to control for unobserved individual and agency-level characteristics affecting the hazard of exiting. 

Failing to control for unobserved heterogeneity is likely to overstate negative duration dependence 

(Lancaster, 1990; Mills, 2011; Wooldridge, 2002). However, the random effects account only for time-

constant unobserved characteristics. Furthermore, we hold the assumptions that the beneficiary and 
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agency-level random effects are normally distributed and uncorrelated. Repeated-spell models allow 

to identify better unobserved heterogeneity than single-spell models.  

Random-effects models do not only allow to control for unobserved heterogeneity. They also 

permit to model the non-independence of the beneficiaries serviced by the same local agencies (who 

are also living in the same area), and to assess to which extent effects are due to agency characteristics. 

However, beneficiaries are not uniquely nested within agencies. Over the observation period, 15 per 

cent of the beneficiaries (n=1,487) changed at least once agency. As these shares vary substantially by 

agency and moves may be selective (e.g. migrating may be a response to the local labour market 

conditions or may be reduced by the local availability of ALMPs (Arntz, 2005)), we estimated cross-

nested random-effect models (Beretvas, 2011; Fielding & Goldstein, 2006; Leckie, 2013). These models 

account for beneficiaries being serviced at different time points by different agencies.  

For the study of the association among the intensity of use of ALMPs and other exit types, we 

could not estimate a random-effects cross-classified multinomial hazard model with the software used 

(Stata invoking MLwiN). Therefore, although when using discrete-time models competing risks need 

actually to be jointly estimated, we used several logit models. The use of several logit models allows 

also for a more straightforward interpretation of the parameters than in a multinomial hazard model. 

Moreover, we preferred to control for unobserved heterogeneity, and to model the cross-classified 

structure above estimating a multinomial model. Because simulation studies by Browne and Draper 

(2006) showed that Bayesian Markov Chain Monte Carlo (MCMC) estimation procedures generate less 

bias than likelihood-based estimation procedures for random-effects logistic regression models, we 

estimated the final model specifications using MCMC-procedures.50  

 

6.4.4. The Beneficiary and Agency Characteristics  
The multivariate models examine, first, how the odds of exiting social assistance (to an ALMP) are 

associated with spell length, work history, and unemployment rate. We control for spell number, 

                                                           
50 MCMC is a simulation-based estimation method generating a chain of parameter values based on 

successive sampling from the posterior distributions of the model parameters (Goldstein, 2011). In 

contrast to likelihood-based procedures which yield point estimates (and standard errors) of the 

population parameters that maximise the likelihood of the observed data, MCMC-estimation 

procedures generate the means and standard deviations of the posterior distribution of parameter 

values. These means and standard deviations can be interpreted similarly to maximum-likelihood 

parameter estimates and standard errors (Goldstein, 2011).  

 



181 
 

calendar year quarter, other beneficiary characteristics, supplementary assistance level, and other 

characteristics of the social structure of the municipality of the agency identified as relevant in the 

literature (see further). In the second phase, we examine how the yearly local rate of ALMP-

participation in four categories (less than 5 per cent, 5.1–10 per cent, 10.1–15 per cent, and 15 per 

cent and over) is associated with other exit types, controlling for beneficiary and spell characteristics, 

calendar year quarter, local supplementary assistance, unemployment rate and social structure. 

We included as socio-demographic characteristics sex, age at entry (in years, centred at 34.0, 

quadratic effect), and the yearly officially registered household composition, distinguishing between i) 

single persons, ii) lone parents, iii) persons in a couple with children, iv) persons in a couple without 

children, v) persons living in other household types, and vi) persons with unknown household type.  

Unfortunately, we have no information about the highest obtained level of education. Though, 

we dispose of the benefit and work history during the year before entry into the scheme. We used the 

former work intensity, calculated as the percentage of quarters worked in Belgium (centred at 8.6), the 

former social insurance benefit intensity, calculated as the percentage of quarters claiming a social 

insurance benefit in Belgium (centred at 3.3), and a dummy for having been sanctioned in the 

unemployment scheme.   

As most beneficiaries (living in big cities) have a migration background, we included: (a) a 

quarterly time-varying dummy indicating current citizenship distinguishing Belgian versus other 

citizenship, (b) the length of residence in Belgium for foreign-born persons for each year distinguishing 

i) beneficiaries born in Belgium with one or both parents with unknown origin, ii) 0–1, iii) 2–3, iv) 4–5, 

v) 6–12, vi) 13–20 years and vii) more than 20 years of residence (the reference group are natives and 

second-generation migrants), (c) a variable denoting the origin group, based on the birthplace of the 

beneficiary and his or her parents, identifying persons of i) Belgian, ii) European, iii) Moroccan or 

Turkish, iv) Congolese, Rwandan or Burundian, v) other African, vi) ex-USSR, vii) Asian, viii) American, 

Australian, Japanese or Oceanic origin (denoted ‘American’), and ix) unknown origin of at least one of 

the parents,51 and (d) a quarterly time-varying dummy for the applicable act. We used also a dummy 

to indicate whether the person changed welfare agency during the social assistance spell(s) or not. 

                                                           
51 Persons born in the EU-27 and Switzerland, Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein are considered of 

European origin. Persons born in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kirgizia, Moldavia, 

Russia, Tadzhikistan, Turkmenistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan are of ex-USSR origin. The term ‘American’ 

covers persons from North, Middle and South America. 
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Unfortunately, we are not able to study barriers to employment (e.g. mental or physical health 

problems), as we do not dispose of such data. 

The yearly unemployment rate is based on quintile groups made for 2004 for the 589 

municipalities (less than 5.7 per cent, 5.7–7.4 per cent, 7.5–10.3 per cent, 10.4–13.6 per cent, and 

more than 13.6 per cent). Furthermore, we used the following agency-level variables to distinguish the 

effect under study from the effect of other mechanisms at work: (a) the average amount of 

supplementary assistance per beneficiary in 2004 (less than 500 euros; 500–999 euros; 1,000–1,999 

euros; 2,000 euros and over, and an unknown amount), (b) the yearly municipal population size (fewer 

than 10,000 inhabitants; 10,000–19,999; 20,000–39,999; 40,000–99,999; and 100,000 inhabitants and 

over) measuring also the institutional capacity of the agency (De Vries, 2000; Hermans, 2005a; Pollitt, 

2005; Prud'homme, 1995), (c) the region (Flanders, Wallonia, or Brussels) of the agency in each 

quarter, denoting variation in cultural differences, political preferences and institutions (Ashworth, 

Heyndels, & Smolders, 2002; Billiet, Maddens, & Frognier, 2006; Brügger, Lalive, & Zweimüller, 2009), 

(d) the percentage of poor persons in the municipality in 2008 (≤ 9%;  > 9 and ≤ 12%; > 12% and ≤ 15%; 

> 15% and ≤ 18% and > 18%), which can affect the congestion of services, the social network formation 

(relevant for job search), and territorial discrimination (Friedrichs et al., 2003; Galster & Killen, 1995; 

Gobillon & Selod, 2007; Korsu & Wenglenski, 2010; Musterd & Andersson, 2006), (e) and the yearly 

Gini-coefficient (< 0.27, ≥ 0.27 and < 0.30, ≥ 0.30 and < 0.33, ≥ 0.33 and < 0.36, and 0.36 and over) to 

account for the distribution of income in the municipality which can influence the social network 

formation and stressful social comparisons (Alesina & La Ferrara, 2000; La Ferrara, 2002; Wen, 

Browning, & Cagney, 2003). In Annex D, we discuss the calculation method, the sources and the 

shortcomings of the agency-level variables.  

 

6.4.5. The Characteristics of Beneficiaries and Agencies  
Table 18 shows the profile of the beneficiaries at entry. More beneficiaries are female than male. 

Young persons are also strongly present: respectively 27 and 28 per cent of the beneficiaries belong to 

the age group 18–24 and 25–34. About one third of the beneficiaries live in a family with children, 

whereas 12 per cent is single, and 12 per cent of the beneficiaries live in a lone-parent household. In 

the year preceding entry into social assistance, six per cent was sanctioned in the unemployment 

insurance, 27 per cent had worked and 12 per cent had claimed a social insurance benefit. Whereas 

56 per cent holds Belgian citizenship, 66 per cent is not born in Belgium, and 33 per cent arrived in 

Belgium during the last five years. Persons of Moroccan or Turkish background represent the biggest 

group (20 per cent) of the persons of non-European origin followed by persons of African origin (13 

per cent). A large majority (83 per cent) claims the benefit under the ‘Right to Social Integration’-act.   
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Table 18: Beneficiary characteristics at entry (n=10, 156) 

Characteristic Percentage 

Gender  
Male 45.77 
Female 54.23 
Age  
18–24 years 26.48 
25–34 years 27.98 
35–44 years 22.58 
45–54 years 14.65 
55–64 years 8.31 
Household type  
Single 11.69 
Lone parent 12.33 
Couple with children 31.86 
Couple without children 12.41 
Unknown household type  24.81 
Other household type 6.90 
Sanctioned in the unemployment scheme in the year before entry  
Not sanctioned 93.83 
Sanctioned 6.17 
Work intensity in the year before entry  
0 % 72.60 
1–50 % 15.93 
51–100 % 11.47 
Social insurance benefit intensity in the year before entry  
0 % 88.10 
1–50 % 4.72 
51–100 % 7.19 
Other citizenship  
Belgian citizenship 56.30 
No Belgian citizenship 43.70 
Duration of residence  
Natives and second-generation immigrants 34.17 
Born in Belgium with one or both parents with unknown country of birth 12.89 
0–1 years 18.16 
2–3 years 9.26 
4–5 years 5.40 
6–12 years 7.80 
13–20 years 3.41 
Over 20 years 8.93 
Origin group  
Belgian origin 24.86 
European origin  17.55 
Moroccan or Turkish origin  20.20 
Congolese, Rwandan or Burundian origin 2.99 
Other African origin  10.11 
Ex-USSR origin  2.92 
Asian origin  4.69 
American origin  2.35 
Unknown origin 14.32 
Act  
Right to Social Integration 82.48 
Right to Social Assistance 17.52 
Agency change  
No agency change 85.36 
Agency change 14.64 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors.  

In Table 19 we show the distribution of the beneficiaries and the agencies at entry over the 

studied agency characteristics.  
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Table 19: Distribution of individuals and agencies at entry (in percentages and numbers) over agency 
characteristics 

 In 2004 At entry 

 
Agencies 

(N) 
Agencies 

(%) 
Individuals 

(N) 
Individuals 

(%) 

Unemployment rate     
> 13.6 % 116 21.60 6,763 66.59 
10.4–13.6 % 110 20.48 1,162 11.44 
7.5–10.3 % 106 19.74 1,166 11.48 
5.7–7.4 % 108 20.11 741 7.30 
< 5.7 % 97 18.06 324 3.19 
Local policies     
ALMP-participation rate     
0–5.0 % 140 26.07 633 6.23 
5.1–10.0 % 171 31.84 4,071 40.08 
10.1–15.0 % 118 21.97 2,755 27.13 
Over 15.1 % 66 12.29 2,697 26.56 
Yearly average supplementary assistance per beneficiary  

< 500 € 264 49.16 7,462 73.47 
≥ 500 and < 1,000 € 123 22.91 1,610 15.85 
≥ 1,000 and < 2,000 € 51 9.50 395 3.89 
≥ 2,000 € 21 3.91 127 1.25 
Unknown 78 14.53 562 5.53 
Social Structure 
Municipality size 

  
 

 

100,000 and over inhabitants 8 1.49 3,241 31.91 
40,000–99,999 inhabitants 27 5.03 2,788 27.45 
20,000–39,999 inhabitants 100 18.62 1,972 19.42 
10,000–19,999 inhabitants 196 36.5 1,464 14.42 
< 10,000 inhabitants 206 38.36 691 6.80 
Region     

Flemish region  277 51.58 3,541 34.87 
Walloon region  241 44.88 3,755 36.97 
Brussels region 19 3.54 2,860 28.16 
Poverty rate     

≤ 9 % 122 22.72 836 8.23 
> 9 % and ≤ 12 % 178 33.15 1,500 14.77 
> 12 % and ≤ 15 % 147 27.37 2,489 24.51 
> 15 % and ≤ 18 % 63 11.73 1,881 18.52 
> 18 % 27 5.03 3,450 33.97 
Gini-coefficient     

< 0.27 121 22.53 1,115 10.98 
≥ 0.27 and < 0.30 243 45.25 3,647 35.91 
≥ 0.30 and < 0.33 101 18.81 3,177 31.28 
≥ 0.33 and < 0.36 48 8.94 1,595 15.71 
≥ 0.36 24 4.47 622 6.12 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors.  

Two-thirds live in a municipality with a very high local unemployment rate (over 13.6 per cent). 

The agencies in these municipalities represent 22 per cent of the agencies. About half of the 

beneficiaries (46 per cent) are serviced by agencies, with a low ALMP-participation rate (under 10.0 

per cent). Such agencies represent about half of the agencies. The majority (74 per cent) is serviced by 

agencies with a very low level of supplementary assistance (less than 500 euros per year). Sixty per 
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cent of the beneficiaries live in one of the 35 cities with at least 40,000 inhabitants. Of the beneficiaries 

28 per cent is serviced in one of the 19 municipalities of the Brussels region, whereas 35 per cent live 

in the Flemish region and 37 per cent in the Walloon region. About 33 per cent of the beneficiaries live 

in the municipalities where more than 18 per cent of the inhabitants live in poverty, whereas about 

half of the beneficiaries live in municipalities with a Gini-coefficient over 0.30. In sum, we find a strong 

concentration of (migrant) beneficiaries in (big) cities with high unemployment rates.  

To give insight in the variation across agencies in policies, unemployment rates and the social 

structures of municipalities, we present in Table 20 the variation across all Belgian municipalities.52 The 

average amount of supplementary aid is 582 euros, but it varies among agencies from 0 to 5316 euros. 

The ALMP-participation rates ranges between 0 and 40 per cent, with an average of 10 per cent. Also 

the variability in the unemployment rate and the poverty rate is high, respectively 3–35 and 4–27 per 

cent. Furthermore, the size of municipalities ranges from 87 to 455,148 inhabitants. Finally, the local 

Gini-coefficient  varies from 0.23 to 0.47.  

Table 20: Summary statistics of the local policies, unemployment rates, and social structures in 2004 

  N Mean  Std. Dev.  Minimum Maximum 

Local agency policy      

Average supplementary aid (euros per year per 
beneficiary) 

498 581.69 670.67 0 5,316.13 

Share of beneficiaries participating in ALMPs (%) 589 9.53 6.84 0 39.02 

Unemployment rate (%) 589 10.23 5.61 3.23 34.80 

Social structure      

Municipality size (N) 589 17,650.97 27,838.56 87 455,148.00 

Poverty rate in 2008 (%) 589 11.72 3.56 3.67 27.14 

Gini-coefficient (Proportion) 589 0.29 0.03 0.23 0.47 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors. 

 

6.5. Results 
 

6.5.1. The Use of ALMPs  
To assess whether ALMPs are directed at persons with low opportunities for exiting the scheme, we 

compare in Table 21 how the spell length and the work intensity of the beneficiaries affect the odds of 

all types of exit with how they affect the odds of ALMP-exit. We find evidence that suggests cream-

skimming of the beneficiaries with the best profiles. Beneficiaries with longer spell lengths have 

substantially lower odds of exiting the scheme and lower odds of exiting to ALMPs. Though, persons 

                                                           
52 We cannot present sample data as we do not know the municipalities of the agencies under study and we have 

only categorical agency-level variables for privacy-protection reasons. 
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with second spells have higher odds of participation in ALMPs, but this is neither the case for persons 

with third or higher-order spells, who have even lower odds of exiting the scheme. Furthermore, 

notwithstanding that beneficiaries who have worked more in the past year have higher odds of exiting 

the scheme, they have also slightly higher odds of ALMP-participation. Moreover, persons with higher 

age (up to a certain age) have higher odds of exiting relative to younger persons. Furthermore, singles 

and single parents have high odds of participation in ALMPs relative to other household types. And 

also persons residing two up to 12 years in Belgium have high odds of participating in ALMPs. Hence, 

these findings show that various aspects may be taken into consideration when allocating persons to 

active labour market programmes. However, considering benefit spell length and work intensity, the 

evidence suggests cream-skimming of the best profiles. This finding is in line with findings from Cockx 

and De Ridder (2001) (for the ‘Article 60’-programme in Belgium), and Lødemel (2002) (for the use of 

ALMPs in several European countries).  

Furthermore, the odds of exiting to ALMPs are about 40 per cent lower for beneficiaries living 

in areas with very high unemployment rates (over 13.6 per cent), compared to areas with somewhat 

lower unemployment rates (10.4–13.6 per cent). This finding may be due to the lack of time or financial 

means to create new ALMPs in the areas with the highest unemployment rates. In sum, we do not find 

evidence that beneficiaries are the most likely to participate in ALMPs in the areas with the highest 

unemployment rates (where 67 per cent of the beneficiaries live).   
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Table 21: MCMC-estimated means and standard deviations of the log–odds of the two models of the hazard 
of exiting to all exits or to ALMPs (n=10,146), continued on next page 

 All exits ALMP-exit 

  Mean  St. dev. Odds ratio Mean  St. dev. Odds ratio 

Fixed effects        

Constant  -0.322 0.186 0.725 -3.300*** 0.404 0.037*** 

Spell length since entry into social assistance (First half year is reference category) 

Second half year -0.014 0.037 0.986 0.135* 0.069 1.145* 

Second year -0.284*** 0.049 0.753*** -0.051 0.088 0.950 

Third year -0.367*** 0.068 0.693*** -0.253* 0.122 0.776* 

Fourth year -0.538*** 0.088 0.584*** -0.483** 0.164 0.617** 

Number of spell (First spell is reference category, tv)  

Second spell  -0.153*** 0.039 0.858*** 0.217** 0.075 1.242** 

Third or later spells -0.346*** 0.073 0.708*** 0.162 0.139 1.176 

Calendar year quarter (First quarter is reference category, tv)  

Second Quarter -0.050 0.032 0.951 0.074 0.066 1.077 

Third Quarter -0.056 0.033 0.946 -0.051 0.071 0.950 

Fourth Quarter -0.115*** 0.034 0.891*** 0.120 0.069 1.127 

Individual Characteristics       

Female -0.276*** 0.032 0.759*** -0.300*** 0.061 0.741*** 

Age at entry 0.039*** 0.008 1.040*** 0.240*** 0.018 1.271*** 

Age at entry quadratic -0.001*** 0.000 0.999*** -0.004*** 0.000 0.996*** 

Household type (Single is reference category, tv)       

Lone parent -0.237*** 0.041 0.789*** -0.024 0.075 0.976 

Couple with children -0.048 0.040 0.953 -0.360*** 0.080 0.698*** 

Couple without children 0.095 0.048 1.100 -0.361*** 0.102 0.697*** 

Unknown household type  -0.190** 0.062 0.827** -0.715*** 0.150 0.489*** 

Other household type -0.058 0.053 0.944 -0.320** 0.113 0.726** 

Sanctioned in the unemployment scheme (Not 

sanctioned is reference category) 
0.970*** 0.088 2.638*** -0.222 0.194 0.801 

Work intensity 0.009*** 0.001 1.009*** 0.002* 0.001 1.002* 

Social insurance benefit intensity 0.010*** 0.001 1.010*** -0.016*** 0.002 0.984*** 

Agency change -0.477*** 0.041 0.621*** -0.760*** 0.083 0.468*** 

Foreign citizenship (Belgian citizenship is reference 

category, tv) 
-0.151** 0.049 0.860** -0.169 0.090 0.845 

Duration of residence (Natives and second-generation immigrants is reference category, tv) 

Born in Belgium with one or both parents with 
unknown country of birth 

0.151 0.131 1.163 0.074 0.266 1.077 

0–1 years -0.168* 0.083 0.845* 0.124 0.171 1.132 

2–3 years -0.183* 0.077 0.833* 0.627*** 0.146 1.872*** 

4–5 years -0.161* 0.079 0.851* 0.424** 0.151 1.528** 

6–12 years -0.135 0.073 0.874 0.326* 0.141 1.385* 

13–20 years -0.187* 0.093 0.829* 0.092 0.180 1.096 

Over 20 years 0.116 0.076 1.123 -0.04 0.149 0.961 

Origin group (Belgian origin is reference category)  

European origin  0.023 0.068 1.023 -0.259* 0.127 0.772* 

Moroccan or Turkish origin  0.026 0.071 1.026 0.115 0.134 1.122 

Congolese, Rwandan or Burundian origin -0.319** 0.106 0.727** -0.385 0.198 0.680 

Other African origin  0.020 0.077 1.020 -0.029 0.144 0.971 

Ex-USSR origin  -0.124 0.110 0.883 -0.358 0.205 0.699 

Asian origin  -0.132 0.095 0.876 -0.763*** 0.201 0.466*** 

American origin  0.112 0.113 1.119 -0.166 0.221 0.847 

Unknown origin -0.077 0.127 0.926 -0.213 0.258 0.808 

Social Assistance Act (Social Integration Act is 
reference category, tv) 

0.332*** 0.048 1.394*** -0.429*** 0.102 0.651*** 
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 All exits   ALMP-exit 

  Mean  St.dev. Odds ratio Mean  St.dev. Odds ratio 

Local Agency Characteristics       

Average supplementary assistance level (< 500 euros is reference category) 

≥ 500 euros and < 1,000 euros -0.137 0.085 0.872 -0.269 0.171 0.764 

≥ 1,000 euros and < 2,000 euros -0.040 0.113 0.961 -0.136 0.225 0.873 

≥ 2,000 euros -0.211 0.168 0.810 -0.914* 0.374 0.401* 

Unknown -0.105 0.086 0.900 -0.276 0.170 0.759 

Unemployment rate (> 13.6 % is reference category, tv)  

10.4–13.6 % 0.143* 0.057 1.154* 0.329** 0.121 1.390** 

7.5–10.3 % 0.171* 0.086 1.186* 0.322 0.178 1.380 

5.7 –7.4 % 0.096 0.109 1.101 0.235 0.223 1.265 

< 5.7 % -0.05 0.126 0.951 0.226 0.254 1.254 

Municipality size (100,000 inhabitants and over is reference category, 

tv) 
 

40,000 –99,999 inhabitants 0.030 0.110 1.030 0.515* 0.263 1.674* 

20,000–39,999 inhabitants 0.130 0.114 1.139 0.598* 0.262 1.818* 

10,000–29,999 inhabitants 0.200 0.117 1.221 0.609* 0.265 1.839* 

< 10,000 inhabitants 0.268* 0.132 1.307* 0.715* 0.291 2.044* 

Region (Flemish region is reference category, tv)       

Walloon region  -0.416*** 0.102 0.660*** -0.086 0.210 0.918 

Brussels region -0.462*** 0.131 0.630*** -0.610* 0.278 0.543* 

Poverty rate (≤ 9% is reference. category)       

> 9% and ≤ 12% -0.058 0.087 0.944 -0.062 0.172 0.940 

> 12% and ≤ 15% -0.045 0.099 0.956 0.104 0.197 1.110 

> 15% and ≤ 18% -0.035 0.111 0.966 0.179 0.222 1.196 

> 18% -0.137 0.128 0.872 -0.078 0.271 0.925 

Gini coefficient (< 0.27 is reference category, tv)       

≥ 0.27 and < 0.30 0.033 0.064 1.034 -0.084 0.124 0.919 

≥ 0.30 and < 0.33 -0.047 0.075 0.954 -0.154 0.151 0.857 

≥ 0.33 and < 0.36 -0.031 0.093 0.969 -0.209 0.190 0.811 

≥ 0.36 -0.039 0.110 0.962 -0.124 0.222 0.883 

Variance estimates for random effects       

Agency-level 0.058*** 0.017  0.346*** 0.074  

Beneficiary-level 0.647*** 0.061   0.792*** 0.202   

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

6.5.2. The Drivers of Agency-level Variation in ALMP-Exits 
To assess whether significant agency-level variation in the use of ALMPs exist, which cannot be 

ascribed to variation in the local social assistance population, and if such variation is present, by which 

agency-level variables it can be explained, we inspect the agency-level variation in the random effects 

for a range of models (see Table 22). The variance of the intercepts across agencies, referred to as the 

between-agency variance, shows the variance of the difference between agency x’s mean and the 

overall mean for the agencies.53 Controlling for the local social assistance population (model 2), we 

find significant agency-level variation in ALMP-exits. When adding the beneficiary characteristics to 

model 1, the agency-level variance in ALMP-exits even increases (from 0.323 to 0.455) pointing to 

agencies having varying manners of selecting various types of beneficiaries for participation in ALMPs. 

The agency-level variance in ALMP-exits is less substantial than the variance at beneficiary level. 

Nevertheless, in comparison to the relation between the agency-level variance and the beneficiary-

level variance for other exit types, the agency-level variance is very big relative to the individual 

                                                           
53 In logit models the variance at the first level (time in this case) is equal to one. Hence, we do not represent this 

variance in Table 22.  
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variance. In addition, for other exit types, adding the beneficiary characteristics to model 1, reduces 

the between-agency variance. Consequently, for other exit types agency-variation can (partly) be 

ascribed to differences in the social assistance population.  

Table 22: MCMC-estimated variance estimates for random effects of five separate models for the hazard of 
exiting to non-temporary work, temporary work, participating in an ALMP, social insurance benefit receipt, 
and exit for other reasons (n=10,146) 

  

Not-

temporary 

work 

Temporary 

work ALMP 

Social 

insurance 

benefit 

Exit for other 

reasons 

Model 1 (Model including only spell characteristics and the calendar year quarter) 

Agency-level 0.123** 0.394** 0.323*** 0.872*** 0.040** 

Beneficiary-level 2.028*** 2.201*** 0.468* 9.290*** 0.417*** 

Model 2 (Model including spell characteristics, the calendar year quarter and beneficiary 

characteristics) 

Agency-level 0.097* 0.400** 0.455*** 0.101 0.048** 

Beneficiary-level 1.690*** 1.786*** 0.619** 4.262*** 0.289*** 

Model 3 (Model including spell characteristics, the calendar year quarter, beneficiary characteristics 

and the local unemployment rate) 

Agency-level 0.083* 0.117 0.441*** 0.094 0.033** 

Beneficiary-level 1.717*** 1.959*** 0.716** 4.388*** 0.331*** 

Model 4 (Model including spell characteristics, the calendar year quarter, beneficiary characteristics, 

the local unemployment rate, and the local supplementary generosity level) 

Agency-level 0.080* 0.103 0.452*** 0.100 0.032** 

Beneficiary-level 1.713*** 2.017*** 0.760*** 4.466*** 0.307*** 

Model 5 (Model including spell characteristics, the calendar year quarter, beneficiary characteristics, 

the local unemployment rate, the local agency policies and the local social structure (cf. Table 23))  

Agency-level 0.023 0.038 0.117** 0.027 0.017 

Beneficiary-level 1.759*** 2.071*** 0.764** 4.627*** 0.313*** 

Significance levels: * if p < 0.05, ** if p < 0.01 and *** if p < 0.001.  
Model 5 is estimated for ALMP-exit without the local ALMP-participation rate to avoid endogeneity 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 

 

To grasp which agency-level variables explain the between-agency variance in ALMP-use, we 

inspect the between-agency variance for ALMP-use for the models 3, 4 and 5 which respectively add 

the local unemployment rate, the local supplementary generosity level, and indicators for 

characterising the local social structure. When adding the unemployment rate to model 2, the 

between-agency variance in ALMP-use is only slightly reduced (from 0.455 to 0.441), suggesting that 

the differential use of ALMPs across agencies is barely driven by variation in local employment 

opportunities (which corresponds with our findings in Table 21). Next, adding the average 

supplementary assistance to model 3 also does not explain the between-agency variance. By contrast, 

when adding additionally the social structure of the municipality of the agency (model 5), the agency-

level variation is very much reduced. As is shown in Table 21, in particular living in the Brussels region 
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and living in a bigger city (despite an extra subsidy for cities with 40,000 inhabitants) are strongly 

associated with lower odds of exiting to ALMPs. These indicators point respectively to various 

institutional structures and/or cultural differences, and to the institutional capacity of the agency.     

 

6.5.3. The Relation with Other Exit Types 
To examine how the level of ALMP-participation is related to other exit types, we inspect the estimates 

of four models (one per exit type) including, besides the local ALMP-participation level, the calendar 

year quarter, spell and beneficiary characteristics, and three types of agency-level variables, namely 

the unemployment rate, the average supplementary assistance, and the social structure indicators 

(see Table 23).  

The odds of starting to work are about 30 per cent lower for beneficiaries serviced by agencies 

with ALMP-participation rates over 10 per cent relative to beneficiaries serviced by agencies with 

ALMP-participation rates under 5 per cent. This finding can point to the existence of deadweight 

effects, and/or displacement effects, or a different use of other subsidised schemes by agencies. 

Nevertheless, this finding suggests that non-temporary work and ALMPs function as interconnected 

vessels. Furthermore, this finding is also in line with findings for unemployed singles in Germany in the 

period 2000–2004 (Arntz & Wilke, 2009): a higher share of unemployed participating in ALMPs in the 

secondary labour market (e.g. job creation schemes) reduces the exit to jobs in the area. By contrast, 

exits to temporary work are not influenced by the ALMP-participation rate. These findings for exits to 

(temporary) work imply also that the prospect of ALMP-participation does not bring along an ex-ante 

threat effect, which would mean that beneficiaries have extra incentives to search for a job (Brown & 

Koettl, 2015). This may be the case because participating in an ALMP, despite its possible stigma, may 

be attractive in Belgium, as it considers a relatively long-term job (it lasts on average 3.9 quarters 

relative to the median duration of 1.7 quarters of other jobs (see section 3.6.1.), is paid at least at 

minimum wage, does not require any geographical mobility, and persons finishing an ‘Article 60’-

programme are typically eligible for an unemployment benefit. The prospect of ALMP-participation 

might even reduce the search effort and generate locking-in effects (Brown & Koettl, 2015).  

The ALMP-participation rate is not associated with the exit hazard to social insurance benefits. 

Social insurance benefit receipt seems to be mainly driven by eligibility rules, as the agency-level 

variation in social security benefit receipt was fully explained away by individual-level characteristics. 

Finally, other types of exit are not associated with high levels of ALMP-participation.  
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Table 23: MCMC-estimated means and standard deviations of the log–odds of five separate models of the hazard of exiting to work, temporary work, social security 
benefit or for other reasons (n=10,146), continued on next page 

  Non-temporary work Temporary work  Social insurance benefit Exit for other reasons 

  Mean  St.dev. OR Mean  St.dev. OR Mean  St.dev. OR Mean  St.dev. OR 

Fixed effects              
Constant  -2.682*** 0.327 0.068*** -4.510*** 0.495 0.011*** -4.063*** 0.424 0.017*** -2.078*** 0.215 0.125*** 
Spell length since entry into social assistance (First half year is reference category)        
Second half year -0.034 0.065 0.967 -0.381*** 0.110 0.683*** -0.134 0.09 0.875 0.074 0.045 1.077 
Second year -0.313*** 0.083 0.731*** -0.333* 0.130 0.717* -0.562*** 0.119 0.570*** -0.281*** 0.058 0.755*** 
Third year -0.430*** 0.117 0.651*** -0.699*** 0.206 0.497*** -0.257 0.151 0.773 -0.494*** 0.083 0.610*** 
Fourth year -0.573*** 0.163 0.564*** -1.977*** 0.494 0.138*** -0.418* 0.196 0.658* -0.663*** 0.110 0.515*** 
Number of spell (First spell is reference category, tv)          
Second spell  -0.107 0.072 0.899 0.155 0.106 1.168 -0.205* 0.101 0.815* -0.07 0.054 0.932 
Third or later spells -0.462*** 0.139 0.630*** 0.125 0.174 1.133 0.111 0.193 1.117 -0.081 0.100 0.922 
Calendar year quarter (Quarter 1 is reference category, tv)          
Quarter 2 -0.011 0.064 0.989 0.210* 0.101 1.234* -0.013 0.083 0.987 -0.162*** 0.046 0.850*** 
Quarter 3 0.157* 0.065 1.170* 0.052 0.108 1.053 0.042 0.086 1.043 -0.193*** 0.047 0.824*** 
Quarter 4 -0.207** 0.070 0.813** -0.393** 0.120 0.675** 0.188* 0.084 1.207* -0.197*** 0.048 0.821*** 
Individual 
Characteristics 

            
Female -0.383*** 0.063 0.682*** -1.376*** 0.108 0.253*** 0.410*** 0.091 1.507*** -0.133*** 0.038 0.875*** 
Age at entry 0.128*** 0.017 1.137*** 0.062* 0.028 1.064* -0.198*** 0.022 0.820*** 0.014 0.009 1.014 
Age at entry quadratic -0.002*** 0.000 0.998*** -0.002*** 0.000 0.998*** 0.003*** 0 1.003*** -0.001*** 0.000 0.999*** 
Household type (Single is reference category, tv)           
Lone parent -0.149 0.080 0.862 -0.401** 0.136 0.670** -0.304** 0.106 0.738** -0.220*** 0.058 0.803*** 
Couple with children -0.234** 0.080 0.791** -0.280* 0.123 0.756* -0.793*** 0.112 0.452*** 0.554*** 0.052 1.740*** 
Couple without children 0.064 0.094 1.066 -0.076 0.154 0.927 -0.577*** 0.14 0.562*** 0.557*** 0.062 1.745*** 
Unknown household 
type  

-0.146 0.123 0.864 0.245 0.186 1.278 -0.778*** 0.196 0.459*** 0.314*** 0.080 1.369*** 
Other household type -0.103 0.104 0.902 -0.406* 0.165 0.666* -0.332* 0.141 0.717* 0.371*** 0.069 1.449*** 
Sanctioned in the unemployment scheme (No sanction is reference category)     

Sanctioned -0.060 0.168 0.942 0.174 0.222 1.190 2.299*** 0.169 9.964*** 0.036 0.125 1.037 
Work intensity 0.014*** 0.001 1.014*** 0.013*** 0.002 1.013*** 0.019*** 0.002 1.019*** -0.003*** 0.001 0.997*** 
Social security benefit 
intensity 

-0.005* 0.002 0.995* -0.003 0.003 0.997 0.041*** 0.002 1.042*** -0.008*** 0.001 0.992*** 
Agency change -0.377*** 0.078 0.686*** 0.037 0.114 1.038 -1.196*** 0.138 0.302*** -0.016 0.046 0.984 
Citizenship status (Belgian citizenship is reference category, tv)       
Foreign citizenship  -0.153 0.094 0.858 -0.058 0.155 0.944 -0.604*** 0.15 0.547*** 0.037 0.061 1.038 

Duration of residence (Natives and second-generation immigrants is reference category, tv)        
Born in Belgium with 
one or both parents with 
unknown country of 
birth 

-0.061 0.276 0.941 0.015 0.438 1.015 0.039 0.327 1.040 0.214 0.160 1.239 
0–1 years 0.147 0.158 1.158 0.349 0.238 1.418 -1.802*** 0.309 0.165*** -0.188 0.100 0.829 
2–3 years 0.195 0.147 1.215 0.019 0.226 1.019 -2.211*** 0.275 0.110*** -0.416*** 0.096 0.660*** 
4–5 years 0.105 0.151 1.111 0.138 0.233 1.148 -1.422*** 0.25 0.241*** -0.299** 0.100 0.742** 
6–12 years 0.044 0.143 1.045 -0.09 0.226 0.914 -0.835*** 0.211 0.434*** -0.237** 0.091 0.789** 
13–20 years -0.144 0.183 0.866 -0.241 0.298 0.786 -0.531* 0.252 0.588* -0.087 0.115 0.917 
Over 20 years -0.106 0.152 0.899 -0.323 0.254 0.724 -0.223 0.193 0.800 0.338*** 0.090 1.402*** 
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 Non-temporary work 
 

Temporary Work Social security benefit Other 

   Mean St. Dev. OR Mean  St. Dev. OR Mean   St. Dev. OR Mean  St.Dev        OR 

Origin group (Belgian origin is reference category)          

European origin  0.037 0.133 1.038 -0.187 0.203 0.829 0.201 0.167 1.223 0.162* 0.082 1.176* 
Moroccan or Turkish 
origin  

-0.092 0.139 0.912 -0.045 0.202 0.956 0.337 0.183 1.401 -0.015 0.086 0.985 
Congolese, Rwandan or 
Burundian origin 

-0.010 0.200 
0.990 

0.338 0.290 
1.402 

-0.782* 0.386 
0.457* 

-0.338* 0.132 
0.713* 

Other African origin  0.204 0.148 1.226 0.385 0.218 1.47 0.009 0.216 1.009 -0.132 0.096 0.876 
Ex-USSR origin  0.063 0.215 1.065 0.044 0.337 1.045 -1.160* 0.503 0.313* 0.070 0.127 1.073 
Asian origin  0.262 0.178 1.300 -0.972** 0.333 0.378** -0.477 0.314 0.621 0.140 0.110 1.150 
American origin  0.400 0.208 1.492 -0.185 0.357 0.831 0.05 0.365 1.051 0.054 0.139 1.055 
Unknown origin -0.015 0.266 0.985 -0.186 0.423 0.83 -0.085 0.32 0.919 0.028 0.155 1.028 
Act (Social Integration Act is reference category, tv) 
 

         
Social Assistance Act 0.215* 0.089 1.240* -0.011 0.146 0.989 -0.456* 0.221 0.634* 0.562*** 0.057 1.754*** 
Local Agency Characteristics            
Average supplementary assistance  level (< 500 euros is reference category)        
≥ 500 and < 1,000 euros -0.033 0.137 0.968 -0.024 0.182 0.976 -0.356* 0.173 0.700* -0.126 0.090 0.882 
≥1,000 and < 2,000 euros  0.048 0.193 1.049 -0.448 0.274 0.639 -0.066 0.236 0.936 0.098 0.123 1.103 
≥2,000 euros -0.442 0.323 0.643 -0.020 0.385 0.980 -0.498 0.383 0.608 0.269 0.176 1.309 
Unknown -0.295 0.167 0.745 -0.008 0.252 0.992 -0.082 0.185 0.921 0.080 0.095 1.083 
ALMP participation rate (0–5 % is reference category, tv)         
5.1–10 % -0.197 0.147 0.821 0.289 0.242 1.335 -0.090 0.185 0.914 0.126 0.101 1.134 
10.1–15 % -0.360* 0.151 0.698* 0.183 0.246 1.201 0.148 0.189 1.160 0.171 0.103 1.186 
Over 15.1 % -0.318* 0.158 0.728* 0.191 0.256 1.210 0.236 0.194 1.266 0.224* 0.106 1.251* 
Unemployment rate (> 13.6 % is reference category, tv)         
10.4–13.6 % -0.037 0.109 0.964 0.550*** 0.166 1.733*** 0.163 0.140 1.177 -0.04 0.073 0.961 
7.5–10.3 % -0.079 0.157 0.924 0.761*** 0.228 2.140*** 0.040 0.198 1.041 0.031 0.102 1.031 
5.7–7.4 % -0.250 0.196 0.779 0.899** 0.275 2.457** 0.033 0.239 1.034 0.049 0.127 1.050 
< 5.7 % -0.160 0.223 0.852 0.887** 0.321 2.428** -0.127 0.279 0.881 -0.217 0.152 0.805 
Municipality size (100,000 inhabitants and over is reference category, tv)         
40,000 –99,999 
inhabitants 

-0.140 0.112 0.869 -0.157 0.166 0.855 -0.109 0.151 0.897 -0.027 0.082 0.973 
20,000–39,999 
inhabitants 

0.053 0.129 1.054 0.033 0.192 1.034 -0.034 0.177 0.967 -0.098 0.091 0.907 
10,000–19,999 
inhabitants 

0.008 0.147 1.008 0.052 0.219 1.053 0.059 0.19 1.061 0.017 0.099 1.017 
< 10,000 inhabitants 0.318 0.187 1.374 -0.097 0.294 0.908 0.129 0.237 1.138 0.014 0.126 1.014 
Region (Flemish region is reference category, tv)          
Walloon region  -0.605*** 0.153 0.546*** -0.733** 0.223 0.480** -0.211 0.197 0.810 -0.288** 0.103 0.750** 
Brussels region -0.266 0.192 0.766 -0.547 0.289 0.579 -0.570* 0.258 0.566* -0.174 0.131 0.840 
Poverty rate (≤ 9 % is ref. category)           
> 9 % and ≤ 12 % -0.042 0.149 0.959 0.149 0.223 1.161 0.324 0.203 1.383 -0.212* 0.096 0.809* 
> 12 % and ≤ 15 % -0.140 0.169 0.869 0.169 0.251 1.184 0.385 0.227 1.470 -0.334** 0.110 0.716** 
> 15 % and ≤ 18 % -0.146 0.191 0.864 0.069 0.285 1.071 0.243 0.252 1.275 -0.273* 0.121 0.761* 
> 18 % -0.177 0.201 0.838 0.361 0.305 1.435 0.306 0.274 1.358 -0.441*** 0.132 0.643*** 
Gini coefficient (< 0.27 is reference category, tv)           
≥ 0.27 and < 0.30 0.171 0.129 1.186 -0.044 0.189 0.957 0.144 0.141 1.155 -0.006 0.078 0.994 
≥ 0.30 and < 0.33 0.113 0.145 1.120 0.147 0.209 1.158 -0.054 0.167 0.947 -0.092 0.089 0.912 
≥ 0.33 and < 0.36 0.312 0.173 1.366 -0.287 0.264 0.751 0.097 0.216 1.102 -0.097 0.111 0.908 
≥ 0.36 0.271 0.197 1.311 -0.237 0.306 0.789 0.218 0.254 1.244 -0.187 0.129 0.829 

Significance levels: * if p < 0.05, ** if p < 0.01 and *** if p < 0.001.  

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors 
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6.6. Conclusion and Discussion  
 

The Belgian decentralised social assistance scheme was redesigned in order to put more emphasis on 

labour market participation in the beginning of the 2000s (Dumont, 2012; Hermans, 2005a). As in most 

other western countries, the (increased) use of active labour market programmes (ALMPs), allocated 

by local authorities who are supposed to be well informed about the local social assistance population 

and labour market opportunities, was an important instrument. The literature recommends to direct 

ALMPs to beneficiaries with a low likelihood of exiting social assistance, and to areas with low labour 

market opportunities. Such use of ALMPs should avoid indirect negative programme effects, such as 

deadweight and displacement effects. Although an extensive literature studies the direct labour 

market effects of different types of ALMPs, empirical studies examining how ALMPs are allocated in 

decentralised social assistance schemes are remarkably scarce.  

In this paper, we examine local ALMP-use in the Belgian social assistance scheme. We study to 

which beneficiaries and areas ALMPs are addressed, if agency-level variation in ALMP-exits exists, how 

this can be explained, and how ALMP-use (which is here regarded as involving exit from social 

assistance) interacts with other exit types (i.e. work, temporary work, social security benefit or ‘other 

exit’). We study these questions for Belgium. This country is interesting to examine these issues as 

local agencies have substantial discretionary power in the allocation of ALMPs and Belgium has very 

heterogeneous unemployment rates. We made use of longitudinal administrative data linked with 

agency-level characteristics for agency policy, unemployment rate and the local social structure from 

various sources. We studied 10,156 beneficiaries, serviced by 543 agencies, who took up social 

assistance in 2004 or 2005. We followed on a quarterly basis over four years their social assistance 

spells and the types of exit.  

The findings suggest evidence for cream-skimming: persons with shorter benefit spell lengths 

and more work experience (more likely of exiting the scheme) have lower odds of ALMP-participation. 

Though, also other aspects seem to be considered when allocating active labour market programmes 

(e.g. age and household type). Next, we do not find that ALMPs are more used in the areas with the 

highest unemployment rates. Furthermore, significant between-agency variation in ALMP-use exists, 

which cannot be explained by the heterogeneity of the local social assistance population, indicating 

that agencies vary strongly in the manner of allocating different types of beneficiaries to ALMPs. 

Agency-level variation seems to be driven strongly by the region and the municipality size of the 

agency, pointing to the relevance of institutional and/or cultural differences and the institutional 

capacity of the agency. Finally, in agencies with high ALMP-participation rates the odds of exiting to 

(non-temporary) work are substantially lower. This finding suggests that deadweight effects, 
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displacement effects and/or locking-in effects may play a role, or that agencies with lower ALMP-

participation rates use a more diversified set of (subsidised) work to match labour supply and demand. 

Furthermore, high ALMP-participation rates do not seem to serve as a threat, stimulating job search.  

These findings suggest that more empirical research on how the decentralised allocation of 

ALMPs functions might be fruitful. Until now, the debate about advantages and disadvantages of 

decentralisation and the optimal degree of decentralisation in activating schemes was mainly 

theoretical (probably due to the lack of appropriate local-level data). This study is an interesting first 

attempt to disentangle elements of the ‘black box’ of the allocation of ALMPs and the interaction of 

ALMP-use with other exit types. Though the study has some important limitations. First, the study was 

hampered because i) we did not dispose of data about the highest education level, existing 

employment barriers, and participation in training and education programmes; ii) we could  not clearly 

distinguish regular jobs from other subsidised work and regionally financed ALMPs; iii) we had no 

indicator about the diversity of ALMPs and other subsidised work schemes used by the agencies; and 

iv) we did not know which exits resulted from initiatives taken by the beneficiaries, taken by the 

agencies, or by both. Second, as the design of the study is non-experimental and beneficiaries are not 

randomly allocated to agencies, the associations found do not reveal causal relations.  

For future research experimental design studies may be a fruitful approach. Further research 

could also explore how variations in the design of decentralised of schemes interact with population 

characteristics, social structure and labour market conditions. Examples are more centrally 

coordinated decentralisation with detailed guidelines, profiling instruments, and feedback 

mechanisms (e.g. monitored outcome targets), more equalisation in budgetary situations of agencies, 

and varying sizes of decentralised authorities (e.g. agencies servicing areas corresponding better with 

job search areas). Furthermore, studies may further disentangle the mechanisms behind the allocation 

and the intensity of ALMP-use and its interactions with other exit types, for example by examining 

strategic objectives of the agencies (such as disposing of cheap labour, maintaining the local 

population and tax basis or shifting the costs) and by separating the indirect (ex-ante) programme 

effects. 

For policymakers, the findings question the effectiveness and the equity of the currently used 

ALMPs directed at social assistance beneficiaries. Although it is already established in the literature 

that the design of ALMPs and their targeting are very important (Brown & Koettl, 2015; Dahl, 2003), 

this study shows also that the intensity of use of ALMPs and how they affect other exit types is key. 

Reconsidering the decentralisation design may be fruitful. The current way of steering by means of the 

input (subsidies), which is rather an absence of steering, does not seem to be optimal in terms of the 
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allocation of active labour market programmes. The definition of clear guidelines about the timing of 

allocation and the type of beneficiaries to address (e.g. as done in Sweden (Lundin & Skedinger, 2006)) 

in combination with the monitoring of outcomes seem to be options which can be considered. Also 

informing caseworkers with well-developed profiling instruments can be promising in order to support 

beneficiaries in realising self-sufficiency. Finally, the design of ALMPs could be reconsidered in line with 

insights from recent evaluation studies.  

In sum, local agency policy, and its interaction with the social structure and the labour market 

conditions do matter, and seem rather to exacerbate the existing patterns of labour market 

opportunities rather than alleviate them. This is of particular relevance in an era where persons are 

strongly held individually responsible for their situation. Furthermore, it raises the issue of spatial 

justice (i.e. the fair and equitable geographical distribution of valued resources and the opportunities 

to mobilise them (Soja, 2010)).  
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Annex D: Calculation Method and Drawbacks of the Agency-Level Variables 
 

Table D1: Calculation and data source of the agency-level predictors 

Variable Data Source Calculation  

Population size  Population Register 

January 2004–2009 

Number of inhabitants 

Unemployment rate 

(%) 

 

Local Employment 

Accounts 2004–2009 

Mean of the share of the workforce (aged 15–64) that is 

job seeker and non-working 

ALMP-participation 

rate (%) 

Social Integration 

Administration data 

2004–2009 

Number of unique beneficiaries in the course of the year 

participating in one of the federal active labour market 

programmes, divided by the agency’s number of unique 

beneficiaries in the course of the year, times 100 

Average amount of 

supplementary 

assistance (euros per 

beneficiary per year) 

Dexia Survey – Welfare 

Agency Accounts 2004, 

Flemish Agency for 

Local and Provincial 

Government – Welfare 

Agency Accounts 

Total budget for supplementary assistance per agency 

divided by the agency’s total number of beneficiaries over 

the year  

Poverty rate (%) 

 

 

Data Warehouse 

Labour Market and 

Social Security 2008 

and Population 

register 2008 

Number of persons living in a household of a person who 

has increased reimbursement for health care costs (the 

‘BIM’ or ‘OMNIO’-statute), divided by the number of 

inhabitants, times 100 

Gini-coefficient 

(proportion) 

Fiscal data 2004–2009  Calculation based on the areas of the Lorenz-curve, 

representing the proportion of the total income of a 

population relative to the cumulative incomes of the 

lowest x shares of the population. Calculation of the local 

Gini-coefficient was done by Statistics Belgium 

Source: Authors’ compilation 

 

We list some drawbacks of the indicators used. We use the municipal unemployment rate as a 

proxy for labour market tightness, as data comparable for the three regions of Belgium on the number 

of job vacancies are not available. We did not dispose neither of unemployment rates for bigger areas 

than municipalities. A shortcoming of the average amount of supplementary aid is that it disregards 

that agencies spend a (variable) part of their budget for supplementary benefits on inhabitants who 

do claim a benefit. Consequently, the indicator may overestimate the amount received. In addition, 

the amount diverges strongly between (similar) beneficiaries within the same agency (Cornelis et al., 

2012), whereas we use the mean amount per beneficiary. The poverty rate is not available before 2008 

and does not account for non-take up of the ‘OMNIO’-statute (Guio & Carpentier, 2011). The Gini-

coefficient is based on fiscal data which are not ideal to measure income inequality. The lower end of 

the income distribution is poorly represented as some poor persons do not receive a tax return. 

Furthermore, the household definition of the tax return does not necessarily correspond with the de 



197 
 

facto household composition and the calculation did not account for other adult household members 

and children as it considered a maximum of two adults.    
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7. Conclusion and Discussion 
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I start this concluding chapter by briefly bringing to mind the research aims and approach (section 7.1). 

Subsequently, I summarise the key findings of this study on the variation in socio-economic trajectories 

among persons who claimed social assistance benefits in 2004 and 2005 in Belgium. In section 7.3. the 

limitations of the study are presented. In section 7.4., I describe promising types of future studies. In 

the final section, I discuss the relevance of the research findings with regard to predominant policy 

paradigms and research designs.   

 

7.1. The Research Aims and Approach 

 

In the beginning of the 2000s, the Belgian social assistance scheme has been redesigned to put 

stronger emphasis on facilitating labour market integration of benefit claimants (Dumont, 2012; 

Hermans, 2005a). Work is typically valued as a source of self-sufficiency and economic security which 

facilitates personal well-being and also social inclusion (Jahoda, 1981; Winefield, 2002), in particular 

when work is durable and of high quality (Chung & Mau, 2014; Clark et al., 2010; Esser & Olsen, 2012). 

By contrast, benefit spells can be scarring, even though they can smoothen income shocks and provide 

some income security: they can affect current and future levels of earnings and life satisfaction, can 

induce human capital depreciation, discouragement and benefit dependence, and bear a stigma 

(Arulampalam, 2001; Bane & Ellwood, 1994; Besley & Coate, 1992; Clark et al., 2010; Moffitt, 1983; 

van Oorschot & Roosma, 2015).  

However, the reforms aiming at facilitating the labour market integration of social assistance 

benefit claimants have been taken in a period of structural changes of the labour market due to 

globalisation, de-industrialisation, and technological change, which hit different social groups 

unequally (Buchholz et al., 2009; Clasen & Clegg, 2011; Eichhorst & Marx, 2015; Marx, 2007; Pugliese, 

1993). In particular low-skilled workers and new entrants to the labour market, such as migrants, have 

difficulties to find employment and to build careers that allow them to become durably self-sufficient. 

As migrants and low-skilled workers are highly represented among social assistance beneficiaries, it is 

of relevance to know how long beneficiaries rely on a social assistance benefit; to which extent social 

assistance beneficiaries are able to obtain employment; which other exit options they have; how long 

they stay in these subsequent socio-economic situations; whether they return after these various 

socio-economic states to social assistance; and whether they are able to obtain long-term 

employment. Hence, the key research question of this study is: which is the variation in socio-economic 

trajectories for persons who claim a social assistance benefit in Belgium in 2004/2005 over the 

subsequent years, and which are the determinants of the variation in their socio-economic paths? In 
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addition, I addressed how these socio-economic trajectories differ between persons with varying 

migration background, and between persons serviced by different welfare agencies. Variation, which 

cannot be explained by differences in population composition (e.g. socio-demographic characteristics, 

and social insurance benefit and work history) may reveal inequalities in the socio-economic risks and 

opportunities that beneficiaries face.  

Given the diversity in socio-economic trajectories and the complexity of socio-economic 

trajectories of (former) benefit claimants, I made use of a step-by-step approach. Each of the five 

papers sheds light on some aspects of the trajectories: the timing of exit from social assistance, the 

socio-economic state after social assistance, the re-entry into social assistance benefit, and the long-

term work exit.  

Theoretically, I considered socio-economic trajectories to be shaped by (i) individuals having a 

certain life-course development and residential history, coping with and experiencing (ii) the local 

implementation of the state regulation of socio-economic risks and opportunities by various 

institutions, and coping with and experiencing (iii) the local business cycles and its seasonal variations. 

Hence, three types of actors, which are embedded in time and space, jointly shape socio-economic 

trajectories, namely persons, state institutions, and firms. However, in the empirical research I cannot 

distinguish between these three actors and I had no information on firms. Therefore, I made a 

distinction among characteristics which can be ascribed to beneficiaries and agencies.  

Making use of multivariate random-effects hazard models, I examined the determinants of the 

elements of the trajectories on the basis of individual-level longitudinal administrative data linked with 

agency-level data. By doing so, it was possible to document the association between individual 

characteristics (i.e. socio-demographic characteristics, social insurance and work history, migration 

history, social assistance benefit spell characteristics, and agency change) with the timing of exit, the 

type of exit, the re-entry into social assistance, and the long-term work exit. In addition, this setup 

allowed me to examine how agency-level characteristics (i.e. the socio-economic context, and the local 

agency policy) affect the timing of exit, and the type of exit. As studying agency-level characteristics 

has rarely been done in the literature, with this research design I could add new insights to the 

literature on socio-economic trajectories of social assistance beneficiaries.  
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7.2. The Key Findings 
 

In this section, first, some additional descriptive statistics are presented to gain insight into the socio-

economic trajectories of social assistance beneficiaries over a period of four years (subsection 7.2.1). 

Next, the trajectory elements and their relationships are presented for all beneficiaries (subsection 

7.2.2.). Subsequently, the determinants of the socio-economic trajectories for persons with varying 

migration background (subsection 7.2.3), and across welfare agencies (subsection 7.2.4.) are 

described.  

 

7.2.1. Overview of the Socio-Economic Trajectories 
To give a general view on the socio-economic trajectories over the four years, I present in this 

subsection some descriptive statistics which were not yet presented in the five papers. For doing so, I 

make use of the sample of beneficiaries who entered the social assistance scheme in the years 2004 

or 2005, and who had not claimed a social assistance benefit since at least January 1999 (i.e. the sample 

used in the study on exit and re-entry from social assistance in chapter 3). During a four-year period 

following the entry into social assistance, the social assistance spell(s) and the subsequent socio-

economic states of the 13,552 sample beneficiaries were traced on a quarterly basis. To shed light on 

the stability and volatility that the socio-economic trajectories reveal, I make a distinction among six 

socio-economic states that could occur over the four-year period, namely (i) social assistance benefit 

receipt, (ii) temporary work, (iii) non-temporary work, (iv) participation in active labour market 

programmes (ALMPs), (v) social insurance benefit receipt, and (vi) none of these socio-economic 

states. Hence, I consider also temporary work as a separate socio-economic state (as was also the case 

in the study on the use of active labour market programmes by local welfare agencies in chapter 6). 

Temporary work refers to seasonal work and work in temporary agencies.  
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Figure 15: Bar chart of the number of socio-economic states (n=13,552) 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market  and Social Protection, calculations by author 

 

The average number of socio-economic states over the four-year observation period is 3.9, 

with a standard deviation of 2.3. The minimum number of socio-economic states over the period is 

one, whereas the maximum number is 16. As Figure 15 shows about half of the persons have three or 

less socio-economic states, whereas 34 per cent of the beneficiaries experience more than four states. 

Comparing these numbers with statistics for the working-age population is not evident, given the 

dependence of such statistics on the metric used (e.g. months, quarters, or years), the number of socio-

economic states defined, and the period under consideration. Even though such statistics are not fully 

comparable, they suggest that there is much more volatility in the socio-economic states that social 

assistance beneficiaries experience than among the wider population at working age: according to 

Andersen et al. (2008) the average job tenure in Belgium is 12 years in 2006, and only seven per cent 

experienced a job change in the past year in 2005 in Belgium. The share of the adult population that 

experienced transitions among inactivity, employment and unemployment in 2006 is 8 per cent, which 

is an average score in European perspective (Andersen et al., 2008). At the same time, in Belgium job 

changes are very common among low-skilled persons (Andersen et al., 2008). Forty per cent of the job 

changes hit low-skilled persons, which is one of the highest shares of the European Union.  
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          Besides the volatility of socio-economic states, also the share of persons having different types 

of socio-economic states is of relevance. Figure 16 presents the quarterly distribution of the socio-

economic states of the beneficiaries throughout the four-year observation period (excluding the 

persons who died).54  

 

Figure 16: Quarterly distribution of the socio-economic states over the four years (n=13,380 for the last 
quarter), excluding the persons who died  
Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by authors  

At the end of the observation period, 21.2 per cent was still (10.1 per cent) or again (11.1 per cent) in 

social assistance. Even though many former beneficiaries re-entered social assistance after exits to 

work, the share of persons in work steadily increased over the four years and amounted to about 30 

per cent at the end of the four years (namely 26.7 per cent in non-temporary work and 2.9 per cent in 

temporary work). This percentage reflects direct transitions to work, persons attaining work after first 

or later exits to social insurance benefits, participations in ALMPs, or exits for other reasons, as well as 

the failure rates of direct and indirect work exits. Hence, it reflects also the indirect ‘transformation 

rates’ of temporary work into non-temporary work, ALMP-participation into temporary and non-

temporary work, and social insurance benefit receipt into temporary and non-temporary work (see 

Table 24). Together these processes reflect the joint labour market integration capacity resulting from 

the actions of individuals, firms and institutional arrangements.  

                                                           
54 Two per cent (n=272) of the sample died in four years. The average age of the sample was 33.5 years.  
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                Figure 16 tells also more about the prevalence of other socio-economic states four years after 

entry into social assistance. At the end of the four years 22.7 per cent claimed a social insurance 

benefit. The share with social insurance benefit is also the result of the direct and indirect transitions 

to social insurance benefit, and the duration of stay on social insurance benefit. As Table 24 shows, 

indirect transitions are important. A substantial number of persons claim a social insurance benefit 

after participation in an ALMP. Considering again Figure 16, it is clear that also a quite substantial group 

(23.3 per cent) has none of the distinguished socio-economic states after four years. They are not 

known in the welfare state or the labour market, which may due to heterogeneous situations. Finally, 

only three per cent is participating in an ALMP four years after entry into social assistance.  

Table 24: Distribution of the observed types of exit from the first socio-economic state after social 
assistance55  

  

First exit 
to non-
temporary 
work 
(n=2,997) 

First exit 
to 
temporary 
work 
(n=994) 

First exit 
to ALMP 
(n=1,644) 

First exit 
to social 
insurance 
(n=1,905) 

First exit 
for other 
reasons 
(n=4,626) 

No exit at the end of the observation 
period 

19.7 1.1 11.1 44.0 
34.1 

Exit 80.3 98.9 88.9 56.0 65.9 

  Social assistance 54.2 40.7 5.1 13.6 55.0 

  Non-temporary work / 28.2 28.8 40.6 26.4 

  Temporary work 5.4 / 2.05 12.9 8.0 

  ALMP-participation 5.7 2.4 / 3.0 2.6 

  Social insurance benefit receipt 10.9 9.3 55.7 / 8.1 

  Exit for other reasons 23.8 19.4 8.4 29.9 / 

  Total 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Data Warehouse Labour Market and Social Protection, calculations by author 

 

7.2.2. The Trajectory Elements and their Relationships for All Beneficiaries 
This study examined five questions with regard to the socio-economic trajectories of social assistance 

beneficiaries, namely (i) what is the median duration of the period that persons receive a social 

assistance benefit, (ii) which share of the beneficiaries returns to social assistance after exit, (iii) which 

shares of beneficiaries exit to various types of subsequent socio-economic state(s), (iv) what is the 

median duration of first socio-economic states after social assistance, and (v) which is the share of 

persons having durable work spells.  

                                                           
55 The descriptive statistics in this table present no policy evaluations. The persons experiencing the various socio-

economic states may have different profiles, and the numbers are dependent on the time span of the observation 

period. 
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The study shows that most persons receive during a short time a social assistance benefit, 

although a group of beneficiaries becomes long-term benefit claimant. The median duration of the 

first spell in social assistance is eight months (see chapter five for more details). Four years after the 

entry into the social assistance scheme ten per cent of the beneficiaries have never left social 

assistance and are still a social assistance claimant (based on chapter three). Furthermore, it is 

noteworthy that about one third of the beneficiaries have more than one spell on social assistance 

over the four years (chapter three). Most of the persons with several episodes have two social 

assistance episodes. The median duration of all spells in social assistance which can be observed over 

four years is about one year. Further analysis showed that some types of exit from social assistance 

are more common than others (based on chapter 3). Distinguishing between employment (including 

temporary employment), participation in ALMPs, social insurance benefit, and ‘other exit’, the 

heterogeneous category ‘other exit’ (on which no further information was available) is the biggest exit 

route from first spells (38 per cent). Besides, 33 per cent of the former beneficiaries start to work, 14 

per cent participate in an active labour market programme, and 16 per cent receive a social insurance 

benefit. Hence, less than halve of the first exits are work related. From second or later social assistance 

spells, more persons exit towards work, whereas the take up of social insurance benefit is less 

frequent.  

The median durations that persons stay in the socio-economic states following social 

assistance benefit receipt show also substantial variation (based on chapter three). The median 

duration of the observed first work exits (i.e. the moment when half of the persons have left) is very 

short, namely 1.7 quarters. The median duration of ALMP-spells is more than twice the median 

duration of work spells (3.9 quarters). Also exits to social insurance benefits seem to be rather long 

lasting: the median duration is 8.4 quarters. An exit for other reasons lasts on average 3.5 quarters.  

Of all beneficiaries, 12 per cent obtains within two years a durable employment (based on 

chapter four), i.e. a spell of employment of two years which may consist of active labour market 

participation, temporary work contracts, and other work contracts. Of those with first employment 

exits within the first two years, 31 per cent obtains a long-term employment.  

All these aspects of the trajectories are associated with individual characteristics, local socio-

economic context and local social policies, with individual characteristics being the main determinants. 

Regarding the timing of exit (any type of exit), women have typically lower exit rates from social 

assistance relative to similar men (chapter 2, 3, 5, and 6), whereas the age effect is typically non-linear. 

Persons having more work experience have also shorter social assistance spells (chapter 2, 5, and 6). 

Furthermore, persons changing welfare agency have typically longer social assistance spells than 
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persons not changing agency (chapter 2, 3, 5, and 6). Also students have lower exit rates than persons 

who do not study full-time (chapter 2 and 5).  

To gain more insight in how the timing and ordering of socio-economic states affect the 

subsequent socio-economic trajectories, the study addressed the questions whether longer lasting 

social assistance episodes influence the probability of exit from social assistance; whether and how 

the first socio-economic state after social assistance influences re-entry rates and the timing of re-

entry into social assistance; whether exits to work from higher-order spells are less likely than from 

first spells; and whether and how the length of benefit spells and having repeated benefit spells affect 

the exit rates to long-term employment.  

The findings in the various papers reveal mixed evidence concerning the presence of negative 

duration dependence when studying all types of exit (i.e. that beneficiaries staying longer on benefit 

have lower exit rates which cannot be ascribed to their more unfavourable profiles).  Also international 

studies reveal mixed evidence. In chapter five I find no evidence for negative duration dependence, 

whereas the findings presented in all other papers suggest negative duration dependence. It is likely 

that the contrasting findings are due to the different design of the study presented in chapter five (see 

for a detailed overview of the design of the studies Table 1 in subsection 1.3.4). Students (which 

typically have long spells) are included in this paper. Furthermore, the entrants in social assistance may 

have had earlier periods of social assistance receipt (because for that study social assistance receipt 

could only be traced back for one year and a quarter), and the social assistance spells studied last 

maximally two years. The papers in chapter three and six present probably the best designs to study 

negative duration dependence as they are both based on a sample covering mainly ‘first-ever’ 

entrants. Furthermore, these studies take into account repeated social assistance episodes, which 

allow to model better unobserved heterogeneity. In addition, they control for a substantial number of 

observed individual characteristics, or both individual and agency-level characteristics. Both studies 

suggest evidence for negative duration dependence concerning all types of exit (analysis not shown in 

chapter six for all exits), and for work exits. At the same time, it cannot be entirely ruled out that these 

findings are due to insufficient control for unmeasured unfavourable profiles (i.e. unobserved 

heterogeneity).  

 

Next, the findings show that persons who exited to work and for other reasons have 

particularly high re-entry rates (chapter three). In addition, the higher likelihood of re-entry into the 

social assistance scheme after work exits cannot be ascribed to the different profile of the persons 

starting to work. Furthermore, persons who exited social assistance have the highest probability to re-

enter social assistance in the first quarters after they exited from social assistance. Hence, re-entry is 
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typically an event that happens quickly (actually persons may even have combined social assistance 

with a job). 

 

In addition, chapter three and six addressed the question whether exits to work from higher-

order social assistance spells are less likely than from first social assistance spells. The findings suggest 

that persons with third or higher-order social assistance spells are less likely to exit to work relative to 

persons having first spells in social assistance. There is no evidence for such an effect for second social 

assistance spells. But the finding for third and higher-order social assistance spells may also reflect a 

selection effect (i.e. persons having higher-order spells have different profiles than other beneficiaries 

which cannot be controlled for by the observed beneficiary characteristics and the random effects 

aiming at capturing time-constant unobserved characteristics).  

 

In addition, controlling for beneficiary characteristics and employment opportunities, longer 

benefit spells do not reduce exit rates to long-term employment (see chapter 4). Though, this general 

finding hides differential realities for native beneficiaries and beneficiaries with migration background, 

as native beneficiaries staying longer on benefit spells have strongly declining exit rates to long-term 

employment. Furthermore, I find also that persons having repeated benefit spells (which are often 

altered with short work spells) have substantially higher exit rates to long-term employment. 

 

Hence, the socio-economic trajectories of social assistance beneficiaries are very dynamic. A 

substantial group has socio-economic trajectories which reveal winding paths. Former social assistance 

beneficiaries face substantial difficulties in making sustainable transitions which provide them with a 

period of stability in income source. Given the rather high prevalence of repeated short work exits its 

seems somewhat worrying that the evidence suggests that persons having higher-order social 

assistance spells (e.g. after re-entry into social assistance following short spells of work) have lower 

exit rates to work. Though, it is not entirely clear how to interpret this finding. Persons can be less 

likely to exit to work due to earlier scarring experiences, but it is also possible that persons become 

more selective in the types of jobs they accept, or that they can be only employed for a limited number 

of contracts in temporary jobs. Furthermore, the study shows also that repeated spells can also 

function as a springboard. In sum, the findings show that socio-economic trajectories are path 

dependent. The timing of transitions, the type of transitions, and the accumulation of socio-economic 

states matter.  
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7.2.3. The Determinants of the Socio-Economic Trajectories among Persons with 

Varying Migration Background 
Seventy per cent of the social assistance beneficiaries in 2004 and 2005 had a migration background. 

Therefore, the papers in chapter 2 to 4 compared the determinants of the variation in socio-economic 

trajectories among native beneficiaries and beneficiaries with a migration background, and tried to 

identify the distinctive contribution of migration-history characteristics.  

Persons with a migration background, and in particular non-European born persons, have 

substantially longer median durations of benefit receipt than Belgian-born persons with parents born 

in Belgium (based on chapter two). Most groups of persons with a migration background have also 

(slightly) lower exit rates from social assistance when controlling for socio-demographic characteristics 

and benefit and work history. It is noteworthy that at longer spell lengths the exit rates for non-

European migrants do not decrease as is the case for Belgian-born persons with parents born in 

Belgium and for persons with European origin. The association between the migration background and 

exit from social assistance changes over time (based on chapter two and five (for nationality)). The exit 

probabilities reverse at longer spell lengths among native beneficiaries and beneficiaries with 

migration background. At longer spell lengths persons of foreign origin have higher probabilities of exit 

than natives. Furthermore, persons with a migration background vary substantially in terms of the 

duration of their benefit spells in line with other characteristics of their migration history. Low exit 

rates are strongly associated with being an asylum seeker (chapter two and three), and, to a lesser 

extent, with not holding Belgian nationality (chapter 2, 3, and 6). Furthermore, the first-generation 

migrants’ exit rates increased the longer the duration of residence in Belgium (chapter 2 and 6). 

Regarding second-generation migrants, the papers showed mixed evidence. In the papers in chapter 2 

and 6, second-generation migrants do not differ from natives in exit rates, whereas the paper in 

chapter three points to a lower likelihood of exiting for second-generation migrants relative to natives. 

Differences may be due to the differences in the design of the papers (e.g. a stock sample covering 

long durations versus a sample of first entrants, and controlling for the socio-economic context or not).  

 

Persons with a migration background, in particular non-European-born persons, have substantially 

higher re-entry rates relative to natives (respectively 39 versus 24 per cent) (chapter three). Not 

controlling for beneficiary characteristics and the types of exit, the re-entry rates are higher for all 

groups of persons with migration background relative to Belgian-born beneficiaries with parents born 

in Belgium. However, when controlling for socio-demographic characteristics and the type of exit, only 

the differences in re-entry probability among non-European born relative to natives are significant. 
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Moreover, asylum seekers have, even when controlling for socio-demographic characteristics and exit 

types, an extremely high chance to re-enter into social assistance.  

 

Regarding exit types (chapter three), second-generation migrants do not differ from natives in 

their socio-economic states after social assistance, except for having a lower probability to exit to 

ALMPs (though, the findings in chapter six, also controlling for welfare agency characteristics, show no 

significant difference). Also European-born and non-European-born beneficiaries have lower 

probabilities of exiting to ALMPs. Furthermore, non-European-born persons are substantially less likely 

to take up social insurance benefits. Non-European-born beneficiaries do not differ from natives in 

their exit probability to work (generally confirmed by the findings in the paper in chapter six which 

excludes asylum seekers). By contrast, European-born migrants are less likely to exit to work than 

natives (not confirmed by the findings in chapter six which exclude asylum seekers). Regarding the 

applicable act, social assistance beneficiaries claiming the benefit under the ‘Right to Social 

Assistance’-act are substantially less likely to enter ALMPs. This may point to institutional logics 

playing, as welfare agencies have less financial incentives to transfer beneficiaries under the ‘Right to 

Social Assistance’-act to ALMPs.   

 

It is noteworthy that groups with migration background do not differ from natives in their chances 

to become durably employed (i.e. having an employment that lasts at least two years) (chapter four). 

Though, all groups with a migration background need a substantially longer time before finding durable 

employment. Only a part of the initial gap in exit rates can be ascribed to differential socio-

demographic characteristics, benefit and work history, migration-history characteristics, and the local 

employment opportunities. This suggests that other factors matter, such as beneficiary characteristics 

for which we could not control (e.g. human capital or transitional skills), and probably labour market 

discrimination. Being an asylum seeker strongly reduced the exit rates to long-term unemployment, 

whereas holding foreign citizenship does not affect the chances to exit to long-term unemployment.  

 

In sum, beneficiaries with a migration background have longer median durations, but longer 

residing beneficiaries exit faster and persons with a non-European migration background do not 

display negative duration dependence. Hence, the social assistance scheme seems to play 

predominantly a bridging role towards migrants who arrived recently in the country. Nevertheless, in 

particular for non-European migrants, the lower entry rates into ALMPs and social insurance benefits 

in combination with the higher re-entry rates into social assistance in case of exit result in a high share 

of beneficiaries claiming still or again social assistance benefit after four years (25 per cent for non-

European-born persons versus 15 per cent for native persons). Consequently, the labour market and 



212 
 

welfare state arrangements in place seem to work differently for native persons and persons with 

migration background, and in particular for non-European-born migrants, resulting in less socio-

economic opportunities and more risks for them relative to natives. Although this element cannot fully 

be captured by the study, the differential trajectories do not seem to result from differential 

willingness to work, but rather from differential opportunities.  

 

7.2.4. The Determinants of the Socio-Economic Trajectories across Welfare Agencies 
The Belgian scheme is medium to highly decentralised, (migrant) beneficiaries are strongly 

concentrated in big cities, welfare agencies differ substantially in their financial means, and local social 

policies and local socio-economic contexts display substantial variability. As a result, it can be expected 

that some of the variation in socio-economic trajectories of social assistance beneficiaries is due to 

factors that play at the level of welfare agencies. Therefore, I examined agency-level variation in the 

duration of the first social assistance spell, and in the type of exit for first and higher-order social 

assistance spells, while controlling for the characteristics of the social assistance population, and spell 

characteristics.  

The findings show that the socio-economic trajectories of persons serviced by different agencies 

reveal very substantial variation. The median duration of the first spell for entrants in 2004 varies 

between two months and more than 24 months, representing a variation between welfare agencies 

within one country which is nearly as large as the variation observed among European countries (based 

on chapter five). Multivariate analyses controlling for agency and beneficiary characteristics show that 

although significant between-agency variation exists in the length of first spells, between-individual 

variation is the main driver of the between-agency variation in duration. But also the local social 

policies (i.e. the generosity of supplementary assistance, and the active labour market participation 

rate) explain a significant part of the between-agency variation in the duration of the first spell. The 

findings in chapter five (including students in the sample) revealed that, controlling for beneficiary and 

local socio-economic context variables, social assistance beneficiaries have higher exit rates in bigger 

municipalities, in agencies transferring more persons to active labour market programmes, and in 

agencies which provide more generous supplementary assistance.  

 

The variation in the types of exit among agencies (not controlling for different social assistance 

populations, policies and contexts) is also very substantial. Significant between-agency variation in all 

exit types exists, which is though less substantial than between-individual variation (chapter six). After 

controlling additionally for beneficiary characteristics and the local unemployment rate still substantial 

agency-level variation exists for exits to non-temporary work and ALMP-exits. Furthermore, the 
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multivariate analyses show that the local policies and local context characteristics affect the various 

types of exit in exit-type specific ways.  

 

Multivariate analysis in chapter six shows that ALMPs are in the Belgian decentralised social 

assistance scheme not more often used in the areas with the highest unemployment rates. Also 

persons with shorter benefit spells lengths and more work experience have higher ALMP-participation 

rates, which may suggest cream-skimming. Furthermore, agency-level variation in ALMP-use seems to 

be strongly driven by the region and the municipality size of the agency, pointing respectively to the 

relevance of differential institutional structures in the regions or cultural differences, and the 

institutional capacity of the agency. That ALMPs are more used in areas with better employment 

opportunities and for persons with more favourable profiles contrasts with the recommendations in 

the literature on active labour market programmes. This literature typically recommends to address 

ALMPs to beneficiaries with unfavourable labour market profiles, and to areas with low labour market 

opportunities. The findings also question the (mainly theoretical) literature that prefers the 

decentralised governance of ALMPs assuming that local authorities are well informed about the local 

social assistance population and labour market opportunities, and consequently allocate ALMPs in a 

tailored way. Furthermore, the findings in chapter six show that in agencies with high ALMP-

participation rates the exit rates to non-temporary work are substantially lower. Consequently, dead 

weight effects, displacement and/or locking-in effects may play a role, or agencies with lower ALMP-

participation rates use a more diverse set of subsidised schemes or work arrangements to match 

labour supply and demand.  

 

In sum, local agency policy, and its interaction with the disposable financial means, the social 

structure and the labour market conditions do matter, and seem in the Belgian decentralised scheme 

rather to exacerbate existing patterns of labour market opportunities than alleviate them. This is of 

particular relevance in an era where persons are strongly held individually responsible for their 

situation. Furthermore, it points to the existence of local social assistance regimes that raises the issue 

of spatial justice (i.e. the fair and equitable geographical distribution of valued resources and the 

opportunities to mobilise them (Soja, 2010)).  
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7.3. The Limitations of the Study 

 

This study has several limitations which can be traced back to the data and sample chosen, the 

methodology used, the type of literature consulted, and the limitations of what can be done within 

one research project. 

Given the constraints of the administrative data which I have chosen to use and the way the 

sample has been drawn, several important aspects for the study of exit paths from the social assistance 

scheme are out of scope of this study. First, I follow individuals and not households, despite the fact 

that social assistance is a benefit scheme which is regulated by a household-based means test. 

However, following households was not possible due to data limitations (e.g. the reference person of 

the household is not available for persons who are not registered in National Register). Furthermore, 

the literature states that the longitudinal study of households in a consistent way is not evident 

(Jenkins, 2011). Households are formed, and split apart, they become bigger, and smaller, and 

household change is very common over a longer period.  

Second, the study only considers socio-economic trajectories after social assistance benefit 

take up and does not allow to address the reasons for entry into social assistance, and the link between 

the reasons for entry into social assistance and the determinants of exit paths from social assistance.  

Third, I do not dispose of information about whether and to which extent the variation in socio-

economic trajectories after social assistance benefit take up is the result of the behaviour of the 

beneficiaries, the agencies, other institutions or firms, or the interaction among the activities of these 

actors. Consequently, in the study the agency of persons and other actors has received less emphasis 

than institutional arrangements. Though, the agency of persons, based on their subjective experience 

of the events and their way of coping with them, is an important element in the structuring of life-

course development (see for example Schafer, Ferraro, & Mustillo, 2011) and life-work careers. This 

issue goes back to the sociological discussion about the dialectic of agency and structure, which has a 

long tradition. Furthermore, because I did not examine behaviour and the determinants of behaviour, 

I cannot develop behavioural models that aim to explain the socio-economic trajectories following 

social assistance benefit take up by giving insight into how and why actors take certain decisions. Such 

behavioural models could consider questions, such as how risk-aversion and time-discounting play in 

the assessment of socio-economic statutes by social assistance beneficiaries; how different types of 

beneficiaries evaluate the attributes of socio-economic states such as leisure time, income source, 
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income level, stability of the income, and social status; how motivation, goal-setting and coping 

strategies affect the trajectories; and how cultural norms, values and scripts influence trajectories.  

Fourth, the data did not allow to capture all relevant institutions acting upon socio-economic 

trajectories. I could not address the interaction with the educational and training system (e.g. the 

educational level obtained and the training followed), the health care system (e.g. whether 

beneficiaries reside in a hospital), the judicial system (e.g. whether indebted persons have attachment 

of earnings), the transportation system (e.g. the quality of public transport), the housing situation (e.g. 

whether persons have a reference address without having actually an habitual place of residence), and 

the family policy in place (e.g. the role of parental leave and the availability of child care facilities). 

Integrating some of these institutional arrangements would allow to study better how socio-economic 

trajectories are shaped.  

Fifth, the data reflect only the state-recognised situations. For example only state-recognised 

family structures are taken into account, which may not correspond with the wide variety of kinship 

relations existing across the world passing through social assistance. Furthermore, the official 

household and domiciliation situation may not correspond with the real household or domiciliation 

situation. Also labour market participation in the informal market was out of scope.  

Sixth, I do not dispose of information about the history of local, virtual and transnational social 

networks of beneficiaries and the development of such social networks (e.g. family, intergenerational 

relations, friends, neighbours, and (ex)-colleagues). Integrating the analysis of social networks would 

allow for a socially embedded vision on the formation of socio-economic trajectories.  

The study has also some limitations given the methodology used. First, the study only considers 

event history analysis techniques. Additional insights in trajectories could be gained which 

complement the current study through methods such as sequence analysis and multi-state models and 

through discrete-choice models (Brzinsky-Fay, Kohler, & Luniak, 2006; Carcillo et al., 2014; Hougaard, 

1999; Putter, Fiocco, & Geskus, 2007). Second, the study is rather descriptive in its nature and does 

not allow to do causal statements which should be studied by experimental research designs.  

Furthermore, the study has some limitations due to the types of former studies reviewed. First, 

the insights are mainly based on insights from quantitative studies. The rich qualitative literature is out 

of scope because of time constraints. Second, despite the fact that a broad range of literatures in 

different disciplines of the social sciences have been considered, I have not relied heavily on social 

work literature.  
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In addition, I was not able to address adequately some relevant scale issues, such as what is 

the optimal scale to study labour market participation and the effect of area characteristics on socio-

economic trajectories of social assistance beneficiaries. Defining optimal scales for these processes 

would constitute research projects on their own.  

 

7.4. Future Studies 

Future studies could develop further elements touched upon in the description of the limitations. Such 

studies could be done for a population sample, a sample of entrants in a country, a cohort sample or 

a sample of specific individual risks leading to take up social assistance. Furthermore, it would be 

interesting to bring together researchers from several disciplines in the social sciences in future 

studies.  

I consider in particular the following four types of studies useful for further research on the 

socio-economic trajectories of persons who take up social assistance within a country. First,  

quantitative studies based on administrative longitudinal data enriched with survey data (e.g. about 

time-discounting and risk-averse preferences, and cultural norms of beneficiaries) could allow to test 

behavioural models and assess the importance of these factors. Second, quantitative study designs 

examining the interrelationship between socio-economic careers and family formation careers, or 

between socio-economic careers and residential trajectories with advanced event history analysis 

techniques, such as multi-state models, and the joint modelling of interrelated processes could allow 

to extend the understanding of how transitions in other life domains affect socio-economic 

trajectories. Third, mixed method studies which allow to simultaneously study the trajectory as 

measured with the data and the real-life trajectory and the confrontation between both types of 

information could give insight in the socio-economic situations not covered by administrative data. 

Fourth, qualitative studies reconstructing the life histories of persons who claim a social assistance 

benefit by following individuals’ trajectories (also back to the country of origin) and their life-course 

development and life-work careers could allow to extend the understanding of causal mechanisms at 

work.  

Furthermore, I consider that more empirical research on how decentralised social assistance 

schemes work would be fruitful to gain better insight in the advantages and disadvantages of 

decentralisation designs. Until now the debates on the advantages and disadvantages of 

decentralisation have mainly considered theoretical arguments. Therefore, international comparative 

studies examining varieties of decentralised schemes would be interesting. Furthermore, experimental 

design studies seem to be useful. Such studies could search for research opportunities in order to 
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circumvent the fact that beneficiaries are not randomly allocated to agencies (e.g. programmes which 

allocate asylum seekers or other groups randomly to places). Moreover, it would be interesting to do 

studies which can examine how local policies affect the outcomes, while making use of richer sets of 

indicators (e.g. about job counselling, job search monitoring, and sanctioning). Also studies gaining 

insight in the determinants of variation in policy choices seem to be relevant. Particular attention could 

be given to the identification of strategic institutional logics by agencies (such as disposing of cheap 

labour, maintaining the local population and tax basis, and shifting costs to other institutions or 

authority levels). Finally, it would be of interest to examine interaction effects between individual 

characteristics (e.g. migration background), social policy choices, and socio-economic outcomes.   

Next, I consider that studying how coordination between different social protection schemes, 

between social protection schemes and labour market regulation, and social protection schemes and 

education and migration control regimes is done within various countries for specific standard and 

non-standard situations would be interesting. International comparative studies typically compare the 

changes in income levels in case of certain standard situations. However, such studies could cover a 

broader range of topics. They could compare among others the level of coordination in definitions of 

income, household type, work availability, and suitable work, the timing of the payment of the benefit, 

the complexity of the administrative procedures, the time investment needed for administrative 

procedures, and the presence of administrative gaps.  

As a final point, I consider that studies would be useful that aim to develop normative 

frameworks for assessing dynamics in terms of the desired flexibility, safety, and security or aim to 

develop a methodology to elaborate such normative frameworks. Such frameworks could be grounded 

in visions on certain desired types of development of life-courses and of life-work careers, and the 

corresponding desired levels of safety and security. Such frameworks could also be informed by the 

subjective experiences of the trajectories by beneficiaries, by assessments of their transitional skills, 

and their desired life goals. Furthermore, it would be of relevance for the development of normative 

frameworks to raise questions such as, which criteria should be considered to evaluate whether the 

levels of stability and volatility revealed are high versus low (for example age and gender, first versus 

later transitions, transitive periods were everybody passes through (e.g. from school to work) versus 

disruptive transitions, whether transitions are voluntary or not, etcetera); and which time spans would 

be of relevance to consider for the study of different transition processes within a life course. The 

development of such frameworks should allow to help to understand whether persons are doing well 

in climbing up the social ladder, or whether they stand rather a long time still, or, are lost in transition. 

It seems as if we are currently somewhat in a normative vacuum to address such questions about 
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transitions. One of the reasons for this vacuum is probably that longitudinal research is still in its 

infancy. 

 

7.5. Discussion 
 

The findings about the socio-economic trajectories of social assistance beneficiaries in Belgium ask for 

nuancing a range of (often implicit) assumptions which typically can be found in the predominant 

thinking of policy makers on social assistance benefit receipt and activation in Belgium and the 

European Union, and/or in the scientific literature.  

First, the assumption that persons stay long periods without interruptions on social assistance 

benefit should be nuanced. The socio-economic trajectories of social assistance beneficiaries display 

an enormous variety and complexity. But, the most salient common finding about the trajectories is 

that they are dynamic and rather volatile. They present many transitions and little income stability. 

The median duration of the first spell is 8 months, re-entry into social assistance is frequent, and on 

average (former) social assistance beneficiaries have four socio-economic states in four years. These 

findings, at least for the duration of benefit spells and re-entry, are in line with findings from other 

western countries. They situate Belgium within the middle group. Similar studies were already done in 

the 1990s in Europe when longitudinal research techniques became available. Nevertheless, the image 

of long-term benefit dependence still often prevails.  

Second, the idea that the most common exit route from social assistance benefit is work, does 

not hold as only less than half of the first exits are work-related (i.e. to work or ALMPs). Also, a big 

share of persons is not known in the labour market or welfare state. This finding needs further scrutiny. 

As such, it is somewhat worrying as these persons do not build up social rights and can be disconnected 

(i.e. they do not benefit from any earnings, social insurance or social assistance benefit and did not 

depend on the income of an employed partner). Substantial shares of disconnected persons in the US 

were found to be seriously deprived (Moore et al., 2012; Turner et al., 2006).  

Third, work is usually said to be the best strategy to prevent persons from poverty. However, 

exiting to work in Belgium may be also a risky and insecure path for social assistance beneficiaries. 

Exiting to work bears a high risk of re-entry into social assistance and this risk cannot be ascribed to 

the profile of the persons exiting to work. Moreover, the finding that work bears a high risk of re-entry 

is remarkable and contrasts with findings in some other western countries. Hence, it deserves further 

research.  
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Fourth, the labour market integration of former benefit claimants is generally examined on the 

basis of one transition (a point-in-time), typically the direct exit to work after benefit receipt or the 

transition to work after ALMP-participation. However, the paths leading to work for former social 

assistance beneficiaries are much more diverse (e.g. they pass through social insurance benefit receipt 

or a period without any connection with the welfare state or the labour market) and work exits are 

typically short. The median duration of first exits to work after social assistance is about 1.5 quarters. 

Therefore, the labour market integration of social assistance benefit claimants can better be seen as a 

process involving several transitions than as a point-in-time. Considering labour market integration as 

a process allows also to pay more attention to the path dependence of trajectories, as earlier 

transitions affect future transitions. It also allows to recognise that the first socio-economic statute 

after social assistance and its timing are important building blocks for the subsequent socio-economic 

trajectory.  

Fifth, evaluating financial incentives for benefit claimants is still an important pillar of social 

policy. However, this study does not find evidence that beneficiaries serviced by more generous 

welfare agencies have lower exit rates to work or other exit types. This study neither finds evidence 

for benefit shopping by beneficiaries. By contrast, the findings suggest that institutional logics may 

matter, such as transferring the financial burden to other government levels or social insurance 

schemes. Hence, future research and policy may pay more attention to institutional complementarities 

and discontinuities.  

Sixth,  individuals are typically hold responsible for their socio-economic trajectories, with little 

consideration for the complexity of the multiple factors and actors that shape jointly the socio-

economic trajectories. This study shows that time-varying socio-demographic characteristics, work and 

social insurance benefit history, migration-history characteristics, local agency socio-economic context 

and policy, agency change, and calendar year variation affect the socio-economic trajectories of social 

assistance beneficiaries. Individual characteristics are the major determinants of variation in the timing 

of the exit and the type of exit, but also the socio-economic context of the welfare agency and the 

policies regarding generosity and participation in active labour market programmes influence 

substantially the exit paths. Furthermore, long-term work exit rates are strongly associated with 

favourable labour market opportunities and active labour market programmes are not more used in 

the areas with the highest unemployment rates. Consequently, the interactions between local social 

policies, local contexts, and beneficiary characteristics seem to exacerbate rather than to alleviate the 

labour market chances of beneficiaries with unfavourable profiles or living in unfavourable socio-

economic contexts. In this regard, it is also noteworthy that the institutional opportunities are also 

different for particular groups, as for example non-European born persons have lower exit rates to 
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social insurance benefits, and to ALMPs. These paths lead typically to a long-term exit. Furthermore, 

persons with migration background need a longer time to find a job and a long-term employment.  

Seventh, local welfare agencies in decentralised schemes are typically assumed to be well 

informed about the local beneficiary population and the local labour market opportunities, and to use 

active labour market programmes in particular for the beneficiaries with the most unfavourable 

profiles and in the areas with the most unfavourable labour market opportunities. However, this study 

finds no evidence confirming such expectations for the Belgian decentralised scheme.  

 Eight, the role of the social assistance scheme towards newly arriving migrants is typically 

neglected within the policy debates on the social integration and labour market integration of 

migrants. However, this study establishes that the social assistance scheme is an important institution 

acting upon the integration of newcomers in the period studied. About half of the beneficiaries 

entering the social assistance scheme in 2004 and 2005 resided less than five years in Belgium. 

Furthermore, not only by policy makers, but also in the literature the role of social assistance schemes 

towards migrants is still poorly conceptualised. The literature addresses questions such as whether 

migrants stay longer on benefits and whether migrants residing longer in the country have higher exit 

rates from social assistance than more recent cohorts of migrants. However, the job matching role of 

social assistance schemes for migrants has been scarcely studied.  

In sum, the contemporary policy approach to stimulating labour market participation for 

benefit claimants and research designs on benefit dynamics could benefit from considering (i) the 

medium and long-term outcomes of activating schemes given the specificities of the labour market 

segments to which social assistance beneficiaries have access, (ii) the institutional interactions (i.e. 

complementarities and discontinuities) between social protection schemes and other institutional 

arrangements, and between welfare state institutions and labour market regulation, (iii) the 

interaction with migration flows, and the specific situation of persons with migration background, and 

(vi) the impact of the local socio-economic context and the local policy in decentralised schemes.  

The high share of transitions raises also the question whether more attention should be given 

to the meaning and the desirability of the volatility of socio-economic states, and the factors that allow 

to make transitions which have in the long term an added value. The revealed speed of transitions 

requires a rather high flexibility and investment by (former) beneficiaries and institutions for limited 

income security. Social assistance beneficiaries are typically persons who recently migrated, persons 

who experienced disruptive life events (such as a divorce or a job loss without sufficient employment 

record to be eligible for unemployment benefit), youngsters making the transitions from education to 

the labour market, and persons who have grown up in difficult situations. Moreover, the socio-
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economic trajectory is only one of the life domains of these social assistance beneficiaries. In this 

regard, the data reveal that the beneficiaries cope also with transitions in other life domains, such as 

housing, residence status, nationality acquisition, and family situation. On the basis of this study it is 

unclear whether persons feel lost in transition, whether the socio-economic transitions are scarring, 

or whether the transitions offer exactly the opportunities to acquire a better living standard and socio-

economic situation, and for whom this is the case. Developing answers to the questions raised requires 

further study and policy with attention for life-work trajectories. The contemporary research designs 

and policy measures aimed at reducing poverty and stimulating labour market participation still 

address often snapshots or static situations with little consideration of trajectories. Nevertheless, a 

longitudinal approach is promising to improve and reconsider the regulation of risks and opportunities. 
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Nederlandstalige Samenvatting (Summary in Dutch) 
 

Hoewel vele studies ongelijkheid, armoede en sociale mobiliteit bestuderen is er eigenlijk weinig 

geweten over de sociaaleconomische trajecten van personen die onderaan de inkomensverdeling 

leven, en de ongelijkheden waar zij mee te kampen hebben. In dit doctoraatsonderzoek heb ik als 

doelstelling om de sociaaleconomische trajecten te documenteren voor personen die een 

bijstandsuitkering opnamen in de jaren 2004 en 2005 in België en om de verklarende factoren voor 

verschillen in deze trajecten te onderzoeken. Met een bijstandsuitkering bedoel ik een leefloon of een 

equivalent leefloon dat een Openbaar Centrum voor Maatschappelijke Welzijn (OCMW) uitkeert. Een 

bijstandsuitkering kan toegekend worden nadat een bestaansmiddelentoets op huishoudniveau werd 

uitgevoerd. Bijstandsuitkeringen zijn bedoeld voor legaal verblijvende behoeftige personen, op 

beroepsactieve leeftijd, die niet ziek zijn en die geen recht hebben op andere inkomensvervangende 

sociale zekerheidsuitkeringen. Een bijstandsuitkering kan ook een aanvulling zijn op uitkeringen of 

lonen die lager zijn dan het minimuminkomen.  

De bijstand had traditioneel een drievoudige taak naar bijstandsgerechtigden, met name een 

minimuminkomen garanderen, hun (sociale) integratie ondersteunen en hen toeleiden naar de 

arbeidsmarkt. In het kader van de omvorming naar een activerende welvaartstaat werden in het begin 

van de jaren 2000 diverse maatregelen genomen om bijstandsgerechtigden beter te integreren op de 

arbeidsmarkt. Bijvoorbeeld de wet op het leefloon werd hervormd in 2002 en diverse maatregelen 

werden genomen om werken lonend te maken. Immers, hoewel uitkeringen inkomensschokken 

kunnen temperen en een zekere inkomenszekerheid kunnen bieden, laten situaties waarbij men 

(langdurig) een uitkering ontvangt littekens na. Ze beïnvloeden negatief het welzijn en het toekomstige 

inkomensniveau, ze kunnen een afname van menselijk kapitaal en ontmoediging met zich meebrengen 

en uitkeringsafhankelijkheid in de hand werken. Daarom koos het beleid om sterker in te zetten op 

werk. Werk wordt algemeen gezien als een bron van economische zelfredzaamheid die ook het welzijn 

en de sociale insluiting bevordert, vooral bij duurzame tewerkstelling. Ook zijn werkenden vanuit 

financieel oogpunt voor de samenleving interessanter aangezien zij mee de sociale zekerheid helpen 

betalen en geen financiële last vormen voor de samenleving.  

Maar de hervormingen vonden plaats in een periode waarin de arbeidsmarkt ook onderhevig 

was aan diepgaande veranderingen ten gevolge van globalisering, de-industrialisering en 

technologische vernieuwing. Een postindustriële arbeidsmarkt zag het licht waarin stabiele en 

duurzame arbeidsrelaties nog wel bestaan, maar voor sommigen moeilijk bereikbaar zijn. Vooral 
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laaggeschoolden en nieuwe toetreders tot de arbeidsmarkt zoals migranten hebben het moeilijk. Dit 

zijn net groepen die sterk vertegenwoordigd zijn bij bijstandsgerechtigden. Daarom is het bijzonder 

interessant om na te gaan wat de sociaaleconomische trajecten zijn van bijstandsgerechtigden. De 

vraag stelt zich hoe lang bijstandsgerechtigden gebruik maken van een bijstandsuitkering; of zij een 

job vinden; als ze geen job hebben in welke andere sociaaleconomische situaties zij terechtkomen na 

bijstand (bijvoorbeeld een sociale zekerheidsuitkering ontvangen of deelnemen aan een 

activeringsmaatregel); hoe lang zij in deze diverse sociaaleconomische situaties blijven; in welke mate 

personen terugstromen naar de bijstand; en of de vroegere bijstandsgerechtigden in een duurzame 

tewerkstelling terechtkomen. Deze vragen vormen de kernvragen van dit doctoraatsonderzoek.  

Verder ging ik in deze studie na welke verschillen er zijn in de trajecten tussen personen met 

en zonder migratie-achtergrond, en voor personen die door verschillende OCMW’s begeleid worden. 

Ook onderzocht ik welke factoren verschillen kunnen verklaren. Trajectverschillen bestuderen tussen 

personen met diverse migratie-achtergrond is bijzonder relevant voor de Belgische bijstand. Met name 

70 procent van de bijstandsgerechtigden had in de periode die we bestudeerden een migratie-

achtergrond (zij werden buiten België geboren of ten minste één van hun ouders werd buiten België 

geboren). De helft van de bijstandsgerechtigden kwam in de voorbije vijf jaar toe in België. In België 

speelt bijstand dus een cruciale rol naar nieuwkomers. Ook is het relevant om te onderzoeken in welke 

mate personen die in verschillende gemeentes leven en dus door verschillende OCMW’s worden 

begeleid andere trajecten hebben. België is immers een land met heel uitgesproken verschillen in 

sociaaleconomische context (de werkloosheidsgraad op gemeenteniveau varieerde in 2004 tussen 3 

en 35 procent) en bijstandsgerechtigden zijn sterk geconcentreerd in gebieden met ongunstige 

tewerkstellingsmogelijkheden. Ook hebben OCMW’s de vrijheid om een eigen lokaal beleid inzake 

aanvullende steun en activering uit te tekenen, en verschillen zij sterk in de financiële middelen 

waarover ze beschikken om een dergelijk beleid vorm te geven. 

Theoretisch beschouw ik de sociaaleconomische trajecten als het resultaat van het handelen 

van personen, instituties en ondernemingen dat gesitueerd is in de tijd en de ruimte. 

Sociaaleconomische trajecten krijgen vorm doorheen (i) de levensloopontwikkeling van individuen en 

de historiek van hun woonplaats, waarbij deze individuen omgaan met (ii) de lokale implementatie van 

de regulering van sociale risico’s en opportuniteiten door instituties (bijvoorbeeld 

arbeidsmarktregulering en welvaartstaatinstellingen), en met (iii) de lokale economische cycli en de 

seizoenschommelingen. Aangezien de data niet toelaten kenmerken van ondernemingen te 

bestuderen onderzocht ik in deze studie voornamelijk de impact van factoren die zich op het niveau 

van het individu en het OCMW situeren. Ik onderzocht de impact van volgende individuele kenmerken: 

sociaaldemografische kenmerken, het arbeids- en sociale zekerheidsverleden, de 
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migratiegeschiedenis en de residentiële geschiedenis. Verder ging ik na of de sociaaleconomische 

context en het beleid van het OCMW (inzake aanvullende steun en het gebruik van 

activeringsmaatregelen) een impact hadden op de sociaaleconomische trajecten van de 

bijstandsgerechtigden.  

In de vijf papers die de kern van dit doctoraat vormen werden steeds bepaalde determinanten 

van deelaspecten van de sociaaleconomische trajecten van bijstandsgerechtigden belicht. Drie artikels 

gaan in op verschillen in de sociaaleconomische trajecten tussen personen met diverse migratie-

achtergrond. Het eerste paper bestudeert of eerste en tweede generatie migranten langer in de 

bijstand blijven dan personen die in België geboren zijn met ouders die in België geboren zijn, en hoe 

de migratiegeschiedenis het tijdstip van uitstroom uit de bijstand beïnvloedt. Het tweede paper 

onderzoekt welke sociaaleconomische statuten personen met diverse migratie-achtergrond na 

bijstand hebben, welke factoren terugstroom naar de bijstand beïnvloeden en hoe het soort uitstroom 

impact heeft op de terugstroom naar de bijstand. Het derde paper focust op duurzame uitstroom naar 

werk na bijstand. Het bestudeert of personen met diverse migratie-achtergrond verschillen in de kans 

op uitstroom naar duurzaam werk en het tijdstip van uitstroom naar duurzaam werk en of variatie kan 

toegeschreven worden aan kenmerken van de bijstandsgerechtigden of aan de lokale 

tewerkstellingsmogelijkheden. Verder onderzoeken twee papers de verschillen in uitstroompatronen 

tussen OCMW’s. Het vierde paper gaat na of en hoe het tijdstip van uitstroom beïnvloed wordt door 

individuele kenmerken en door het beleid en de sociaaleconomische context van het OCMW van 

begeleiding. Het laatste artikel onderzoekt hoe activeringsmaatregelen gebruikt worden door de lokale 

OCMW’s. Dit artikel behandelt de volgende vragen: aan wie worden activeringsmaatregelen 

toegekend; bestaat er na controle voor de diverse OCMW-populaties significante variatie op het 

OCMW-niveau in het gebruik van activeringsmaatregelen; als er dergelijke variatie is waaraan kan deze 

toegeschreven worden; en ten slotte, hoe beïnvloedt het gebruik van activeringsmaatregelen andere 

types van uitstroom.  

In deze vijf papers bestudeerde ik de onderzoeksvragen op basis van longitudinale 

administratieve data. Ik beschikte over een 1/3de proportioneel gestratificeerde steekproef van 

personen die in 2004 en 2005 instroomden in de bijstand of reeds een bijstandsuitkering genoten. 

Voor deze personen volgde ik in de daaropvolgende jaren (meestal over vier jaar) hun 

sociaaleconomische trajecten. Ook had ik zicht op hun arbeids-, bijstands- en sociale 

zekerheidsverleden sinds 1999 en hun migratieverleden en -traject. Deze gegevens op individueel 

niveau werden gekoppeld met kenmerken van het OCMW-beleid en van de sociaaleconomische 

context van de gemeente waarin ze leefden. De gemeentelijke gegevens waren afkomstig van diverse 
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databronnen. Met deze gegevens beschikte ik over een rijke dataset, die ook in internationaal 

perspectief uniek is.  

In de vijf papers onderzocht ik de onderzoeksvragen aan de hand van (multiniveau) ‘event 

history analyse’-technieken. ‘Event history’-analyse is een statistische techniek die in diverse 

disciplines in de sociale wetenschappen en de natuurwetenschappen wordt gebruikt. Deze techniek 

laat toe om op adequate wijze vragen in verband met het tijdstip van verandering in statuten te 

analyseren en om verklarende variabelen te analyseren die over de tijd heen evolueren. Verder maakte 

ik ook gebruik van multiniveau-analyse. Deze techniek laat toe om rekening te houden met het feit dat 

personen die door hetzelfde OCMW worden begeleid niet onafhankelijk zijn van elkaar. In dit 

onderzoek gebruikte ik multiniveau-analyse om na te gaan wat het effect was van de lokale 

sociaaleconomische context en het lokale OCMW-beleid op de sociaaleconomische trajecten. Ook liet 

multiniveau-analyse toe om in zekere mate te controleren voor het feit dat niet alle relevante 

variabelen om de onderzoeksvragen te beantwoorden (bijvoorbeeld het hoogst behaalde 

onderwijsniveau) aanwezig waren in de data.  

In het onderzoek stelde ik vast dat de sociaaleconomische trajecten van bijstandsgerechtigden 

een enorme variëteit en complexiteit hebben. Een gemeenschappelijk element van deze trajecten is 

dat ze weinig inkomensstabiliteit vertonen. De mediane duur van een eerste bijstandsperiode is acht 

maanden. Eén derde van de bijstandsgerechtigden stroomt terug naar de bijstand in een periode van 

vier jaar en gemiddeld hebben de bijstandsgerechtigden vier sociaaleconomische statuten in vier jaar. 

Hun trajecten vertonen dus veel transities en zijn zeer dynamisch. Ook blijken de trajecten 

padafhankelijk te zijn. Het tijdstip van eerdere transities en het type van deze transities hebben een 

impact op de daaropvolgende transities. Daarom vormt het eerste sociaaleconomische statuut na 

bijstand een belangrijke bouwsteen.  

Slechts de helft van de uitstroom uit de bijstand is gerelateerd aan werk (personen stromen 

uit naar werk of naar een activeringsmaatregel). Bovendien is de uitstroom naar werk doorgaans van 

korte duur, en brengt deze een hogere kans op terugstroom naar bijstand met zich mee dan andere 

sociaaleconomische situaties na bijstand. Deze hoge kans op terugstroom na een tewerkstelling kan 

ook niet worden toegeschreven aan het profiel van personen die naar tewerkstellingen uitstromen. 

Verder leiden tewerkstellingen ook zelden tot duurzame arbeidsmarktintegratie. Slechts 12 procent 

van de bijstandsgerechtigden stroomt binnen de twee jaar door naar een periode van tewerkstelling 

die twee jaar zal duren. Na vier jaar is 30 procent van de initiële bijstandsgerechtigden aan het werk. 

Dit percentage weerspiegelt de directe transities naar werk, de indirecte transities naar werk 
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(bijvoorbeeld na het ontvangen van een sociale zekerheidsuitkering) en de duur van de 

tewerkstellingscontracten na deze transities.  

Maar de uitstroom naar werk staat slechts in voor een deel van de uitstroom. Eigenlijk stroomt 

de grootste groep bijstandsgerechtigden om ongekende redenen uit. Deze heterogene groep, die ik 

niet verder kon bestuderen op basis van de gegevens waarover ik beschikte, is niet gekend in de 

arbeidsmarkt en in de welvaartstaat. Dat roept vragen op. Het zou zinvol zijn om in toekomstig 

onderzoek voor deze groep na te gaan wat hun inkomensbronnen zijn en in welke mate deze personen 

gedepriveerd zijn.  

Wat betreft factoren die de variatie in de sociaaleconomische trajecten kunnen verklaren, 

stellen we vast dat zowel sociodemografische kenmerken, arbeids- en sociale zekerheidsverleden en 

migratiegeschiedenis, lokaal beleid en lokale sociaaleconomische  context, verhuizen en 

seizoenschommelingen een impact hebben op de bestudeerde deelaspecten van de 

sociaaleconomische trajecten. Hoewel de OCMW-kenmerken een significante impact hebben, zijn de 

individuele kenmerken toch wel de voornaamste verklarende factor voor verschillen in de 

sociaaleconomische trajecten. Ook worden de sociaaleconomische trajecten vorm gegeven door het 

samenspel tussen arbeidsmarktregulering, de afgesloten arbeidsmarktcontracten en de 

welvaartstaatsinstituties, waarbij institutionele interacties van bijzonder belang zijn, gegeven het 

residuele karakter van de bijstand.   

Verder speelt de bijstand een belangrijke rol bij de integratie van nieuwkomers. De helft van 

de bijstandsgerechtigden in de bestudeerde periode verbleef immers minder dan vijf jaar in België. 

Hoewel personen met een migratie-achtergrond doorgaans aanzienlijk langer in de bijstand blijven 

dan personen geboren in België met ouders geboren in België, blijkt bijstand voor personen met een 

migratie-achtergrond toch vooral een tijdelijke overbruggende inkomensbron te zijn. Voor niet-

Europese migranten stellen we vast dat de bijstand niet als een val functioneert. Hun kans om uit te 

stromen daalt niet naarmate ze langer een bijstandsuitkering krijgen. Ook hebben migranten die langer 

in België verblijven minder lange bijstandsperiodes dan personen die recenter toekwamen. Verder 

kunnen de langere duren op de bijstand voor personen met een migratie-achtergrond toegeschreven 

worden aan het feit dat  deze personen minder kans hebben om uit te stromen naar een 

activeringsmaatregel of naar een sociale zekerheidsuitkering. Dat zijn uitstroomkanalen die doorgaans 

leiden tot een snelle en langdurige uitstroom uit de bijstand. Ook stellen we vast dat personen met 

een migratie-achtergrond geen lagere kans hebben om te beginnen werken, of om in een langdurige 

tewerkstelling terecht te komen dan personen geboren in België met ouders geboren in België. Wel is 

het zo dat zij een langere tijd nodig hebben om een tewerkstelling te vinden, en dat hun wegen naar 



245 
 

werk meer kronkelend zijn. Kortom, de sociaaleconomische trajecten van bijstandsgerechtigden met 

en zonder migratie-achtergrond verschillen aanzienlijk, in het bijzonder voor niet-Europese migranten 

en voor asielzoekers. Dit blijkt eerder een verhaal van verschillen in opportuniteiten te zijn, dan van 

werkwilligheid.  

Verder blijken er aanzienlijke verschillen te zijn in de sociaaleconomische trajecten tussen 

verschillende OCMW’s. Zo verschilt de mediane duur in de bijstand bijvoorbeeld tussen drie en meer 

dan 24 maanden tussen OCMW’s. Deze verschillen worden in grote mate verklaard door verschillen in 

de kenmerken van de OCMW-populatie. Maar ook het lokale beleid van het OCMW en de sociale 

structuur van de gemeente (bijvoorbeeld de gemeentegrootte) blijken het tijdstip van uitstroom te 

beïnvloeden. Het is niet zo dat de uitstroom lager is in genereuzere OCMW’s. De uitstroom is verder 

hoger in gemeentes die veel gebruik maken van activeringsmaatregelen. Ook hebben 

bijstandsgerechtigden in gebieden met een hogere werkloosheidsgraad een veel lagere kans om uit te 

stromen naar duurzaam werk. Verder blijken activeringsmaatregelen in het Belgische decentrale 

bijstandsstelsel, in tegenstelling tot wat we zouden verwachten op basis van de literatuur, niet gebruikt 

te worden voor de personen met de meest ongunstige profielen, bijvoorbeeld personen met weinig 

werkervaring of die langdurig een bijstandsuitkering ontvangen. Activeringsmaatregelen worden ook 

niet meer gebruikt in de gebieden met de meest ongunstige werkloosheidsgraden. Waar veel gebruik 

gemaakt wordt van activeringsmaatregelen is er minder uitstroom naar ander werk. Deze 

vaststellingen suggereren dat er mogelijks onbedoelde neveneffecten spelen, zoals dat personen die 

toegeleid worden naar een activeringsmaatregel eigenlijk werk hadden kunnen vinden op de reguliere 

arbeidsmarkt. Kortom, we stellen vast dat lokaal OCMW-beleid een rol speelt en er interactie is met 

de lokale sociale structuur (bijvoorbeeld de gemeentegrootte en de regio). Dit samenspel lijkt echter 

eerder de bestaande kansen op de arbeidsmarkt te versterken, dan een bufferrol te spelen bij 

ongunstige arbeidsmarktsituaties. Deze vaststellingen stellen de vraag naar de wenselijkheid van meer 

spatiale gelijkheid van uitkomsten. Ook wijzen ze er op dat in een tijd waarin individuele 

verantwoordelijkheid centraal staat er toch ook een impact is van de lokale sociaaleconomische 

context en van het lokale beleid.  

De bevindingen van het onderzoek laten ook toe om een vijftal vaak impliciete assumpties te 

counteren. Die assumpties maken doorgaans deel uit van de publieke opinie of van het dominante 

discours inzake armoede, sociale insluiting en activering in België en in de Europese Unie. Ten eerste, 

het idee is wijdverspreid dat bijstandsgerechtigden lange ononderbroken periodes van bijstand 

hebben. Dit beeld moet sterk bijgesteld worden aangezien de mediane duur van een periode in de 

bijstand slechts acht maanden is en herintrede frequent is. Ten tweede, het idee dat het meest 

courante sociaaleconomische statuut na bijstand werk is, moet genuanceerd worden aangezien slechts 
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de helft van de uitstroom naar werk ofwel een activeringsmaatregel is, en een groot aandeel na 

bijstand niet gekend is in de arbeidsmarkt of in de welvaartstaat. Ten derde, werk wordt doorgaans 

beschouwd als de beste strategie om armoede te voorkomen. Echter in België blijkt beginnen te 

werken voor bijstandsgerechtigden een risicovol en onzeker pad te zijn dat vaak van korte duur is. Het 

draagt bovendien een hoge kans op herintrede in de bijstand. Deze vaststellingen zijn opmerkelijk en 

contrasteren met de bevindingen in andere landen. Maar ze zijn in overeenstemming met 

onderzoeken die aantonen dat veranderingen van job vaak voorkomen bij laaggeschoolden in België. 

Ten vierde, arbeidsmarktintegratie wordt vaak gezien als één bepaald moment, met name de directe 

overgang van een uitkering naar een tewerkstelling, of de overstap naar een tewerkstelling na een 

activeringsmaatregel. Echter in de praktijk lijken de paden die leiden tot werk vanuit bijstand veel 

diverser te zijn (bijvoorbeeld ze passeren via het tijdelijk genieten van een sociale zekerheidsuitkering), 

en zijn tewerkstellingen vaak kort. Daarom kan arbeidsmarktintegratie beter als een proces 

geconceptualiseerd worden waarbij diverse interacties tussen instituties centraal staan. Ten vijfde, het 

denken in termen van financiële incentieven voor bijstandsgerechtigden blijft belangrijk in het sociaal 

beleid. Dit onderzoek vindt echter geen bewijs dat personen in OCMW’s die meer aanvullende steun 

toekennen minder zouden uitstromen naar werk of andere uitstroomkanalen. Ook zijn er geen 

aanwijzigingen dat bijstandsgerechtigden verhuizen naar OCMW’s met genereuzere uitkeringen. Wel 

zijn er indicaties dat er mogelijks institutionele mechanismen voor OCMW’s spelen, zoals het 

doorschuiven van de financiële last naar andere overheidsniveaus of sociale zekerheidssystemen.  

Kortom, het activeringsparadigma heeft doorgaans te weinig aandacht voor de uitkomsten op 

lange termijn van het beleid, de complementariteiten en discontinuïteiten die bestaan tussen bijstand 

en diverse sociale zekerheidsinstanties en tussen sociale zekerheid en arbeidsmarktregulering, de 

interactie met migratiefluxen, de specifieke situatie van personen met een migratie-achtergrond en 

de impact van de lokale sociaaleconomische context en het lokale beleid.  

Ook stelt zich de vraag of een dergelijke snelheid van transities in de sociaaleconomische 

trajecten van bijstandsgerechtigden, die niet steeds een meerwaarde hebben op lange termijn, 

wenselijk is voor bijstandsgerechtigden die vaak laaggeschoold zijn of nieuw toegekomen zijn. Dit gaat 

immers om slechts één van de levensdomeinen van deze personen. De vraag stelt zich hoe 

sociaaleconomische transities zich verhouden tot transities in andere levensdomeinen. Personen die 

recent migreerden, levensgebeurtenissen meemaakten die leiden tot de opname van bijstand 

(bijvoorbeeld een echtscheiding of verlies van een job zonder voldoende arbeidsverleden te kunnen 

bewijzen) of opgroeiden in moeilijke levensomstandigheden blijken in de data ook vaak transities op 

vele andere vlakken te maken, met name inzake huisvesting, de verwerving van de nationaliteit, het 

verblijfsstatuut en de gezinssituatie. Het is onduidelijk of bijstandsgerechtigden zich verloren voelen 
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bij deze transities, of deze transities littekens nalaten, of transities net de opportuniteiten bieden om 

een betere inkomenspositie en levenssituatie te verwerven. Dit verdient verder studiewerk en een 

beleid met aandacht voor levenslooptrajecten. Het huidige beleid en onderzoek rond armoede en 

activering  denkt immers nog vooral in momentopnames of statische situaties, en niet zozeer in termen 

van levenslooptrajecten. Nochtans heeft een longitudinale bril potentieel om de regulering van sociale 

risico’s en opportuniteiten te herdenken. 

 


