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Empowerment – processing the processed 

Introduction – Localising Empowerment 

To look at empowerment in the context of the social quality approach has to face two 

challenges, 

* the one being the necessity to locate the orthogonality and embeddedness of 

empowerment in the context of discussing the other components, namely socio-

economic security, social inclusion and social cohesion; 

* the other being concerned with elaborating the specificity of the component and its 

distinctiveness in relation to other reference-theories of empowerment. 

To put it simple, the first question is: How is empowerment linked to and actually 

defined by the other components? The questions in the second complex are: Has 

empowerment a distinct meaning in the context of the social quality theory – distinct 

when compared with the understanding in other contexts? How is it differentiated in 

relation for instance to empowerment in the context of social work, learning theories 

and others? Of course, these questions are interrelated and in actual fact, in a way we 

have to answer both questions simultaneously. 

The original definition of empowerment in the theory of social quality, as it had been 

iteratively developed (see Beck/van der Maesen/Walker, 2001) highlights the 

following five points: 

* the fundamental reference to equity; 

* the reference to capabilities and capacities and thus – logically – the interaction of 

action and structure 

* the reference to the actor-orientation of the social-quality concept and thus the 

central role empowerment has to play; 

* the ‘practical’ relevance of the concept, and its ‘instrumental character’ in terms of 

policy making; 

* the reference to ‘choice’, again linking action and structure. 

Seen in this light, empowerment had been defined in the following way: 

                                                 
1  See for information on the author http://www.ucc.ie/en/appsoc/staff/acad/pherrmann/ 
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Empowerment to realize human competencies or capabilities 

(versus subordination) primarily concerns the micro-level enabling 

of people, as ‘citizens’, to develop their full potential. Thus this 

component of social quality refers to developing the competence of 

citizens in order to participate in processes determining daily life. 

(Beck/van der Maesen/Walker, 1997: 290). 

However, to get a clear understanding we have to look first at the question of power 

and the two analytically distinct dimensions. Helpful is briefly investigating the 

linguistic dimension. Taking the French pouvoir, we see clearer then in the English 

language the dimensions of being able to do something, to make on the one hand and 

on the other hand the dimension of power that is concerned with control. In Italian 

language we find synonyms as potere, potenza and as well forza and autorità. And in 

German we see the strict link of Macht, the root being machen, i.e. making. This 

suggests seeing power as category very much concerned with actually bridging two 

main dimensions which are in social thought usually seen as independent and/or 

dichotomous, namely the social and the economic. This characteristic dichotomisation 

is not just a matter of two areas but reaches the core of social thinking, namely the 

confrontation between idealist and materialist social theory. 

But this is, of course, very much a reflection of real social developments, namely the 

falling apart of these different dimensions. Niklas Luhmann once characterised this by 

writing Alles könnte anders sein - und fast nichts kann ich ändern. (Luhmann, 1969: 

44) [All could be different but I nearly cannot change anything.]. However, the 

question arises why and in which way everything actually could be different? And 

why can we not change anything? 

Crucial moments in this context – as matter of real development and also as matter 

that is important when it comes to the epistemological dimension of contemporary 

analysis – are the two secular shifts we can detect as decisively characterising 

historical developments: the one is the increasing juridification and more specifically 

contractualisation – this is not least a matter of increasingly undermining genuine 

social patterns and replace them by somewhat artificial glues (see Herrmann, 2009 a). 

We see from here the particularly strong link between empowerment and cohesion. 

The other secular trend is that around commodification, semi-commodification and 

decommodification. Though we have to acknowledge the limitation of such statement, 
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we may say that the commodification-decommodification axes links heuristically 

empowerment to both, the dimension of socio-economic security and to inclusion. 

From here, the most important questions about empowerment and the search for 

relevant indicators have to concentrate on the following issues. (i) the determination 

of citizenship and with this the determination of internal divisions and external 

borders; (ii) the determination of power inequalities and their debate in the context of 

‘gaining societal wealth’ for their (pseudo-)justification; (iii) the discussion of power 

distribution between win-win and zero-sum games. – Before looking at these issues, 

some general remarks are required. 

Empowerment – some mainstream issues 

If we look for empowerment and how it is reflected in contemporary debates, we can 

see in particular two strands. The one is very much dealing with issues on the 

individual level, concerned with matters of the empowering individuals in settings of 

their immediate sociability. As such, relevant considerations are very much linked to 

the subject of social psychology and as much as they can claim following an 

emancipative ethos, they are following very much an affirmative notion: being geared 

towards individuals developing ‘ownership’ over the immediate environment. The 

fundamental limitation is given by such approaches being concerned with individuals’ 

development: it is the individual that is encouraged to develop such ownership, 

proposing that such identification contributes to the enhancement of affirmative (non-

)action: systemic attachment rather than systemic development and change are at the 

centre of this orientation. 

On the other hand, empowerment is promoted as strategy of governance, replacing 

and/or complementing democracy. Again, the fundamental notion is affirmative, 

actually not meant to deal with the issue of societal power. Moreover, it is not even 

dealing with the distribution of power within a given system as it rigidly accepts the 

framework setting without considering the complex interrelationship of relational and 

processual issues of empowerment. To understand empowerment in a more 

appropriate way it is useful to start from a tensional field in which power – and 

subsequently empowerment – can be understood. This field spans on the one hand 

between individual and societal and is on the other hand characterised by 

appropriation and control. It is characteristic that the latter dimension is – as 
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appropriation – primarily concerned with the relationship between humans and nature 

and – as control – primarily seen as matter of social relationship. However, it has to 

be emphasised that this is true by way of interpreting contemporary relationships 

rather than being employed with the generic dimension of power. Generically, we are 

dealing with a socio-environmental relationship: social processes are linked into and 

depending on the natural environment; and vice versa, the natural environment does 

barely exist as such: it is predisposed by the way in which individuals and societies 

are actually dealing with it and in which way this is a process that is shaped by the 

socio-environmental presuppositions.  

As heuristic tool the following matrix may be helpful: 

 individual - 
(power of 

individuals) 

societal - (power 
of society) 

appropriation 
  

ruling and 
control of others 

  

Figure 12 

In this light it is clear that as much as the social quality concept aims in general on 

overcoming the methodological individualism which underlies – explicitly or 

implicitly – most of social science, it is in particular the centrality of empowerment as 

an objective component that makes it possible to grasp the dialectical relationship 

between (a) actor and structure and thus (b) between the individual and soci(et)al. 

As already briefly mentioned, empowerment is commonly positioned at the borderline 

of the different dimensions of the individual and the social, actually meaning that it 

claims to fulfil a bridge-function, making it possible to combine in a single act the two 

dimensions which had been spelled out by James S. Coleman as 

character of macro-to-micro and micro-to-macro transitions 

(Coleman, 1990: 11 f.) 

The challenge of defining empowerment is seen as overcoming the apparent disparity 

of 

* the Durkheimian understanding of the social, pointing on an independent entity in 

its own rights and 

                                                 
2  See in this context as well the reflections on the different traditions of conceptualising the state in theories of social 

contract as elaborated in Herrmann 2007 
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* the original definition of the social quality approach according to which 

the social is not existing as such but it is the expression of 

constantly changing aspects of processes by which individuals 

realize themselves (verwirklichen) as interacting beings. 

(Beck et altera, 2001: 310) 

In actual fact, what seems to be suggested as contradiction between the approaches is 

more a contradiction in earlier formulations of the social quality approach itself as at 

the same location it is said that 

our endeavour is to develop a scientific framework and a political 

programme which assume the social as an authentic entity. 

(ibid.) 

In other words, this approach itself presumes a certain independence of the social, 

whereas it states at the same time that the social ‘is not existing as such’. Here the 

attention is turning to another emphasis of the definition, seeing it as 

both the ever-present condition (material cause) and the continually 

reproduced outcome of human agency. And praxis is both work, that 

is conscious production, and (normally unconscious) reproduction 

of the conditions of production, that is society. 

(Bhaskar, 1979: 43 f.; cited in Beck at altera, 2001: 312) 

Seen in this light, empowerment is central to the entire concept of Social Quality. 

Deciphering the definition of the social, we can highlight as a forgotten matter of 

interest that an explicit link between the living-together of people and the definition of 

citizenship is established. 

Following the proposal to point out a trinominal structure, (a) the subject matter of 

empowerment is the provision of the means of and for communication as foundation 

of the social as interactive process. Whereas other components concentrate on 

available material resources (socio-economic security), the integration into different 

relationships (inclusion) and trustworthiness of relationships (cohesion), the concern 

of empowerment is the availability and reliability of the availability of access, 

necessary to establish the capability of participation.3 (b) The specific nature, i.e. the 

resources needed being knowledge and rights, necessary to put the potential into 

                                                 
3  This refers largely to the definitions of the other components, recapitulated by van der Maesen, 2003: 23 
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reality. (c) Taking these considerations seriously when looking at empowerment, we 

can say that this is a variable that is 

* to some extent the point of departure, the factor on which the realisation of the 

others is build upon and 

* at the same time the ‘result’ of the other components. 

In other words, empowerment is very much a conditional and – when related to the 

other components – a resulting factor. We have to take this already into account when 

we are looking for a definition of empowerment. The definition proposed is – so far as 

follows: 

Social Empowerment is concerned with the means and processes 

and relations necessary for people to be capable of actively 

participating in social relations and actively influencing the 

immediate and more distant social and physical environment. 

Or shorter we can say that 

Social Empowerment is the degree to which the personal 

capabilities are and the ability of people to act is enhanced by 

social relations. 

Empowerment is then the core of the entire project of social quality (see Herrmann, 

2005). From here, the Social Quality Approach is very much understandable as 

dialectical theory of action. It is not solely and even primarily concerned with transfer 

of knowledge, enabling the individual to cope with given structural situations. Rather, 

empowerment is concerned with enabling the person individually and socially to 

* adapt to a given situation, 

* to cope with changes of situations and 

* to actively influence social developments, i.e. to evoke and maintain changes. 

The notion of enlightenment 

This stands against commonly used traits of dichotomising the nature in social 

sciences in which empowerment is usually located on the micro-, the meso- or the 

macro level alternatively. This does not draw immediate attention to the relational 

character of the social. Such relational perspective is not simply a matter of relations 

between people but as well and more importantly a matter of relations between 

individual and the soci(et)al. – Although this cannot be elaborated, it has to be 
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mentioned that such a conceptualisation largely helps to overcome the dichotomy 

between structure and agency. As such, the social concerns 

the outcomes of reciprocal relationships (dialectic) between 

processes of self-realisation of individual people as social beings 

and processes leading to the formation of collective identities. Its 

subject matter concerns the outcomes of this reciprocity. … 

The definition of social quality is based on this reciprocity. Social 

quality is the extent to which people are able to participate in the 

social and economic life of their communities under conditions 

which enhance their well-being and individual potential. 

(van der Maesen, April 2004) 

A very general, i.e. philosophical orientation on empowerment, employing an 

individualising bottom-up approach, comes from the notion of enlightenment which 

derives the social from the notion of rationalisation and of translating increasing 

cognition by the individual into the basis of the social fabric and finally society. In the 

perspective of the Kantian imperative 

act so that the maxim of thy will can always at the same time hold 

good as a principle of universal legislation 

(Kant, 1788) 

the social is nothing else than an ‘invisible contract’, drawn between individuals not 

on grounds of necessary control of individual behaviour but on grounds of a higher 

natural law of reason and the ability as well as duty of the individual to accept 

responsibility. 

As such this can be already seen as an acknowledgement of power, although it 

fundamentally divides the individual and the social – power is then equalled with 

responsibility – responding in accordance with the ability to rationally perceive the 

world and to act accordingly. The social is not seen as a genuine ‘goal and 

framework’ in and by which individuals realise themselves. Moreover, the social is 

not considered as being an entity sui generis, constituted by social actors. Rather, the 

social is understood as construct, a conglomerate emerging from isolated individual 

acts, based on knowledge and constituted by the individual’s efforts to coordinate 

their actions and activities.  

Such a perspective is taken up even by the Frankfurt School, the Institute for Social 

Research. There, Max Horkheimer in his Eclipse of Reason importantly points on the 
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loss of objective reason as guiding code (see Horkheimer 1947: 4-6), however, he 

then fails to clearly derive the criteria for ‘empowering subjective-social rationality’ 

from the social action itself. On the one hand, he refines such rationality by the 

allusion to religious or quasi-religious value systems; on the other hand, it is a matter 

that is suggested as being inherent to the objects and processes. Without exploring this 

further, the relevance for mentioning this approach lies in the fact that we can concede 

a continuation of these thoughts in terms of empowerment as communicative act. It is 

here, where Juergen Habermas suggests drawing on trust as voluntarily established 

basis for empowered – and further empowering – societal structures, itself based on 

practical but in particular intellectual insight. Actual soci(et)al practice as practice of 

change, however, is replaced by contemplation and consensus, based upon ethical 

principles. It is the ‘universalistic humanism’ which Max Horkheimer already 

mentioned, writing: 

The basic ideals and concepts of rationalist metaphysics were 

rooted in the concept of the universally human, of mankind, and 

their formalization implies that they have been severed from their 

human content. 

(ibid.: 62) 

The Theory of Communicative Action, then, uses this as disguise. Referring to Max 

Weber, we read that 

[t]he social is not absorbed as such by organized action systems; 

rather, it is split up into spheres of action constituted as the 

lifeworld and spheres neutralized against the lifeworld. The former 

are communicatively structured, the latter formally organized. They 

do not stand in any hierarchical relationship between levels of 

interaction and organization; rather, they stand opposite one 

another as socially and systematically integrated spheres of action. 

In formally organized domains, the mechanisms of mutual 

understanding language, which is essential for social integration, is 

partially rescinded and relieved by steering media. 

(Habermas, 1989: 309; emphasis in original) 

This means, however, that in actual fact questions of power are dislodged, and defined 

as a matter of systems and sub-systems rather than as relationship between real social 

beings. 
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As much as Habermas draws attention upon the necessity of the intellectual 

appropriation and the knowing individual – the person, being able to understand and 

act in accordance with the environment on the basis of a ‘mutual understanding and 

acceptance’, as much he falls short of the actual unity of the world in which the 

individual shapes his/her life. Of course, under given social conditions of 

contemporary societies we find without any doubt the contradiction between different 

parts of society. However, Habermas draws a strict distinction between system world 

and life world, and goes in particular beyond Loockwood’s concept. On the one hand, 

he applies a voluntarist concept – interpreting the system world as result of 

‘irresponsible action’ by the ruling forces. On the other hand and contradicting, the 

system world is an apparently eternal, time- and even more actorless framework, 

perpetuing inevitable alienation between actor and a dues ex machina, developing just 

in the sense of the Weberian iron cage of bureaucracy. Social quality, if Habermas 

would consider such a concept at all as ‘anti-colonialist’, could only be a ‘set of 

eternal values, set against the colonialiser’. However, neither the objective dialectic of 

the different domains nor the dialectical relationship between subjective and objective 

factors and domains would be understandable as in immediate part of the entire idea 

of Social Quality. Of course, this is a deviation of the original concept of the critical 

school. However, it goes even further in the sense that by taking ‘communicative 

act(ion)’ as basis of any progressive development, the actual ‘social action by real 

people under real social conditions’ is faded out. ‘Social quality’ in this perspective 

would degenerate into an idealist concept. Although this can be justified by the 

Kantian elements of the social quality approach itself, it fundamentally contradicts its 

action perspective which is fundamental for giving empowerment such a central 

place. Rather than empowering people as individuals and society as a conglomerate of 

rationally behaving people by enhancing their discursive power and trusting the 

‘power of ratio’, empowerment in terms of social quality breaks up analytically. In 

other words, locating empowerment as one of the objective factors, linking it to the 

biographical and soci(et)al dialectically development overcomes the wrong dichotomy 

of ‘systems, institutions, organisations’ on the one hand and ‘communities, 

configurations, groups’ on the other hand, or in Habermas’ terms system world and 

life world. – The debate of how close this can be linked into an Eliasian perspective 

of civilisation has to be spared although such a side-remark may stimulate for further 

thoughts. 
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However, this vision of ‘empowerment by knowledge’ is very vague. As much as 

Kantian thinking is of course idealistic, it would allow well for the further 

development of in particular 

* orienting on the ‘absolute idea’ as particularly suggested by Hegel 

* mechanical materialism as primarily developed by Feuerbach or 

* a dialectical-materialist perspective as it is well known from Marx. 

Empowerment – Overcoming Economist Perspectives 

Leaving these debates aside, empowerment had been only recently re-invented and 

defined as explicit issue of social science. In particular, it has to be mentioned that the 

new interest emerged from a perceived need for action-oriented approaches of 

integration, well recognising that the relative openness of modern societies on a 

structural level, was nevertheless clearly limited by providing an inactivated (i.e. 

passivising) structure. One major reason for this explication can be seen in an 

increasing gap between private and public. On the one hand, the public gained more 

and more momentum – we can see it in the growing meaning of social (policy) 

actions, the interpenetration of daily life by public measures and the strictly defined 

responsibility of ‘the public’, meaning predominantly the state and its ‘attached’ 

bodies, combined with a decreasing control of these entities. At the same time, 

however, we find an increasing dependency of individuals by these bodies and as well 

a kind of ‘privatisation’, definitely a ‘closure’. For example one expression of this 

general shift can be seen in the fact that more and more people are covered by social 

measures of one or the other kind.4 However, such a ‘public system’ is at the same 

time increasingly ‘private’ as the general interest is getting less and less important, its 

definition follows private decisions rather than being an issue of real public discourse 

or let alone public action (see Herrmann, 2006). 

Going back to such disparity between individual and social regulation and action, in 

particular two notions of empowerment are getting prevalent – the one being 

concerned with a technical approach of increasing the accessibility of given – and 

uncontested – structures; the other being concerned with developing a vision of 

increasing the power of the individual in control over his/her own life, overcoming the 

limitations of traditional economist thinking. 

                                                 
4  As for example the increasing coverage of the people by social insurance systems independent of their employment status. 
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(1) 

The first perspective, strongly an individualist strategy, has two dimensions. The one 

is concerned with the opening of structures. Although it is not geared to fundamental 

change, the concept is concerned with altering the structure of society. Powerlessness 

is then seen as result of a mismatch between individual and structure, requiring a 

simplification of the structures. We find such theorising in particular in reflections on 

management and of political sociology, looking at questions of government’s 

responsiveness and the respective ‘crisis of governance’ and ‘crisis of governability’. 

All these approaches assume basically an irreconcilable relation between social and 

individual. The social is designed as largely independent of the actors, determined (a) 

by an (undetermined) elite and/or (b) as undetermined entity, a kind of deus ex 

machina. Empowerment in such a context is understood as defining access points that 

allow successively finding a common language of ‘actors’ and ‘structures’. Although 

alienation is – even if not necessarily explicitly – accepted as unavoidable, 

empowerment is interpreted as bottom-up strategy of opening the system to allow for 

‘participation’. 

In theoretical terms, this approach is based in political science on the one hand, and 

more broadly it can be traced back to systems theory, as brought forward by Niklas 

Luhmann. Though Luhmann claimed to start from ‘open systems’, he established the 

presumption of mechanisms which in actual fact closed the different entities by 

referring (a) to functionality of the systems and (b) – especially in later years – the 

reference to autopoitic self-reproduction.5 In terms of empowerment – though not 

explicitly elaborated by Luhmann – it meant that we find potentially two forms. 

The one can be seen as ‘internal empowerment’, being concerned with establishing 

and developing mechanism of internal control of own resources. In other words, here 

we can talk of ‘empowered management’, increasing the effectiveness and efficiency 

of using respective ‘general media’ as they are used by the (sub-)system in question. 

The other can be seen as mechanism of enhancing communication skills between 

(sub-)systems. The ‘general media’ are bound by the ‘formula of contingency’ as 

limitations of what a single system can actually deal with. As such these media cannot 

be ‘translated’ and consequently exchange is limited.6 However, this does not make 

                                                 
5  It is a worthwhile debate in its own right to look at how far actually such a closure of system theories reflects in actual fact 

reality or is simply an expression of certain ideological limitations of systems theory. 
6  As Luhmann mentioned it is not possible to exchange for instance lawfulness by capital gains and vice versa. 
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the necessity of ‘co-ordination’ redundant. One way of coordination is putting 

mechanisms of ‘structural coupling’ into place. In a way, these can be seen as effort 

of translation – for instance ‘rights’ can be seen as a typical example where the legal 

code is actually used as an answer on civil, political and social challenges (see 

Marshall, 1950). Such a perspective would allow a way of passive empowerment. The 

actual power basis is not even looked at; however, the changes which are controlled, 

are the procedures by which the actual execution of power takes place (in Luhmann’s 

terminology the ‘legitimation by procedure’). 

Another mechanism is more active, i.e. it is defined by the actors or the respective 

subsystem itself. This starts from the presumption that the different systems are well 

able to produce an effective ‘noise’ which requires at least the targeted system to 

answer in some way. This kind of action can well be interpreted as empowerment as it 

is conceptualised by theories of government. Politically, as we will see, it finds its 

expression in strategies of ‘better government’, orientation on governance and 

‘strategic management’ by creating ‘one-point-access’, improved and simplified 

information etc. 

At the end, in this light empowerment is reduced on the partial redistribution of 

power, enhancing the abilities of the individual to access power points. Turned 

around, this means however, that power as such is not availed off by the individuals. 

(a) It is individuals who (may) increase their own power rather than changing the 

actual power structure. This can be interpreted as an increase in ‘quality of life’, but is 

alien to increasing ‘social quality’. (b) Power is basically seen in terms of a zero-sum 

game – collective power, though in modern theories of governance mentioned, is not 

at the core of such theories. Moreover, here the understanding as it is grounded in 

(though individualistic) the process of modernisation as matter of enlightenment and 

cognition of the world is left behind in favour of an entirely mechanical individualist 

approach. 

What can be valuably borrowed from such an approach, however, is the requirement 

of clearly defining the reference points of the analysis. In regard of the debate on 

empowerment it is necessary (a) to clearly define over what power is actually 

exercised and (b) to make out on which level it is actually exercised – this latter point 

may be concerned with the reference to the same aggregate level and as well with the 

power which reaches across the different levels. We have to distinguish in particular 

between 
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* sub-systemic exchange, i.e. the execution of power on the same aggregate level 

(individual power), 

* systemic exchange, i.e. the execution of power in the immediate environment 

(social power), and 

* exchange with the environment, i.e. the execution of power in the wider 

environment (societal power). 

(2) 

The other approach – and one which is very inspiring for understanding 

empowerment from a social quality perspective – focuses on capacities and 

capabilities. In particular Amartya Sen can be seen as representative – and even 

initiator – of such an interpretation. The characteristic moment is that such a view 

takes capacities and capabilities together, thus emphasising the connection between 

(a) objective conditions of availing of power and (b) the ability to make use of these 

‘opportunities’. Not least, this is based on a critique of parts of traditional mainstream 

economic theory. Sen argues against simplifying economist theories of motivation 

which suggest 

to see rationality as internal consistency of choice, and the other … 

to identify rationality with maximization of self-interest. 

(Sen, 1987: 12) 

Instead, for him rational decisions are only one element of decision making. In 

consequence, there are as well other moments that finally decide over the power of 

individuals. The one aspect is simply the economic power in the sense of objectively 

given resources ‘as such’; however, another aspect is the ‘value’ of these resources in 

terms of what a person actually can achieve with them. 

By developing such a perspective, Sen articulates in particular the reinterpretation of 

poverty as matter of accessing means by which the individual can gain control over 

the own living circumstances. Philosophically, such a perspective is based on 

Stoicism and its emphasis of the independence of the individual, the ‘engagement by 

gaining distance and independence’ (Nussbaum, 1998: 58). Sociologically, such an 

approach is closely (though not directly and explicitly) linked to interpretative 

sociology as it looks for structures and resources insofar – and only insofar – as they 

represent a certain ‘meaning’. In other words, the form is only relevant as far as it 
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determines – and allows for – a specific and enhanced content. Here, empowerment is 

very much linked to its etymological root – the pouvoir, the ability which can be 

understood as 

the expansion of the ‘capabilities’ of persons to lead the kind of 

lives they value – and have reason to value. 

(Sen, 1999: 18) 

Consequently, Sen writes: 

The concept of ‘functionings’, which has distinctly Aristotelian 

roots, reflects the various things a person may value doing or being. 

The valued functionings may vary from elementary ones, such as 

being adequately nourished and being free from avoidable disease, 

to very complex activities or personal states, such as being able to 

take part in the life of the community and having self-respect. 

(ibid.: 75) 

This is followed by the remark: 

There can be substantial debates on the particular functionings that 

should be included in the list of important achievements and the 

corresponding capabilities. This valuational issue is inescabable in 

an evaluative exercise of this kind, and one of the main merits of the 

approach is the need to address these judgemental questions in an 

explicit way, rather than hiding them in some implicit framework. 

(ibid.) 

Nevertheless it has to be seen that this debate is mainly based on an economic 

approach of ‘balancing resources’, aiming on equilibrium and orienting on ‘coping 

with situations of shortage’. On the one hand, Sen rejects a purely economic approach 

and argues in particular against welfarism on the basis of Pareto-optimal distributions, 

which he argues are only concerned with efficiency criteria. He states that 

welfarism is the view that the only things of intrinsic value for 

ethical calculation and evaluation of states of affairs are individual 

utilities. 

(Sen, 1987: 40) 

On the other hand, it can be very much argued against him that – by referring to 

agency – he only adds another moment to individual motivations underlying their 

decision making. although he mentions the ‘creation of social opportunities’ (see Sen, 
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1999: 40), the said limitation gets clear as he does not attempt to overcome the 

individualist perspective of the much referred Stoicism and the reference to 

four distinct categories of relevant information regarding a person, 

involving ‘well-being achievement’, ‘well-being freedom’, ‘agency 

achievement’, and ‘agency freedom’. 

(Sen, 1987: 61) 

Furthermore, with this there is an undeniable danger to slipping down into a solely 

subjectively defined ‘meaning’. Here a similar critique would apply as it had been 

brought forward in the debate of Pierre Bourdieu’s class analysis and the notion of – 

at least partially – interchangeable ‘concept de capital’ (see Bourdieu 2000) and its 

culmination in the ‘esprit de calcul’ (see ibid.,: 17). Although power – and with this 

empowerment – is not infinite and not even quantifiable it is by no means a matter of 

contingencies. This is true in terms of the range of power and as well in terms of the 

foundation of power. 

An important point in overcoming the difficulties can be seen in establishing a strong 

link between empowerment and citizenship. This is not only concerned with pointing 

on rights based aspects of the conceptualisation of empowerment strategies. Of 

course, strong points can be made in this regard – drawing attention to the historical 

development as pointed out primarily by T.M. Marshall (see below), but as well at 

least in terms of the established welfare states, in particular in form of legally codified 

systems.7 Despite this, however, there is a second strand of the debate which focuses 

on the meaning of citizenship. As much as this is a matter of existing – and withheld – 

rights we have to go a step beyond. The question of citizenship and rights is very 

much a matter of ‘openness’, of existing opportunities to participate (= take part in a 

given system), but as well of exploring and developing an in general open space. In 

other words, empowerment has to be concerned not solely and mainly with the 

realisation of the given social space but as well with the realisation of the self by 

which then the social space itself develops. 

It is somewhat striking that recent debates on empowerment have their origins on the 

one hand in community work and community development, the latter including 

                                                 
7  In this context it is interesting that we find in German social science alongside with the term welfare state 

(Wohlfahrtsstaat) the term of the social state (Sozialstaat), the first referring more to the general pattern of the welfare-

related governance, the different actors and the outcome of any kind of well-being, security and ‘social embeddedness’ 

(see in this context Gøsta Esping-Andersen), the second reflecting the judicial codification of social policy in its relation to 

the ‘politics of [soci(et)al] order’ (Ordnungspolitik). 
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settings which deal by and large with ethnic minorities and/or migration issues. One 

of the most pronounced representatives is probably Paulo Freire, working on a 

‘Pedagogy of the Oppressed’ (Freire, 1972). Though largely concerned with pedagogy 

and in particular with developing learning strategies in Latin America, the focus 

which is of interest in the present context is the emphasis of transformative action as a 

concept which claims to link dialectically the two sides of the consciousness, i.e. the 

subjective and the objective side. It is important that in this perspective ‘teaching’ and 

the ‘appropriation of knowledge’ does not equal the reproduction of knowledge. 

Rather, Freire interprets learning as an act, beginning with ‘The Act of Study’ (Freire, 

1985: 1-4). He explains on another occasion: 

In reality, consciousness is not just a copy of the real, nor is the real 

only a capricious construction of consciousness. It is only by way of 

an understanding of the dialectical unity, in which we find solidarity 

between subjectivity and objectivity that we can get away from the 

subjectivist error as well as the mechanical error. And then we must 

take into account the role of consciousness or of the conscious being 

in the transformation of reality. 

(Freire, 1973: 153 f.) 

Actually it means as well to understand power as a ‘passive’ factor in the sense of 

something ‘one has or does not have’ and at the same time as a process one can use, 

leaving for the present open the question for what it is actually of use, in who’s 

interest it is executed. 

The last formulation makes already clear that power – and with this empowerment – 

is a matter that relates not only to subjective and objective aspects but – subsequently 

– as well to individual and collective aspects. Although it is an individual who avails 

of power, it is always the establishment of identification of the individual with a 

collective identity by way of self-actualisation. 

The ‘us and them’ of the pluralist form of community were to be 

interpenetrated into a collective ‘us’ through a linking of ‘public 

and private interest’ formed in open and public dialogue. 

(Heskin, 1991: 63 f.) 

Thus the reasoning behind selecting the indicators is getting very clear: This is clearly 

shown in the outline of the indicators which is provided above. Importantly, the 

indicators can and have to be forcefully welded into the debate on the two tensions: 
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between communities and institutions on the one hand and between biographical and 

societal development on the other hand. 

This interpretation opens the view on structures and the question if they are 

characterised by reciprocity (equalling empoweredness) or lack of reciprocity 

(equalling a lack of empoweredness). In the words used above, it is the reflection of 

the dialectical relationship between (a) actor and structure and thus between (b) the 

individual and soci(et)al. 

Heskin reminds us of the relevance of Gramscian ideas and the fact that the Italian 

politician and scientist pointed on the necessity of an alternative hegemony, 

encapsulating the process of what dialectics called Aufhebung, the process of 

simultaneous sublation and supersession. 

A major challenge remains to be followed up. Although power is in this 

understanding in the mentioned approaches – apart form the Gramscian view – 

basically open for the development of an ‘easing’ between different interests and 

allowing for the development of power in the ‘common and general interest’, there is 

at the same time the contradicting notion according to which power of communities 

seems to be somewhat prior to power of individuals, whereas then again the power of 

the communities seems to be always in danger of being subordinated by the power of 

society. In other words, these approaches – being fundamentally individualist – seem 

to presume as irrevocable fact – as general social law – that societal structures emerge 

in a way that makes them led by interests independent of actors. In other words, the 

alienation between structure and agency appears in this light as indispensable. 

Consequently, we find a kind of ‘normative gap’, namely that community work and 

development approaches draw on the one hand attention on objective mechanisms of 

inequality; on the other hand, however, they seem to be ready to leave a high degree 

of openness to the predisposed normative definition of what empowerment, then, is 

about although they represent themselves in an objectivist manner. This gets in 

particular clear by confronting the following statement by Fetterman with the just 

mentioned contradiction which is established by many of those approaches between 

individual, community and society. 

Empowerment has roots in community psychology, action 

anthropology, and action research. Community psychology focuses 

on people, organizations, and communities working to establish 

control over their affairs. … work in action anthropology focuses on 
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how anthropologists can facilitate the goals and objectives of self-

determining groups … . 

(Fettermann, 2001: 10) 

The links from here to the first two of the three steps of empowerment evaluation, 

namely 

* ‘establishing a mission or vision’ 

* ‘identifying and prioritizing the most significant program 

activities’ 

(ibid.: 5)8 

remains problematic as they are not part of a clearly set overall goal or evaluation 

respectively. Consequently the relationship between individual and soc(et)al and as 

well between objective and subjective dimension remain fuzzy, not allowing their 

translation into the analysis of a concrete social formation. 

Empowerment – its relevance in European politics 

Strangely, empowerment went through a weird career as part of European (social) 

policy making. Basically we find the following three notions in the debates. 

First, we can see a general, not in concrete politics nor policies reflected philosophical 

approach. The importance of Kant and the tradition of enlightenment had been 

mentioned before and without exaggeration this can be seen – as positive basic feature 

as well as limited by the individualist and idealist perspective – ‘European common 

sense’, defining the European Social Model (see for a debate Herrmann, 1998 a; 

2006; Leibfried/Pierson, 1995). Thus, the notion for instance of the Summit in Paris in 

the 1970s, emphasising that economic growth cannot be an end in itself but has to 

serve the well-being of the people can be interpreted in this sense. 

Second, this general notion had later been translated into what may be called ‘social 

work’ perspective, being recognised as an important moment of programme policies 

particularly in the social area (see for instance Herrmann, 1995; 1997; 1998 b; 2009 

b). The core was largely concerned with a strategy of solely enhancing individual’s 

capacities and capabilities of adaptation. This is, by the way, important to note with 

view on cohesion and inclusion alike. In these terms of ‘empowerment by and in 

programme policies’ it can be said that failure of inclusion and lack of cohesion hat 

                                                 
8  the third step, Fetterman mentions is ‘charting a course for the future.’ (ibid.: p. 6) 
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been seen as a matter of individual capacities lagging behind untouchable (and not 

responsible) conditions in the social fabric, a strategy of blaming the victims. 

Third, this had been translated back again into a wider social and societal strategy, 

however one, which had been entirely concerned with matters of economic 

integration. Interestingly it can be noted that on the one hand the explicit reference to 

empowerment as it had been spelled out in social policy programmes had been more 

or less eliminated and replaced by the orientation of activation. This opened the way 

to an explicit link to welfare and social policies as it is outlined as part of the triangle 

which had been put forward by the European Commission in the Social Policy 

Agenda of 2000 (cf. Baars et altera, 2000). 

The Framework 

Domains and dimensions – developing an analytical tool 

The term ‘domain’ captures the aspect of ‘property’ as well as the one of 

‘master(ing)’. The subject matter of empowerment had been defined at the end of 

section one ‘as a matter of control over living conditions and life’. It is of particular 

importance to keep this twofold orientation in mind, i.e. the orientation on living 

conditions – thus reflecting the ‘structural side’ – and life – by this reflecting as well 

the side of the ‘actor’. ‘Action’, then, can be taken as the factual bridge of these two 

dimensions. Theoretically, this reflects very much the age-old sociological debate of 

functionalism and structuralism (their absolute meaning and relation to each other) 

and the more recent questions, raised by Giddens, Archer and others. What can be 

recorded so far is that ‘living conditions’ and ‘live’, i.e. ‘structure’ and ‘acting’ can be 

taken as dimensions (on a first level), describing a tensional matrix, against which 

‘empowerment’ is measurable as simultaneity of the self-realisation of the individual 

in and through the social. 

Determining the dimensions for the development of indicators further, we have to go 

back to the subject matters of the different domains, which can be briefly summarised 

by the following: 
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Resources for social 
relations 

Capabilities for 
participating in social 

relations 
Integration into social 

relations 
Strength of social relations 

Figure 2 

This is in a way the reflection and even dialectic reproduction of the four objective 

domains inside of the domain of empowerment, namely 

 

Socio-economic security Empowerment 
Inclusion Cohesion 

Figure 3 

However, this approach is by no means identical with the notion of a simple 

reproduction, i.e. the search for indicators in the other domains and their use as 

dimensions of empowerment. Instead, understanding the domains for our purpose as 

dimensions, they provide the basis to develop indicators that are sensible towards the 

question of ‘what matters?’. As empowerment – even more than all other domains – 

is fundamentally 

* processual 

* relational and 

* historical 

it has to be considered in this twofold context and tension of the simultaneity of 

biographical and societal development. The difficult task will be to avoid the 

limitation of using indicators as means of ‘descriptive measurements’. Instead, the 

crucial point is to explore the individual’s capacity of appropriation in terms of the 

enhancement of his or her own control over 

* the living conditions 

* the life 

* and – perhaps most importantly – the ‘comfortable’, ‘appropriate’ and ‘suitable’ 

matching of both. 

These terms – ‘comfortable’, ‘appropriate’ and ‘suitable’ – point into the direction of 

the subjective dimension which has at least to be kept in mind. For this, it is useful to 

explore the link (a) to socially agreeable or even agreed values9 and (b) to the 

subjective conditional factors, namely the collectivisation of norms, participation, 

sensitivity towards values and social recognition. – At this stage these subjective 
                                                 
9  though socially agreeable does not necessarily mean that they are uncontested 
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conditional factors are simply taken from the given set of considerations, admittedly a 

tentative concept which has to be further elaborated. Though these subjective factors 

have to be considered already here, they will be at the same time developed from the 

elaboration of the objective factors – as conditional factors, they are the material and 

objective basis from which the subjective factors dialectically emerge. 

Locating Indicators 

From here it is easily possible to develop a framework in which we can locate 

indicators for empowerment. 

First, it is important to note that, although we concentrate at this stage only at the 

conditional factors we have to guide the search by keeping at the same time the other 

two sets of factors, namely the constitutional and normative factors in mind. 

Second, it had been said in the beginning that an important aspect of compiling the list 

of indicators has to consider the orthogonality and embeddedness of indicators, ie. we 

have to look at the question of how they actually link into the overall system of 

conditional factors. 

And third, it is important to emphasise that we are concerned with a systematic 

connection between the different factors that – at least in the long durée – the social as 

the outcome of the interaction between people (constituted as actors) and their 

constructed and natural environment. 

As said elsewhere in this volume, indicators are not measuring instruments in the 

strict sense. Instead they are means of investigating the borders of a field in which 

relations are established and processes are developing. As such we propose to 

characterise in the following as step before coming to the domains the actual meaning 

of empowerment in respect of empowerment within the quadrangular tension, namely 

the tension between biographical and societal development and also between 

communities and institutions. With this in mind we have as well an instrument at our 

disposal that allows a clear classification of the domains as instruments that are able 

to understand relationships and processes in context – namely in reflection of their 

reference to communities and institutions on the one hand and to biographical and 

societal developments on the other hand. This brings us to the following outline of 

domains and sub-domains. 
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Empowering active personalities 

Freedom as a substantial, though barely explicitly mentioned, part of social quality, 

has to be understood in our context – that of the social quality approach in general and 

that of empowerment in particular – as potentially problematic as it is caught in the 

tension between individualist (hedonist) and voluntarist attitudes on the one hand and 

a complete give away of individual control and decision making power, allowing the 

accumulation of ‘enabling resources and enhanced possibilities’  on the other hand. It 

is a major challenge to get this on the theoretical level right as we are actually not 

simply dealing with information and its processing. Knowledge is about developing 

insights in social contexts and, going even a step further, broad educational processes, 

understood as matter of socialisation – in German language this refers to Bildung and 

Bildungsprozesse. Though literally possibly translated as formation, such term does 

not really carry the entire meaning which has to be closely linked to concepts of 

humanism in a broader understanding. Surely going beyond contemporary notions of 

the ‘information society’. It is difficult to fully reflect this is in the search for 

indicators. The choice is therefore aiming on allowing an understanding that considers 

the importance of knowledge as matter of socialisation: enhancing individual 

knowledge as means that allows participation and gaining social freedom. As 

subdomains we find consequently application of knowledge, availability of 

information and user-friendliness of information. 

A word of warning may be appropriate: in this light we have to be careful, avoiding 

the trap of utilitarian approaches towards knowledge that aim on an understanding 

that is limited to knowledge solely as means to enhance labour market integration. 

Though personal relationships name another domain and are linked to empowering 

social actors (see below), they are hugely relevant as well under the present heading 

dealing with empowering active personalities, emphasising the aspect mentioned that 

is already highlighted in the definition of the social, namely the orientation on people 

constituted as actors. In this sense personal relationships close the circle of the four 

areas and five domains. 

The indicators that are of relevance are in particular concerned with the enhancement 

of knowledge as condition for controlling the conditions in respect of their potential 

development. If we then look at the indicators, namely the extent to which social 

mobility is knowledge-based (formal qualifications), per cent of population literate 
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and numerate, availability of free media, access to the internet, provision of 

information in multiple languages on social services, and availability of free 

advocacy, advice and guidance centres we can clearly see the actual point of 

reference: we are speaking of real knowledge that is concerned with the understanding 

of situation and processes rather than technical knowledge as it would be reflected in 

instrumental reasoning. This has huge implications as well for the quality of 

educational processes that are under scrutiny. With this we can see a close link that is 

established by empowerment as central factor in welding individual and social 

dimensions. The indicators are chosen by their relevance of allowing personalities to 

develop themselves as conscious social actors. 

Empowering institutional systems 

If we look at the domain of openness and supportiveness of institutions, we can 

maintain the orientation of linking the domains with the discussion of the tensional 

fields. In the present case it is obviously an important aim of the domains to develop 

an understanding of the meaning of the institutional system for people’s everyday life. 

Whereas we had been dealing in the first instance with the actors and their self-

referential capacities, we are now looking at the second dimension contained in the 

definition, namely the ‘framing structure, which translates immediately into the 

context of human relationships’. In concrete terms we are then dealing with the 

openness of political systems and the openness of the economic system as sub-

domains. One important aspect of this is that the political and the economic sphere are 

getting understandable in their mutual interwoveness: the political is economic as 

much as the economic is political, both being a matter of the social. 

The indicators that had been chosen – existence of processes of consultation and 

direct democracy, number of instances of public involvement in major economic 

decision making, percent of organisations/institutions with work councils – are 

explicitly aiming on developing an understanding of the dynamic aspects of 

institutions. Such dynamism is, however, in a social quality orientation only relevant 

if it goes beyond any notion of learning organisations, i.e. the assessment of the 

dynamic of institutions themselves. Rather, the really important aspect is the 

assessment of organisations as stepping-stones which can be used by active 
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personalities. In this understanding they are very much concerned with building an 

opening for citizens in order to make their activities soci(et)ally relevant. 

Empowering active citizens 

All this makes only sense if it is moved towards and within the public space which is 

considered as a further domain, thus enforcing an understanding of empowerment as 

matter of active citizens. The term active citizen puts into a nutshell that biographical 

and societal development are welded together. Public space allows and enforces then 

the emergence of support for collective action and cultural enrichment as subdomains. 

Looking at the indicators – percent of the national and local public budget that is 

reserved for voluntary, not-for-profit citizenship initiatives, marches and 

demonstrations banned in the past 12 months as proportion of total marched and 

demonstrations, proportion of public budgets allocated to cultural activities, number 

of self-organised cultural groups and events, proportion of people experiencing 

different forms of personal enrichment on a regular basis – are decisively chosen in a 

way to highlight the process-character of empowerment. All these indicators aim on 

reflecting social action as (i) people, going together with others and (ii) acting in the 

public space in a way that aims on this space itself, rather than changing positions and 

endowments of individuals. 

Empowering social actors 

Personal relationships as last domain are – as said earlier – providing a bridge. 

Provision of services supporting physical and social independence; Personal support 

services and Support for social interaction are the relevant subdomains and it should 

get clear that this dimension of is not concerned with isolated individuals. Rather, the 

focus is on processes of social production and reproduction: the way in which people 

engage with their environment in a process of social (re-)production. 

The indicators chosen – percentage of national and local budgets devoted to disabled 

people, level of pre-and-post-school child care, extent of inclusiveness of housing and 

environmental design – are obviously of special relevance as they clearly show that 

the indicators aim at assessing (and changing) the intertwinement of soci(et)al 

conditions and individual actors. In particular the indicators in this area show also that 

we are not dealing with direct measurement but with indicators, i.e. indirect 
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measurements that help to grasp a situation: process and structure by pointing out 

what the different dimensions of the conditions are. This allows us to understand as 

well the potential as it is given in any situation. 

 

Labour market issues, referring to a fifth domain, are crosscutting. Employment and 

labour market issues already play a decisive role in the area of socio-economic 

security – and there are surely as well qualitative moments included in their 

discussion. However, when it comes to discussing labour market issues in the context 

of empowerment the qualitative moment is centre stage and we are dealing in 

particular with issues around the control of points of entry, exit and change, the 

domains being control of the contract, prospects of mobility and reconciliation-issues. 

All these issues are currently prominently on the political agenda: on the one hand as 

matters of attempting a policy of flexicurity – at least claiming to bring together 

flexibility as matter of control by employees on the one hand and on the other hand as 

a matter of globally increasing precarisation (see Tabak, 1996; Hepp, Rolf (ed.), 2009; 

Herrmann, Peter/van der Maesen, Laurent, 2008). 

 
 
A brief reference has been made to freedom as central, though not elaborated feature 

of the social quality approach. The elaboration cannot be dealt with on this occasion. 

However, one hint may be useful to stimulate further consideration. It is Ernst Bloch’s 

exploration 

of four different kinds of possibilities, allowing us with this an 

informed approach to understanding them in their objectivity. He 

points on (i) the formally possible – what is possible according to its 

logical structure; (ii) the objectively possible – possible being based 

on assumptions on the ground of epistemologically based 

knowledge; (iii) the objectively possible – possible as it follows from 

the options inherently given by the object; (iv) and the objectively 

real possible – possible by following the latency and tendency which 

is inherent in its elementary form. 

(Herrmann, 2010; with reference to Bloch, 1959: 258-288) 

Having derived from the foregoing this list of indicators we can discuss further the 

actual meaning of empowerment not as matter of ascribing a certain status. Instead, 



Empowerment – processing the processed 

 

 

empowerment is to equal parts concerned with matters of actors, relationships and 

processes. This means also that empowerment can only be understood as matter of 

embedded structuration of complex processes. Quoting David Miller, Nicholas Barr 

states 

‘The whole enterprise of constructing a theory of justice on the 

basis of choice hypothetically made by individuals abstracted from 

society is mistaken, because these abstract ciphers lack the 

prerequisites for developing conceptions of justice’. Or, if they do 

manage to make choices it must be in terms of culturally acquired 

attitudes. 

(Barr, 2004: 51; citing Miller, 1976: 341) 

This may explain that looking at theories aiming on means of increasing the power of 

the individual over his/her life confronts us with theories of learning and 

psychologically oriented strategies of enhancement of self-esteem – power being 

equalled with individual abilities. But it shows also that looking at the individual 

cannot be reduced on looking at utilitarian strategies of maximising utility values but 

is even as such part of a more complex process. 

A critical review empowerment as a matter of control over living conditions and 
life 

Clearly spelt out, empowerment in the debate of the institutionalised Europe is very 

much a concept which in actual fact does not refer to power but instead to capabilities 

in a liberalist sense. As much as capabilities are the main point of reference, indeed, 

the crucial question is how to decide between the political, social and scientific 

conceptualisation of empowerment between societal power and individual 

capabilities. It is only by referring to the social dimension that this question can be 

answered. Then, it has to be answered if empowerment is understood as a matter of 

shaping the situation of an isolated individual – an individual being on his or her own 

– or if it focuses on the individual as fundamentally social entity and the dialectic of 

individual and soci(et)al development. 

Considering empowerment as process, the latter means that the first and most 

important question is to determine the actual aim of empowerment. In other words, 

the question is who benefits from empowerment. And again in other terms we have to 

ask for what a person shall be empowered. At the first glance this is – and actually it 
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should be – the person who is being empowered. However, in actual fact it can be 

seen especially in recent times that empowerment had been understood as an 

instrument to ‘enhance the performance of people in terms of the system’. We find 

management strategies of which the aim had not been the development of the people 

concerned but the enhancement of their responsibility in favour of production. 

Another strand of utilising empowerment for the sake of the system is the widespread 

use of the concept in the context of welfare (state) reform. 

I suggest to define the aim of social empowerment in the perspective of Social 

Quality as enhancing the participation of people to enable them to balance 

personal development and coordination with the immediate social and physical 

environment and the more distant social and physical environment. In other 

words, the Social Quality approach understands empowerment as a means to enable 

people to control the personal, communal and societal environment to foster their own 

development. Such control comprises of gaining influence over the environment as 

well as accessing the environment to enrich the socio-personal life.10 

Thus, empowerment has the three dimensions of 

* access, 

* participation and 

* control. 

It is clear that the separation between the different dimension of power – technical 

ability and control over others – as it had been mentioned in the beginning, comes into 

play. 

For the later search for indicators this means that we have to look for input indicators 

(namely factors that enhance the abilities of the individual/group) and equally 

important output indicators (namely factors that are available to the individual/group 

to actively take part in social and societal life). It means as well to be aware of the fact 

that empowerment always has the two angles of passive and active. However, the 

particular difficulty is to make clear that the ‘passive’ moments are actually only then 

‘real’ if and when they are actually put into practice. This is meant when it is 

emphasised that we are dealing with real processes where the rights as such are only 

then meaningful if they are translated into actual action – in particular in looking for 

indicators this is an important point which has to be kept in mind. In other words, we 

                                                 
10  It would be necessary to discuss the different approaches of methodological individualism, a task that cannot be 

approached here. 
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are already dealing with compassion and social responsiveness as matters of 

activating collective identities. 

This has huge implications as well in regard of the localisation of empowerment in the 

process of social development. Besides the requirement of determining an aim in the 

sense of who is profiting in which way from empowerment, another aspect of 

discussing the aim of empowerment is concerned with locating empowerment 

between the poles of social integration on the one side and social change on the other 

side – again a matter which is by way of status and development concerned with the 

passive and active side of empowerment. Though closely linked to the before 

mentioned aspect it is important to note that whereas before we dealt with the actor 

perspective – combining input aspects into ‘the system’ and output aspects regards the 

individual/group – we are now dealing with the perspective of the impact, 

concentrating solely on the output. Looking for an answer to the question if social 

integration or social change is reached we actually have to be clear about the character 

of social integration. This can have two dimensions, 

* the one being concerned with the integrity of the system – and as such it can 

absolutely be an ‘emancipative’ instrument, changing the social conditions and the 

social system respectively, 

* the other being concerned with the integration into the system, a kind of 

subordination of the individual/group. 

It is important to clarify which side, namely the individual/group or the social setting 

is taken as dependent and which as independent variable. 

This is closely connected with the question if empowerment is based on the idea of 

distributing power in society as a zero-sum constellation. Establishing such a 

perspective means to consider the link between the individual and society. 

Interpreting power as zero-sum constellation means that power is a subordinating 

process. The individual/group is seen not in relation to the environment along the 

lines of access and participation; rather, in the conceptualisation of power as zero-sum 

constellation the relationship is set between individuals/groups. However, the Social 

Quality perspective requires to think of power and empowerment as establishing and 

designing a relationship between people, but the actual aim is – as mentioned – access 

and participation in the sense of changing the environment. In other words, the output 

is personal power in its combination to social power. In practice, this has two 

dimensions, 
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* the one being ‘competition’, i.e. the redistribution of power 

* the other being self-realisation of the individual/group, utilising the social for own 

purposes and ‘enriching the social’ by reaching a higher degree of sociability. 

The question of re-distribution of power, though being strongly linked to 

empowerment, can be better dealt with in the framework of in particular the factor of 

socio-economic rights and cohesion. In other words, it is here where actually the 

complementarities between empowerment on the one hand and in particular socio-

economic security and social cohesion on the other hand have to be discussed. On the 

other hand, self-realisation is suggested to be an original question of empowerment.11 

Then, what the individual gains actually equals what is gained on the soci(et)al level. 

In other words, we are concerned with a process of socialisation as mutual 

enhancement. 

However, it has to be noted that despite the fact of mutual benefit there will be some 

groups loosing their own power. What actually happens in the ideal case is that 

subordinating forms of power cannot persist under generally empowered and 

empowering conditions. 

Finally, it is important to put the debate on empowerment into a wider perspective of 

rights. This can contribute to avoiding an individualist approach to empowerment, 

based on the idea of ‘enhancing individual performance’, thus requiring educational 

support for the individual rather than securing soci(et)al conditions which are 

accessible and allow participation of individuals and groups. A rights based approach 

can link to T.M. Marshall’s historical perspective on civil, political and social rights. 

It has to be emphasised, however, that the different rights are in actual fact only 

different dimensions of the same right, i.e. the right of what we might call ‘active 

social inclusion’, i.e. social inclusion on terms and conditions of the individual rather 

than inclusion as subordination. As it is suggested to talk of ‘active social inclusion’, 

the granting of the set of different rights can be seen as a major factor of 

empowerment. 

Going back from here, we have to re-establish the link to the relationship between 

biographical and societal development. This had been understood as a conditioning, 

mutually beneficial and enriching relationship. Following this line, we can say that the 

three dimensions of empowerment, namely access, participation and control are 

                                                 
11  In the further discussion of the connection between the four or even eight factors it will be getting clear that there can be 

major constraints of one factor stemming from the performance of (an)other factor(s). 
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centred on the common link to autonomy. Individuation thus is not only 

complementing (let alone opposing) socialisation and vice versa. On the contrary, 

individuation is a form and expression of socialisation and socialisation realises itself 

as individuation. Seen in this light, the frequently found interpretation of 

individuation is a form of increased socialisation – we can establish a strong link to 

the Kantian understanding of the enlightened societal development as putting freedom 

as realisation of necessity into place.12 This should not be confused with other forms 

of individuation which are simply a matter of anomie, where actually individuation 

translates into forms of isolation (see in this context Herrmann, 2006). 

Taking up Marshall’s consideration of rights we have to emphasise again that the 

three rights, which in his historical analysis appear to be distinct from each other are 

in actual fact historically emerging into the one right of what is in the meantime 

understood as civic citizenship. As such, it can be considered to look at social quality 

as a matter of merging the rights – civil, political and social – into the one right of 

civic participation. This again can be seen as merging of biographical and societal 

development as being concerned with the means and processes and relations 

necessary for people to be capable of actively participating in social relations and 

actively influencing the immediate and more distant social and physical environment. 

Having the definition of empowerment given above in mind, this dimension can be 

seen as central for societal development. Moreover, this debate is clearly marking a 

necessary shift in the welfare state. It is not simply concerned with the realisation of 

opportunities which are given in principal and which we want to be given for 

everybody. Instead, a welfare state of high social quality has to be concerned with the 

self-realisation of the individual in the social context and as such the mutual 

development of the individual and the social. Loyalty is then achieved by evoking a 

critical distance. This means not least that 

* ‘social security’ is not simply the provision of replacements for otherwise 

commodified provisions 

* ‘education’ cannot be solely concerned with teaching technical skills and 

retrievable knowledge, 

* ‘participation’ is not only the opening of existing structures. 

                                                 
12  Though the idealist turn within the Kantian paradigm is of course a major obstacle. 
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Instead, empowerment requires truly open structures, starting from the needs of the 

people concerned and the management of reciprocity of structure and agency. 

Of course, this has to be understood not least as qualification of the orientation on 

capabilities and capacities necessary – A. Sen’s work had been addressed before. 

To summarise, we can take up the requirement of the trinominal structure. The subject 

matter is the autonomy as capability and right to act. Then, the resources are 

knowledge and rights. This establishes a relationship to the other components 

utilising and actually realising (verwirklichen) socio-economic security, social 

inclusion and social cohesion as a reference for the action of the individual. At the 

same time, empowerment serves as Procrustean bed for striving for the other 

components. 

Conclusions and Challenges 

Up to now we had been concerned with the measurement of the actual degree of 

empowerment. Although this is the core interest from a social quality perspective and 

in particular the current project, it makes some sense to go a step further, looking for 

indicators of empowering structures and mechanisms. In other words, a Social Quality 

perspective is geared to finding 

* indicators of the character of empowerment (‘aim’), 

* indicators of the state of empowerment (‘structure’), 

* indicators of the process of empowerment (‘process’). 

Thus, in addition of measuring empowerment by the indicators suggested above it is 

here promoted to look as well for indicators on a different and additional level.13 

These are concerned with the activities and structures supported by various soci(et)al 

actors – considering that, as has been developed, empowerment is a social process and 

a relationship rather than an individual ‘capability’. 

The following are to be mentioned as main – general – actors: 

* non-governmental/non-profit organisations (including self-help groups) 

* community development groups/social movements14 

                                                 
13  It has to be decided to which extent this can finally be implemented – in any case the respective considerations always 

should be made at least in the discussion of the indicators and the assessment of the dimension of empowerment of Social 

Quality. 
14  There will be a huge overlap with the previous group; however, it is reasonable to distinguish between the two categories 

as the latter is not to the same ‘organised’ as the first. 



Empowerment – processing the processed 

 

 

* non-governmental/non-profit institutions15 (as e.g. trade unions, employers 

organisations, political parties, the church …) 

* state bodies16 

* statutory support organisations as for example advisory bodies 

* employers17 

* institutions with a controlling and advising function (as ‘ombudspersons’, 

complaints bureaus and the like, as well psychological consultancies, child 

guidance clinics etc.) 

* individual services as psychological consultancies. 

Despite this it may be useful to consider other actors when it comes to the debate of 

empowerment in connection with a specific project. Then, for example, beneficiaries 

or very specific organisations and/or decision makers may play a decisive role and 

should be investigated separately. 

                                                 
15  This category is introduced, taking account of the general exclusion of organisations mentioned here from the 

NGO/NPO/Third sector (as for example in the explicit discussion of this aspect in the framework of the Johns-Hopkins-

Project; e.g. Salamon/Anheier, 1996) 
16  Probably it is useful to subdivide according the classical division of power, i.e. to look separately at legislative, judicative 

and executive bodies. 
17  The difficulty to deal with is that it can be useful to look at ‘employers’ in general, referring to the ‘entrepreneurial culture’ 

for example in a country, region or a specific time period and/or to look at individual employers. 
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Annex  - domains, subdomains and indicators 

Domains Sub-domains Indicators 
Knowledge base Application of 

knowledge 
Extent to which social mobility is 
knowledge-based (formal 
qualifications). 

 Availability of 
information 

Per cent of population literate and 
numerate. 

  Availability of free media. 
  Access to the Internet. 
 User friendliness of 

information 
Provision of information in multiple 
languages on social services. 

  Availability of free advocacy, advice 
and guidance centres. 

Labour market Control over 
employment contract 

Percent of labour force that is member 
of a trades union (differentiated to 
public and private employees). 

  Percent of labour force covered by a 
collective agreement (differentiated by 
public and private employees). 

 Prospects of job 
mobility 

Percent of employed labour force 
receiving work-based training. 

  Percent of labour force availing of 
publicly provided training (not only 
skills based). 

  Percent of labour force participating in 
any ‘back to work scheme’ 

 Reconciliation of work 
and family life (work/ 
life balance) 

Percent of organisations operating 
work life balance policies.  

  Percent of employed labour force 
actually making use of work/life 
balance measures (see indicator 
above). 

Openness and 
supportiveness of 
institutions 

Openness and 
supportiveness of 
political system 

Existence of processes of consultation 
and direct democracy (e.g., referenda). 

 Openness of 
economic system 

Number of instances of public 
involvement in major economic 
decision making (e.g., public hearings 
about company relocation, inward 
investment and plant closure). 

 Openness of 
organisations 

Percent of organisations/institutions 
with work councils. 

Public space Support for collective 
action 

Percent of the national and local public 
budget that is reserved for voluntary, 
not-for-profit citizenship initiatives. 

  Marches and demonstrations banned 
in the past 12 months as proportion of 
total marched and demonstrations 
(held and banned). 

 Cultural enrichment Proportion of local and national budget 
allocated to all cultural activities. 

  Number of self-organised cultural 
groups and events. 

  Proportion of people experiencing 
different forms of personal enrichment 
on a regular basis. 
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Personal 
relationships 

Provision of services 
supporting physical 
and social 
independence 

Percentage of national and local 
budgets devoted to disabled people 
(physically and mentally). 

 Personal support 
services 

Level of pre-and-post-school child 
care. 

 Support for social 
interaction 

Extent of inclusiveness of housing and 
environmental design (e.g., meeting 
places, lighting, layout). 

References 

Baar, Niocholas (20044) Economics of the Welfare State; Oxford: Oxford University 

Press 

Baars, J. et altera (2000) Social Quality. A Sustainable Project for Europe. Briefing 

Paper for the Round Table of the European Commission, Amsterdam, The European 

Foundation on Social Quality, 1.11.2000 – the text is on the website 

www.socialquality.nl – 4.5.2004, 6.51 pm; linked from Annual Reports, Annual 

Report 2000 

Beck, Wolfgang/van der Maesen, Laurent/Walker, Alan (1997) Social Quality: From 

Issue to Concept; in: Beck, Wolfgang/van der Maesen, Laurent/Walker, Alan [eds.], 

1997: The Social Quality of Europe; The Hague et altera, Kluwer Law International, 

263-296 

Beck, Wolfgang/van der Maesen, Laurent/Walker, Alan (2001) Theorizing Social 

Quality: The Concepts Validity; in: Beck, Wolfgang/van der Maesen, J.G. 

Laurent/Thomése, Fleur/Walker, Alan (Eds.) (2001) Social Quality: A Vision for 

Europe, The Hague/London/Boston, Kluwer Law International, 307-360 

Bhaskar, R. (1997) The possibility of Naturalism: A Philosophical Critique of the 

Contemporary Human Sciences, Brighton, The Harvester Press 

Bloch, Ernst (1959) Prinzip Hoffnung; Frankfurt/M: Suhrkamp [written in 1938-1947; 

reviewed 1953 and 1959]: 258-288 

Bourdieu, Pierre (2000) Les structures sociales de l’Économie, Paris, Éditions du 

Seuil 

Coleman, James S. (1990) Foundations of Social Theory, Cambridge et altera, The 

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press 



Peter Herrmann 

 

 

Fetterman, David M. (2001) Foundations of empowerment Evaluation, London et 

altera, Sage 

Freire, Paolo (1972) Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Sheed&Ward; Penguin 

Freire, Paolo (1973) A conversation with Paulo Freire. The Institute  of Cultural 

Action; in: Freire, 1985: 151-164 

Freire, Paolo (1985) The Act of Study; in: The Politics of Education. Culture, Power 

and Liberation, Massachusetts, Bergin&Garvey Publ. 

Habermas, Juergen (1989) The Theory of Communicative Action. Vol. 2: Lifeworld 

and System: A Critique of Functionalist Reason, Oxford, Blackwell 

Hepp, Rolf (ed.), 2009 The Fragility of Socio-structural Components/Die 

Fragilisierung soziostruktureller Komponenten; Bremen: Europaeischer 

Hochschulverlag 

Herrmann, Peter (1997) Sozialpolitik in der Europäischen Union, Rheinfelden/Berlin, 

Schäuble 

Herrmann, Peter (1998 a) European Integration between Institution Building and 

Social Process. Contributions to a Theory of Modernisation and NGOs in the Context 

of the Development of the EU, New York, Nova Science 

Herrmann, Peter (1998 b) Partizipationskulturen in der Europäischen Union. 

Nichtregierungsorganisationen in EU-Mitgliedstaaten, Rheinfelden/Berlin, Schäuble 

Verlag 

Herrmann, Peter (2005) Empowerment – the Core of Social Quality; in: The 

European Journal of Social Quality; volume 5; New York/Oxford, Berghahn Journals: 

292-302 

Herrmann, Peter (2006) Person-oriented services and social service providers in 

comparative and European perspective. Current debates on changes by liberalisation 

in a perspective of a theory of modernisation, New York, Nova Science 

Herrmann, Peter (2006) Politics and Policies of the Social in the European Union, 

New York, Nova Science 

Herrmann, Peter (2007) Social Professional Activities and the State; New York: Nova 



Empowerment – processing the processed 

 

 

Herrmann, Peter (2009 a) Gemeinschaft der Gesellschaft – die Suche nach einem 

Definitionsrahmen für Prekarität; in: Hepp, Rolf (ed.): The Fragilisation of Socio-

structural Components/Die Fragilisierung soziostruktureller Komponenten; Bremen: 

Europaeischer Hochschulverlag: 76-107 

Herrmann, Peter (2009 b) Die Europaeische Union als Programmgesellschaft. Das 

europaeische Gesellschaftsmodell, die Sozialpolitk und der Dritte Sektor; Bremen, 

Europaeischer Hochschulverlag 

Herrmann, Peter (2010) Human Rights, Health and Social Quality – Realisations and 

Realities; in: Laurinkari, Juhani (Ed.) Health, Wellness and Social Policy. Essays in 

honour of Guy Bäckman; Bremen 

Herrmann, Peter [ed.] (1995) Europäische Integration und Politik der 

Armutsprogramme – Auf dem Weg zu einem integrierten Sozialpolitikansatz?, 

Rheinfelden/Berlin: Schäuble 

Herrmann, Peter/van der Maesen, Laurent (2008) Precarity – Approaching New 

Patterns of Societal (Dis-)Integration; Working Papers of the European Foundation on 

Social Quality; Munich: Munich Personal RePEc Archive; MPRA Paper 10245, 

January 2008; http://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/10245/; http://mpra.ub.uni-

muenchen.de/10245/1/MPRA_paper_10245.pdf 

Heskin, Allan David (1991) The Struggle for Community, Boulder et altera: 

Westview Press 

Horkheimer, Max (1947) Eclipse of Reason, New York, Continuum 

Kant, Immanuel (1788) The Critique of Practical Reason, Translated by Thomas 

Kingsmill Abbott; http://eserver.org/philosophy/kant/critique-of-practical-reaso.txt 

Leibfried, Stephan/Pierson, Paul [eds.] (1995) European Social Policy. Between 

Fragmentation and Integration, Washington, The Brookings Institution 

Luhmann, Niklas (1969) Komplexität und Demokratie; in: Luhmann, Niklas: 

Politische Planung. Aufsätze zur Soziologie von Politik und Verwaltung; Opladen 

1971: 35 ff. 

Marshall, T.M., (1950) ‘Citizenship and Social Class’ in Citizenship and Social Class; 

T.H. Marshall/Tom Bottomore; London et altera: Pluto Press 1992 



Peter Herrmann 

 

 

Nussbaum, Martha C. (1998) Cultivating Humanity. A Classical Defense of Reform 

in Liberal Education, Cambridge/London, Harvard University Press 

Salamon, Lester M./Anheier, Helmut K. (1996) The emerging nonprofit sector. An 

Overview, Manchester/New York, Manchester University Press 

Sen, Amartya (1987) On Ethics and Economics, Oxford: Basil Blackwell 

Sen, Armartya (1999) Development as Freedom; Oxford/New York, Oxford 

University Press 

Tabak, Faruk (1996) The World Labour Force; in Hopkins, Terence K./Wallerstein, 

Immanuel: The Age of Transition. Trajectory of the World-System 1945-2025; 

London/New Jersey: Zed Books/Leichhardt: Pluto Press Australia: 87-116 

van der Maesen, Laurent (2003) Elaborating the Theory of Social Quality and its four 

Components (Discussion Paper) 

van der Maesen, Laurent, April (2004) Internal Working Document 

 



Empowerment – processing the processed 

 

 

Editorial Note 

                                                 
i The William-Thompson-Working-Paper-Series is edited by the European Social 

Organisational and Science Consultancy for University of Cork, Department of Applied 
Social Studies and meant to offer a space for publications of occasional documents. One aim 
amongst others is to offer a space for publication of work by colleagues of the Department of 
Applied Social Studies at University of Cork. 

 The work is edited and supervised for publication by Peter Herrmann, ESOSC. 
 The papers will only be published as PDF- or word-file on the website http://william-

thompson.ucc.ie. 
 Requests for publication can be sent to ESOSC at herrmann[at]esosc.eu and will be accepted 

for publication after collective assessment (peer-reviewers will be listed on the website 
without reference to concrete documents). 

 The copyright is still with the authors so that the documents are free to further publication. 
ii  See for information on the author: http://www.ucc.ie/en/appsoc/staff/acad/pherrmann/ 
iii   Document elaborated in elaborating the chapter under the same title for the forthcoming book 

of the European  Foundation on Social Quality 
 


