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Abstract
The policy word “collaboration” is a political buzzword omnipresent within human service organisations in Sweden and
other countries. Collaboration stands for services working together toward a common goal. It is understood as the solution
for a multitude of problems, putting the client at the centre and involving the services needed for making them financially
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holding a particular kind of knowledge or available resources. Gaps are seen as omissions and pitfalls in activities which
should be removed. My thesis is that putting the gap at the centre reveals not only the disjuncture of the gaps but also the
productiveness of the gap in collaborative projects between organisations. The article demonstrates how documents and
meetings work both as makers and blenders of gaps between social services and jobcentres. If gaps are productive spaces,
what does it denote for collaboration between organisations? The article is placed ethnographically in documents and
meetings set to enable collaboration between social workers and job coaches. I will focus on the gap, the space between
documents and organisations, as productive spaces in collaborative projects.
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1. Introduction

We need to speak the same language so that clients
understand that it is the same investigation. (Lena, so-
cial worker)

It was Lena, one of the social workers in the assessment-
instrument network at themunicipality, that pointed out
that they had to start talking about numbering the doc-
uments used to show the sequence, the flow, that they
were meant to represent. She was referring to the doc-
umental instrument used to investigate the right to so-
cial assistance benefits, the investigation of the capacity
to work, and the plan for change. The instrument was
divided into four documents: number 1, the “telephone-
interview assessment” made by the social services; num-

ber 2, the “job plan”made by the jobcentre in themunici-
pality; number 3, the “assessment during the client’s first
visit” at the social services; and number 4, the “plan for
change”, preferably made by the social services and the
jobcentre together, but most often performed by the so-
cial services with the client. The documents were seldom
referred to in daily practice as 1, 2, 3, and 4, but instead
by their other name: “job plan” or “plan for change”.
An in-house study had also shown that the clients did
not understand that all four documents were part of the
same investigation. The four documents mirrored four
different parts in the work process producing four differ-
ent “documentary persons” (Hull, 2012) while simultane-
ously aiming to create one.

It was not just the clients that did not think of it as
one investigation. The organisation of the municipality
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and the organisation of work made the documents ap-
pear to be separate for both the social workers and the
job coaches, even though they were both set to make
clients financially self-sufficient, preferably by getting a
job. The social services office and the social workers be-
longed to the social services administration in the mu-
nicipality and the jobcentre, and the job coaches were
part of the labour market administration in the munici-
pality and even though they were part of the same mu-
nicipality they were two different organisations located
in different places, and as such they were not organ-
ised as a one-stop shop as was the case in some other
municipalities in Sweden (Minas, 2014). In order for the
documents and the work performed through them to
appear as one work process, there was a need for col-
laboration between the social services and the jobcen-
tres. The social services, particularly the social assistance
benefits’ offices, celebrated collaboration by necessity.
Their clients often had several social problems that were
not solvable by one actor. Clients may suffer from one
or more diagnosis such as posttraumatic stress disorder,
mental impairments (attention deficit hyperactivity dis-
order, autism, etc.), physical impairment, depression, or
addiction problems that make their ability to financially
support themselves challenging. In an effort to make the
clients self-reliant, there was a need for collaboration be-
tween different professions in other organisations such
as the job coaches in the jobcentres. To enable the col-
laboration between the social assistance benefits offices
and the jobcentres, the assessment-instrument network
comprising of social workers and job coaches was estab-
lished, the assessment-instrument documents were de-
signed, and the sequence was determined by the docu-
ment numbering.

Collaboration between organisations assumes gaps
between entities. Gaps are often seen as omissions
and pitfalls in organisational activities which should be
removed (Huxham & Vangen, 2005). They should be
blended to overlap knowledge and resources across or-
ganisational and professional boundaries (Huxham &
Vangen, 2005). In anthropology, gaps between entities,
positions, and ideas have been perceived as a productive,
even magical, space. Gap-thinking has long pervaded an-
thropology, by, for example, Turner (1966/1995), who
focused on the liminal phase in ritual, a betwixt and
between position of either or. This position of in-
betweenness opens up a space between the actual and
the potential. Povinelli (2011) refers to moments in the
life of alternative social projects when a social project is
neither something or nothing, working as this indetermi-
nate oscillation, creating moments for alternative direc-
tions. In this way, gaps work both as productive spaces
and show disjuncture between entities.

My thesis is that putting the gap at the centre re-
veals not only the disjuncture of the gaps but also the
productiveness of the gap in collaborative projects be-
tween organisations. The article demonstrates how doc-
uments andmeetings work both as makers and blenders

of gaps between the social services and jobcentres and
how this reveals the gap as a productive space. The ar-
ticle is placed ethnographically in the four documents
themselves and in the assessment-instrument network
meetings of social workers and job coaches.

The policy word “collaboration” is a political buz-
zwordwhich is omnipresent within human service organ-
isations in Sweden and other countries (Germundsson,
Hillborg, & Danermark, 2011; Huxham & Vangen, 2005).
Collaboration stands for services working together to-
wards a common goal (Germundsson et al., 2011). It is
understood as the solution for a multitude of problems
putting the client at the centre and involving the services
needed for making, in this case, clients financially self-
sufficient. It is known that collaboration between pro-
fessionals from different organisations can be tiresome,
difficult, and complicated (Widmark, Sandahl, Piuva, &
Bergman, 2016). There is even a term, “partnership fa-
tigue” (Huxham & Vangen, 2005, p. 40), that alludes to
this phenomenon.

The literature on collaborationmainly focuses on how
to make collaboration possible by closing and bridging
gaps. How successful this is is determined by different fac-
tors. In their review article, Martin-Rodriguez, Beaulieu,
Amour and Ferrada-Videla (2005) point towards systemic
determinates—outside the organisation—such as social,
cultural, professional systems; organisational determi-
nates, such as structure and philosophy, team resources
and administrative support; and finally interactional de-
terminates, such as interpersonal relationships, willing-
ness to collaborate, and the existence of mutual trust, re-
spect, and communication. Territorial behaviour among
professionals and organisations is also seen as a hin-
drance (Axelsson & Axelsson, 2009). Mutual trust, re-
spect, altruism (Axelsson & Axelsson, 2009), communi-
cation (Widmark et al., 2016), supporting organisational
rules and structure, and a common goal and shared vi-
sion (Germundsson et al., 2011) are tools for blending the
gaps between organisations and professionals. In this ar-
ticle, I instead focus on the gap, the space between docu-
ments and organisations, as productive spaces in collab-
orative projects. If gaps are productive spaces what does
it denote for collaboration between organisations?

In the following section I presentmy analytical frame-
work through the notions of the documentary person
and the meetings as both makers and blenders of gaps
between organisations. Then, in Section 3, I present
the background and the setting of the assessment-
instruments documents, and network meetings. In
Section 4 I report on my methods. In the empirical part,
Section 5, I first address the “documentary persons”
(Hull, 2012) produced through the documents and the
gaps they create. In Section 6 I present the assessment-
instrument network as a meeting set to make gaps be-
tween documents and organisations blend, while at the
same time being the gap between organisations. In con-
clusion, I elaborate on how gaps between documents
and organisations are productive spaces.

Social Inclusion, 2019, Volume 7, Issue 1, Pages 218–227 219



2. Gaps, Documents, and Meetings

In order to analyse gaps as productive spaces between
organisations, I draw on bodies of literature concerned
with documents and meetings, as I understand them as
makers and blenders of gaps between organisations.

Documents are part of bureaucratic life where the
file makes up the bureau/the office (Weber, Gerth, &
Mills, 1946). In Weber’s ideal bureaucracy, documenta-
tion is awayofmaking theworkings of bureaucracy trans-
parent. The ability of documents to produce and cre-
ate has been well documented, and not just following
the Weberian idea that documents produce and create
order and coordination, working as a means for man-
agement coordination and control, by building fixed and
shared meanings in organizations (Harper, 1998). Doc-
uments also produce affective energies (Navaro-Yashin,
2007) and entities such as property, technology, or infras-
tructure, and particular subjects (Hull, 2012).

Documents as producers of particular subjects build
on Foucauldian ideas of how the papering of classifica-
tions and categorisations in documents make up peo-
ple through the registering of births, deaths, diseases,
literacy, crimes, occupations, and the like (Foucault,
1988; Hacking, 1986). It is in bureaucratic processes that
the separation between the “documentary person” and
other aspects of personhood is produced (Hull, 2012).
The notion of the documentary person draws on the fact
that bureaucratic documents and documentation pro-
duce a particular kind of personhood that is based only
on the information created through documentation. It
is a kind of personhood that is partly withdrawn from
other aspects of personhood living a life of its own in
the files of the office. As such, the documents and the
documentary person gain material qualities. Documents
have a thingified, material quality (Riles, 2006) and social
lives (Brenneis, 2006). They mobilise people, practices,
and perspectives such as the “immutable mobile” map,
or graph, in Latour’s reading (Latour, 1986). As artefacts,
they are not neutral, but politically saturated (Navaro-
Yashin, 2007). They offer certain “affordances” (Gibson,
1977) that point the direction to how they should and
could be used, what human action can be taken.

Understanding bureaucratic and political documents
as objects connotes that they have aesthetic qualities, in-
cluding particular paragraphs, words, heading, typesets,
and boxes to fill in (Riles, 2006). These words, headings,
typesetting, and the size of the boxes to fill in are part of
creating the documentary person. As Riles (2006, p. 20)
has noted, the space in such forms contain “within them-
selves all the terms for analysis onewould need to under-
stand or complete them”. Thewritermay not understand
exactly what is needed, but the form—what Riles calls a
“self-contextualised entity”—provides answers. The size
of the space in the form provides information about the
expected amount of text needed to explain what the
writer should explain. Through the formation of the doc-
ument and then production of the documentary person

for the file, the edges towards other documents and doc-
umentary persons are created. The gap appears in the
break between these edges.

Meetings, like documents, enact on-going political
and bureaucratic life and they often work as nodes in the
on-going affairs in and between organisations. They in-
terrupt the time/space continuum of the work processes
in—and between organisations and create a space, amo-
ment, for work processes of the organisation to move
in another direction. Meetings are “architecture”, “prac-
tices of circulation”, and “makers” (Sandler & Thedvall,
2017). Meetings as spatial, architectural constructs con-
strain and enable, and they structure and configure pol-
icy practices, documents, words, decision-making pro-
cesses, and subjects and subjectivities. Meetings are not
simply the containers through which these things move,
but they are themselves practices of circulation,whereby
policy takes form and is worked out. Meetings also op-
erate as makers of governance and management. Meet-
ings are both the architecture and the architect. Irrespec-
tive of intention, meetings make certain processes pos-
sible and close the door to other directions of develop-
ment. To understand meetings as nodes that interrupt
the time/space continuum in on-going work processes
in—and between organisations makes it possible to un-
derstand them as gaps between organisations.

3. Background: In-between and among Job Coaches
and Social Workers

In Sweden, social work is the legal responsibility of the
municipalities and is governed by Swedish law under
the Social Services Act (Swedish Code of Statutes, 2001).
Some social work may be outsourced to private firms,
but the investigation and assessment of clients, the so-
called exercise of authority, which is the case in rela-
tion to social assistance benefits, has to be performed
within the realms of the public sector. The social work-
ers in the social assistance benefits office work to de-
termine if clients are eligible for social assistance. If
they are, the social workers should work with the client
to get them financially self-sufficient. “Financially self-
sufficient” could, in this case, mean to receive an early
pension or social insurance, but the ideal is to get a job.
The Swedish welfare state is firmly rooted in the idea
of employment as the norm. In this model, those living
off the state through social assistance should be the ex-
ception. In later years, since a conservative-liberalist gov-
ernment took office in 2006, the norm of employment
has been further emphasised to also include those who
are considered to be ‘far from’ the labour market—the
sick, the physically andmentally disabled, the recovering
addicts—who should be investigated and tested to deter-
mine if they are able to work, at least part-time.

This work is organised through the municipal job-
centres. These are placed at the municipal level, while
the Swedish public employment agency is a state
agency which organises employment agencies through-
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out Sweden. The Swedish public employment agency
has, apart from job placement, counselling, work-related
rehabilitation, and the directing of people to labour mar-
ket programmes, the role of ensuring that people receiv-
ing unemployment benefits are at the disposal of the
labour market. The municipal jobcentres, as opposed to
the Swedish public employment service, work solelywith
the unemployed with social problems and/or people re-
ceiving social assistance benefits. These jobcentres have
been in place since 1998 but became a general standard
in 2008. At the jobcentres, the clients are assigned a job
coach and a job matcher to find work that is suitable
for the client. In order to do so, they map and assess
the client’s ability to work and they have a number of
measures at their disposal that are specifically catered
to them.

Many, if not most, of the clients on social assis-
tance should be referred to the jobcentres. The end
goal of both the social services and the jobcentres is
for the client to become financially self-reliant, prefer-
ably through work. This necessarily involves collabora-
tion between the social assistance office and the jobcen-
tres. In the municipality where I did fieldwork, the so-
cial services and jobcentres are not organised as a one-
stop shop (Minas, 2014), but belonged to the social ser-
vices administration and the labour market administra-
tion respectively, and the work organisation did not sup-
port working together. Collaboration between the organ-
isations instead had to be performed through routines.
The assessment-instrument by the four documents that
was described at the beginning of the article was part
of realising collaboration and the main purpose of the
assessment-instrument network meetings was to sup-
port the use of the four documents, thereby establish-
ing collaboration.

The four documents mirrored how the work was or-
ganised in the social assistance office and between the
social assistance office and the jobcentres. The social as-
sistance benefits offices are often divided into two units:
the intake unit and the social assistance unit. The intake
unit makes the initial assessment of whether the person
should be handled by the social services or not, and they
use document number 1 to do the vetting. They then
send the client to the jobcentre,where the job coachuses
document number 2. In the social services office where
I did fieldwork, the intake unit also handled document
number 3, though in other offices this might be done by
the social assistance unit. The social assistance unit takes
over if a client has long-term problems and needs more
resources to become financially self-reliant. The social as-
sistance unit should then use document number 4, the
plan for change, together with the jobcentre.

4. Methods: Meetings, Networks, and Documents

The article is based on data from an on-going ethno-
graphic study, performedwith Lovisa Näslund Stockholm
University, of the Swedish Social Services, more specif-

ically social assistance benefits within a municipality in
Sweden. The research is based on participant observa-
tion, interviews, and document studies. During the au-
tumnof 2016, spring and autumnof 2017, and autumnof
2018, we have performed participant observation, some-
times together, sometimes separately, doing “meeting
ethnography” (Sandler & Thedvall, 2017) in different
practitioners’ networks meetings: fourteen hours in the
assessment-instrument network meetings; twelve hours
in the Head of Unit network meetings; fifteen hours in
the method network meetings; six hours in the applica-
tion (in Swedish: tillämpning) network; and two hours in
the Lex Sarah network meeting.

We have also performed participant observation in
different workplace education meetings within the mu-
nicipality: three hours in the introduction to assessment
meetings; fourteen hours in the orientation days for new
hires meeting; seven hours on the orientation day for
new hires for social assistance meetings; three hours in
the Head of Unit introduction to assessment meetings;
and seven hours in motivational interviewing (in rela-
tion to the assessment-instrument) meetings. Finally, we
have attended a variety of meetings in a social assistance
benefits office such as case managing meetings, motiva-
tional interviewing group meetings, unit meeting; morn-
ing meetings and workplace meetings.

During themeetings, we took field notes of what was
said and towhichwehave afterwards addednotes on the
atmosphere of the room, the seating, attendees, and in-
formal conversations during breaks, beginnings and ends.
We have also performed participant observation of the
everyday workings of the social assistance benefits of-
fice from which we also have field notes. Furthermore,
we have interviewed, together and separately, nine (9)
people within the administration and thirty (30) social
workers from different social assistance benefits offices
for about one to one and a half hours each, asking about
work processes and instruments. This fieldwork has been
performed in order to understand the social services sec-
tor in general and social work within social assistance
in particular. It is part of a larger project where we in-
vestigate the use of different knowledge models and in-
struments and how it affects theworking environment in
the social services. One of these instruments was the as-
sessment documents that are in focus in this article. This
fieldwork serves as a necessary background for my un-
derstanding of the collaboration between the social ser-
vices and the jobcentres in the municipality.

Through this fieldwork, I developed an interest in
the collaboration between the social services and the
jobcentres in themunicipality. As mentioned in the intro-
duction, the social assistance benefits offices celebrated
collaboration by necessity. Their clients often had sev-
eral social problems that were not solvable by the social
services alone. The jobcentre was such an actor, and
by performing participant observation in the different
networks and workplace education meetings that were
jointly run by the social services administration and the
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labour market administration in the municipality, I was
able to study collaboration in situ through meetings. Of
the meetings mentioned above, the collaborative meet-
ings included the assessment-instrument-network meet-
ings, the introduction-to-the-assessment-instrument
meeting, Head-of-Unit-introduction-to-assessment-in-
strument meetings, and the motivational-interviewing-
in-relation-to-the-assessment-instrument meeting (alto-
gether twenty-seven hours, ninety-two pages of field
notes). In these meetings, the main purpose was to es-
tablish collaboration between the social assistance ben-
efit offices and the jobcentres, and themain tool worked
on in themeetings to continue this collaboration outside
of the meeting rooms was the assessment-instrument of
the four documents. The municipality, the social assis-
tance benefits office, the jobcentre, and the people that
appear in the article are anonymous.

I came to understand themeetings I attended as gaps
in the everyday work processes of social workers and job
coaches. It was a space that halted on-going work and
where they were set to collaborate and find ways to con-
tinue this collaboration outside of the meeting rooms.
I use the gap as an analytical tool to understand these
collaborator meetings as productive spaces where work
processes are halted and uncertain. One of the instru-
ments discussed andworked on in order tomake collabo-
ration a standard way of working between the social ser-
vices and the jobcentres was the assessment-instrument
documents in its four parts: the “telephone-interview
assessment”, document number 1 (six pages); the “job
plan”, document number 2 (seven pages); the “assess-
ment during the client’s first visit”, document number 3
(five pages); and the “plan for change”, document num-
ber 4 (two pages). I have examined these four docu-
ments, analysing the information the documents pro-
duce about the persons through its questions, in order
to understand the gaps and bridges in the content of the
four documents. I have done so by using the notion of the
documentary person (Hull, 2012). In this analytical work,
I have also used the user manual for the assessment-
instrument developed by the municipality (twenty-six
pages) to understand the intent of the documents.

I have also analysed the documents as material ob-
jects in their own right, and what it signifies for them to
be divided into four different documents when, in reality,
they should be combined into one and the same.

5. Producing Documentary Person(s)

The four documents were set to produce one documen-
tary person that was mapped and assessed and through
the process should be turned into a financially self-reliant
person. If the social services establish that a person was
in need of, and entitled to, social assistance benefits then
they should refer the client to the jobcentre for a job
coach to map the client’s work experience, health, edu-
cation, previous interventions, and ability to work. The
client should then return to the social services, which

would continue to investigate the client to understand if
there were any social hindrances for getting a job. Finally,
the job coach and the social worker should make a plan
for change with the client. All this should be performed
in a sequence using assessment documents number 1 to
number 4.

Assessment document number 1, “telephone-inter-
view assessment”, is used in the first meeting with the
client. Document number 1 includes questions such as
the name, identification number, civil status, living con-
ditions, residence permit, reasons for applying, children,
employment situation, possible health insurance, and fi-
nancial situation of the household to determine if the
person is entitled to social assistance benefits. Issues
that need to be investigated are whether the person has
the right to be in Sweden if the person belongs to themu-
nicipality s/he is applying to, efforts to find other ways to
support herself/himself, other benefits, and assets and
debt. The documentary person that is produced through
document number 1 is the financial situation’s person. It
is a mapping of the person’s household, her/his financial
situation, and efforts to find support in other ways. It is
a survey of efforts and means.

Assessment document number 2, “job plan”, is used
by the jobcentre and includes the name, identification
number, education, previous work experience, ability to
work, hindrances (such as convicted of a felony), and
whether the client has a CV. The client is also asked to
do a self-assessment of his/her possibilities of getting
a job. Again, the client is asked about living conditions
and family situation as in document number 1, but this
time in relation to how it affects their ability to work.
What needs to be investigated is what languages are spo-
ken and if Swedish is among them, if the person has a
driver’s licence, if he/she reports to the regular employ-
ment agency, upholds some kind of employment bene-
fits, if the person’s mental and physical health will affect
their ability to work. The person also needs to determine
what needs to be done to improve her/his chances to
find a job. The documentary person produced in docu-
ment number 2 is the working person: the ability to work
and the qualifications for doing so. It is a survey of the ed-
ucation, work experience, and ability to work.

Assessment document number 3, “assessment at the
client’s first visit”, is used by the social services at the
client’s first visit to the social services. If document num-
ber 1 is used to quickly assess whether the person is el-
igible during an on-going crisis, document number 3 is
used to dig further into the possible reasons for the need
for social assistance benefits and investigate whether as-
sets have been sold, such as a car or house that could be
used to support the client. It again includes questions to
investigate the financial situation of the household and
the living conditions. It also includes similar questions
as in document number 2 regarding education, previous
employment, internships, or work training. Furthermore,
the client needs to make a self-assessment of physical
and mental health and if it affects his/her ability to work.
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There are questions asked about possible addiction is-
sues, access to a social network and family, children, pos-
sible violence and threats in close relations, legal situa-
tion, social situation, and short-termand long-termgoals.
The documentary person produced is the social problem
person: the ability to work is documented through phys-
ical and mental health, social networks, addiction, vio-
lence, and legal situation. It is a survey of social abilities,
social problems, and the continued right to receive social
assistance benefits.

Assessment document number 4, the “plan for
change”, should preferably be completed with the job
coach in a three-party meeting with the client, but most
often it is used by the social services alone when inves-
tigating clients that have been more than three months
within the social services. Document number 4 focuses
on change and on what the client wants to achieve.
The client has to find the answer to questions such as
what the benefits would be for her/him to become fi-
nancially self-sufficient, what needs to be done to reach
the goals that were defined, the steps to take, and pos-
sible hindrances, as well as the time plan and monitor-
ing. The client also has to make a self-assessment of
the ability to be self-supporting within three months. Fi-
nally, the client needs to agree tomake certain efforts to-
wards becoming self-supporting. If these efforts are not
made, then the client might lose the right to social as-
sistance benefits. The documentary person produced is
the changing, motivated, empowered personworking to-
wards self-support. It is a survey of the ability to change,
the support needed to change, and the actions required
to make a change.

The four documents mirrored four different parts in
the work process, producing four different “documen-
tary persons”: the efforts and means person; the ability
and experience necessary to work person; the social abil-
ities and social problem person; and finally the changing
person. There are some bridges between the documen-
tary persons that have to do with living conditions and
family situation, and previousworking experiences focus-
ing on the ability to work. The four documents also, by
their separation, form movable material entities where
the edges between documents form a gap. Documents
enact on-going political and bureaucratic life which also
make the gaps in work processes and organisation visi-
ble. Though there were some bridges between the doc-
uments, the documentary persons were not blending,
but rather emphasised the separation between them be-
cause clients had to repeat answers to the same ques-
tions. The only aspect that actually indicated that it was
part of the same process was the numbers. Work was
needed tomake the four documents blend into onework
process. This work was partly performed in meetings.

6. Meetings as Smoothing Machines

One of the three-hour assessment-instrument network
meetings took place in the spring of 2017. Those able

to attend these meetings were representatives from the
jobcentres and the social assistance offices in the mu-
nicipality. Not all came to each meeting, but there were
about twenty people in the room on the four occasions
when they held the meetings during the year (2017; we
did fieldwork in all four). The people in the room were
experienced job coaches and social workers.

We were sitting in a meeting room in the labour mar-
ket administration in the municipality. The room was
filled with social workers and job coaches seated along
the u-shaped table. Ada and Gunilla, who were adminis-
trators from the social services administration and the
labour market administration respectively, were chair-
ing the meeting. Gunilla explained that a study of the
assessment documents had shown that the four docu-
ments worked as separate documents. She emphasised
that they should work as one routine. This was one and
a half years ago, she said, and since then we have been
working tomake it operational. Gunilla continued and re-
minded them that they hadbeenworking on the informa-
tion transfer between the different documents.

In the digital systems of the jobcentre, they had now
created a space which both the job coaches and social
workers could access. After document number 1 was
completed by the social services through the telephone
interview, the client would be remitted to the jobcentre
through the space created in the digital system. Through
discussions in a former meeting, they had agreed on
what information was needed. The transferred informa-
tion should be of importance for the job coach, such as
the need for an interpreter, whether the client was on
part-time sick leave, or if the client was waiting for a de-
cision from the unemployment benefits fund.

When the jobcentre had their first meeting with the
client and completed document number 2, the social
workers and job coaches in the network agreed that
the information that needed to be transferred should re-
late to the ability to work. It might be the case that the
client does not have full-time childcare, or other difficul-
ties impeding them from taking on a job and following
the planned course of action. The information transfer
from document number 3 should feed into document
number 4, but the jobcentre should also be informed
through the digital system regarding social issues that af-
fect the client’s planning at the jobcentre. One must as-
sess whether there is, for example, an addiction problem
or need for support that affects the client’s ability to find
and keep a job.

The social workers and the job coaches had worked
on what information needed to be transferred in the
network meeting, but they had also worked towards be-
ing able to share the information through the digital sys-
tem. In and around the meetings was one of the few
spaces where they had the time to think about the pro-
cess and how it would be best performed, so a great deal
of work was actually done in the meeting through break-
out sessions, working in small groups. The sharing of in-
formation in the digital system was a result of such work.
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Gunilla informed us that this was now implemented.
The information could be transferred within the shared
space of the digital system. In this way, the assessment-
instrument network meetings worked as a “smoothing
machine”, (Bogard, 2000) blending and smoothing the
gaps between documents, turning separate work pro-
cesses into one by contributing to forming routines for
working in collaboration through the digital system.

The meetings also worked as liminal, productive
spaces where issues could be brought up that might set
off the process in another direction. One illustration was
givenwhenone of the representatives of a social services
office asked about the Secrecy Act: “What can we actu-
ally write in the information transfer box in the digital
system?” Gunilla stepped in and explained that there is
a button in the digital system called the “consent-button”,
which meant that they had to ask the client if they could
share the information with the jobcentre and this button
made the information transfer possible. One of the social
workers from another office objected and said that this
button only ensured that the client agreed that the so-
cial worker could contact the jobcentre, not transfer the
actual information. There was a discussion in the group
regarding whether the information transfer that they set
out to do was actually illegal. It might be that they would
not be able to do this at all. At one point, the whole
process seemed to be turned on its head. Ada, chair-
ing the meeting, quickly contacted the lawyers within
the municipality to ask about the Secrecy Act and con-
sent. She returned with information. If clients agreed
to contact between the social services and the jobcen-
tre, they had also agreed that the information could be
transferred. The meeting here became the gap, the lim-
inal space, where how to work and what is needed to
be done in order for the four documents to be under-
stood as one routine was up for debate, not stabilised.
The meeting became a productive space that opened up
the work process and laid it bare for inspection and pos-
sible alterations.

6.1. The Information Transfer Box as a Productive Space

A half-year later the work process was laid bare for in-
spection again in the meeting, opening up a space for
moving in another direction. Gunilla started the meet-
ing by reminding the group that they had been work-
ing with information transfer between the social services
and the jobcentre and it should work as routine. Then
Gunilla said:

But then I have understood that the routine has not
become a routine. This isn’t an interrogation. We
would like to knowhowyouwork. Do your social work-
ers transfer information to the jobcentre’s digital sys-
tem? Are you able to find the place where to put the
information, technically, in the digital system? And
you, who are working as job coaches: Do you trans-
fer information to the social workers? It’s important

that you tell us what you need to make it work. The
politicians think this is already implemented.

Gunilla and Ada encouraged everyone to share by going
around the table. Karin from social services office Elm
said that they had understood how to do it, but notmany
of the social workers were actually doing it. She contin-
ued and said that they, in fact, did not send that many to
the jobcentre. The next in line, Malena from social ser-
vices office Birch had the same story. Some of the social
workers were transferring information through the digi-
tal system, especially if it was something important. She
continued and said that she believed that the social work-
ers responsible for document number 1 thought that it
was enough to refer the client to the jobcentre and not
transfer information. One problem she mentioned was
that when the client came to her to do document num-
ber 3, theymight not yet have been to the jobcentre. Sim-
ilar stories were repeated around the room.

The documentary persons produced, and the mate-
riality of the documents, created gaps between docu-
ments that were supposed to be blended through the
writing of a summary of the documentary person. The in-
formation transfer box in the digital system worked the
gap between the edges of the four documents. It be-
came a productive space where moments for alternate
directions where created. In this space, the obligation to
write a summary of what had been discovered in their re-
spective documents for the other department to seewas
treated with some ease. The network meetings worked
as reminders to blend the gaps between the documents,
turning the differentwork processeswithin the social ser-
vices and the jobcentres into one.

6.2. The Sequence Disturbed

The fact that the jobcentre had not performed document
number 2 before the social services initiated number 3
also had to do with work processes within the social ser-
vices. As one representative from a social services office,
Malin, said:

It used to be that we did [document] number 1
thenwaited until the jobcentre hadmade [document]
number 2, then [document] number 3. But we have
changed our way of working. Now, we do number 1
and number 3 beforewe remit to the jobcentre. There
is so much information we get when doing num-
ber 3 and sometimes this investigation shows that the
client is not ready for the jobcentre.

The unit within the social services that worked with so-
cial assistance benefits was often divided into two units:
the intake unit and the social assistance office. The intake
unit made the initial assessment of whether the person
should be handled by the social services or not, and they
used document number 1 to do the vetting. In the so-
cial services office where I did fieldwork, the intake unit
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also handled document number 3, though in other of-
fices this might be done by the social assistance unit. The
social assistance unit took over if a client has long-term
problems and needed more resources to become finan-
cially independent. It might be clients with an addiction
problem or mental disabilities, and the social assistance
unit worked with the clients to try to encourage them to
change and want to become financially self-reliant. The
social assistance unit used document number 4, the plan
for change. It should be performed together with the job-
centre, but it might also be the case that clients needed
to complete a plan for change, document number 4, be-
fore they could be referred to the jobcentre. This was es-
pecially true for long-term clients dependent on social
assistance benefits for several years, even decades.

In the office where I did fieldwork, they usually per-
formed both documents number 1 and number 3, and
even number 4 before they referred to the jobcentre. If
that was the case, they referred directly to a three-party
meeting because the clients had too many problems for
the jobcentre to handle alone. In fact, some of the job-
centres did not accept clients if they had not been inves-
tigated according to number 3, because toomany clients
had been sent to the jobcentre who were not ready for
a job coach or to find a job. This was the case for several
other districts. Ebba from office Oak told us that they re-
ferred to the jobcentre after having performedboth num-
ber 1 and number 3. Camilla from office Pine explained
that almost all of their clients had multiple social prob-
lems. If they referred to the jobcentre, they had already
performed documents number 1, number 3, and num-
ber 4, and they had also used another documentation
instrument that dug deeper into the social situation of
the client. In the meeting, it became obvious that the
sequence between documents number 1 to number 4
was disturbed.

The gaps created by making them into four separate
documents had been productively used to change the or-
der in away that suited the clients they had. Themeeting
became a productive space that opened up thework pro-
cess and laid it bare for inspection and made visible how
the documents were used in practice. The meeting pro-
vided alternatives to the official routine regarding the as-
sessment documents. This, of course, had tomoveup the
hierarchy to become a formal decision, but when I asked
how the routine was now, a year later, when doing par-
ticipant observation in a social assistance benefits office,
performing number 1, number 3, and number 4 before
referring to the jobcentre was now the routine. In other
words, the meeting hadmade this way of working visible
and, as a productive space, altered the official routine.

7. Conclusion: Gaps as Productive Spaces

In this article, I have investigated collaboration through
the notion of gaps. The municipality had set up tools
to encourage collaboration between the social services

and the jobcentre to blend the gaps in the work pro-
cess of turning social assistance benefits and jobcen-
tre clients into financially self-reliant persons. The tools
used were the four documents and the assessment-
instrument meeting. By using the gap as an analytical
tool, I have focused on the productiveness of the gap.
I have understood gaps as an in-between position, a pro-
ductive and liminal space, where different social worlds
meet, creating moments for moving in alternate direc-
tions, creating alternative worlds.

The four documents were set to blend and smooth
the gaps between the different worlds of social workers
and job coaches to create a flow in the process of turn-
ing clients into financially self-reliant citizens by follow-
ing the sequence in the documents from number 1 to
number 4, viewing the client as one documentary per-
son. The assessment-instrument networkmeetings were
themselves a gap between organisations. They were re-
minders of the cut between the social services and the
jobcentres while at the same time intended to work as a
“smoothing machine” (Bogard, 2000) to cut and grind to
cover, coat, and blend the gap between organisation and
documents. The meeting itself also worked as a continu-
ous reminder to smooth the gaps for them to disappear.

No smoothing can occur without a break, a sepa-
ration (Bogard, 2000; Deleuze & Guattari, 1987), and
the four documents were each moveable, material enti-
ties with clear edges between documents, forming gaps.
Their numbers did not only belong to a particular part of
the work process and different organisations, but they
also each produced four different documentary persons:
the financial situation person, the working person, the
social problem person, and the empowered person.

Social workers and job coaches continuously treated
the documents separately. The document numbers and
the information transfer box were meant to work as
blenders between organisations, but as the sequence be-
tween the documents hadbeendisturbed in practice due
to changes in the work process, the blending of the gap
between them was not realised.

During fieldwork, I saw how the professionals noted
the gaps, but they also showed the productiveness of the
gap between the documents, as the gaps made it possi-
ble to change the order. The social workers and the job
coaches had collaborated in this process of changing the
order. It was not the intended collaboration, but it grew
out of pragmatism. The assessment-instrument network
meeting worked as a productive space for this to hap-
pen. It laid the work processes bare for inspection, mak-
ing it possible to move in another direction, making sure
that the routine was not focused on the sequence, but
instead onwhatwasworking in practice. Themeeting be-
came a liminal, productive spacewhereby practices circu-
lated, policies took form, and policies were worked out.
The gap could then be understood as a space where col-
laboration is played out and formed rather than the pit-
fall that should be blended and smoothed.
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