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1. Policy field: we focus on social assistance/welfare benefits and services which are 

granted to vulnerable families with dependent children1. These do not have to be ben-

efits or services which are granted only to families with children (such as child benefit), 

but they need to be the benefits or services for which one’s family situation is taken into 

account (e.g. this is not the case for unemployment benefit). 

2. Choice of institutions and frontline workers: We apply a flexible, step-by-step ap-

proach to institutions’ sampling. However: 

a) Please start in the institution which is most relevant to the policy field described in 

point 1. If there are various units in the institution, please try to appoint the interview 

in the unit which is most relevant in terms of policy field described in point 1. 

b) If applying for abovementioned benefits or services is institutionally detached in your 

country from social work or practical assistance to families, please include in your sam-

ple both welfare officers who process applications and social workers.  

3. Choice of citizens: Recruit citizens who have been recipients of social assistance of 

the institutions where you conducted interviews in the first phase of this study. Please 

take account of the variety of institutional units and types of frontline workers (e.g. 

welfare officers processing applications and social workers) if applicable to your sam-

pling choices. 

4. Other steps of sampling procedure: please consult ppt “Information on WP2 field-

work”. 

5. Important information about conducting the interview: please consult ppt “Infor-

mation on WP2 fieldwork”. 

  

 
1 The families which have children in foster care may also be included. However, since these families may 
be eligible to special forms of assistance, if you decide to include them in the sample, please consider 
extending frontline workers’ sample accordingly (please see ppt “Information on WP2 fieldwork”).   
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Note: You may introduce small adjustments to the guidelines at the stage of translation 

to your country language (e.g. other neutral words instead of “recipients”). Please skip 

all those follow-up questions which ask about solutions that are not permitted in your 

country or where, due to legal regulations, there will be no differences among inter-

viewees’ answers. It may refer i.e. to questions marked with * 

 

Open questions / stimuli Follow-up questions (and check-list) 

I) Interviewee’s background and employment career  

1) Could you please tell me about the 

path in your life that led you to work 

in [name of the institution]? 

- What kind of formal education do you 

have?* 

- Where did you work earlier? 

- Was choice of this work long planned or 

random? 

2) How long have you been working in 

[name of the institution]?  

How has your position changed since you 

started working here, if at all? 

- If not clear beforehand: what is the name 

of the institution you work in and the 

name of your position? 

3) What is the scope of the responsibili-

ties in your work?  

Could you describe your typical work-

ing day and week? 

- What are the everyday tasks that you do? 

- How is your work divided into contacts 

with citizens and purely administrative 

work or other tasks?* 

- How many applicants or recipients do you 

have per day? 

- Is the group of citizens you work with/for 

somehow narrowed down, e.g. limited to 

a sub-area of neighbourhood? 

4) Have your responsibilities changed 

during the restrictions in your country 

because of Covid-19? 

- How was your work organised during the 

pandemic? 

- How did you communicate with citizens 

during the pandemic? 

- Did the restriction measures make your 

job more difficult? 
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II) Procedures of applying for social assistance benefits and services 

1) [print vignette and give to inter-

viewee]  

A couple with children aged 3, 12 and 16 

fell in poverty/trouble. The father used to 

have an unstable and low-paid job in a su-

permarket, but after an injury a few 

months ago finds it difficult to work and 

had to cancel his shifts. The mother has 

been a stay-at-home mother. For some 

time, she has suffered the symptoms of 

depression. The family has significant dif-

ficulties in making ends meet and they 

have debts caused by an unpaid flat rent. 

Their oldest son became aggressive and 

refrains from attending school. The family 

has previously used no social assistance 

schemes and they have little knowledge 

of what they can apply for. 

What kind of benefits and services would 

such family be most likely to receive? 

- What is the approximate or typical length 

of time and the (if financial) of using these 

benefits and services?  

- What is the amount of these benefits? 

2) When you first meet such a family and 

open the case, what would be the next 

steps? Can you please describe how 

casework develops from here?2 

 

 

- Do they (one or both parents/carers) need 

to be interviewed?* 

- Can you describe the general setting of 

such an interview? (spatial and temporal 

framing of the interview situation, type of 

questions, forms and documents used3) 

- What kind of information do you give 

them (in an interview)? 

3) Can you tell me a little bit more about 

the kind of information that you need 

in order to make a decision?  

 

 

- Can you tell me more about the (eligibil-

ity) criteria that are important for case-

work? How do you verify them?  

- Are you required to check the eligibility of 

potential recipients?  

 
2 If this question is too complicated, e.g. due to too many specific ways of applying for various benefits 
and services, please do not ask for every procedure that precedes granting every benefit or service. Ra-
ther, follow prompting questions to check which procedures are used in the institution.  
3 Unless these forms are classified, ask for a copy or the possibility to take a photo of them. If you can 
have a look but not copy, please try to read out typical questions. 
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- Are there specific documents that citizens 

would need to provide here? Which ones? 

In which cases?  

- According to your experience, what influ-

ence does the eligibility-check have on 

your relationship with potential recipi-

ents? 

- Would you also gather information from 

third parties to learn more about the fam-

ily’s situation? If so, whom do you contact 

and what type of information do you try 

to gather?* 

- In case a contract or agreement with a re-

cipient is signed, which behaviours are 

typically required from them: e.g. starting 

employment or employment training, 

therapy, visiting other institutions, any 

other? 

- How long does it usually take until they re-

ceive their first benefit or service (and the 

other ones)? 

4) When you think of a typical case, like 

the family we talked about, what do 

decisions involve and what form do 

they take? 

- Is there a formal decision issued about ad-

mitting or denying specific benefit or ser-

vice? What is its form?*  

 

5) Apart from the described situation, 

when the family comes here to the 

office to claim help, are there any 

other paths which lead to you con-

tacting new recipients? Can you de-

scribe these paths? 

- If there are paths that are intervention-re-

lated (e.g. due to domestic violence): can 

you briefly describe how you further pro-

ceed with such a family? 

6) Does it happen that families, such as 

the described above lose the eligibil-

ity to mentioned benefits or services?  

- If so, which reasons are typical for that? 

7) When you think of your daily work 

with citizens, how would you describe 

the leeway you have in the handling 

of cases? * 

- Do you experience some scope of discre-

tion or room for manoeuvre? 

- Where do you perceive differences be-

tween you and your colleagues, maybe in 
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style or in practical ways of going about 

casework? 

- Could you give examples? 

8) Could you please tell us how evalua-

tion or supervision of your work is or-

ganised? 

 

9) When you think of your working con-

ditions here, do you experience any 

significant obstacles in your work?  

- Do you experience constraints such as 

time, financial constraints, bureaucracy or 

understaffing?  

- If so, how do they affect your work? 

10) Have you experienced any major legal 

or organisational changes in your 

work in last three years?  

- What is your general evaluation of these 

changes? 

III)  Interactions with citizens: the context of dis-/trust  

Now, I would like to talk with you about direct interactions that you have with citizens 

who apply for/receive help. 

1) To what extent does the organisation 

of your work allow you to know the 

citizens you work with? 

- What is the approximate length of your 

work with one person/family?* 

- How often do you usually meet one per-

son/family?* 

2) When you think of interactions with 

citizens in your work, can you tell us 

how you experience them?  

- Do you remember any encounter as partic-

ularly difficult?  

- When do interactions become difficult? 

3) Could you tell us about your solutions 

to overcome these difficulties, if you 

have any? 

- When do interactions run smoothly? 

4) Could you tell us about your own ap-

proach to recipients? 

- Perhaps during your work, you have 

adopted your own principles you follow in 

meetings with citizens, your own “style” in 

approaching them. If there is anything like 

that, could you describe it? [only if 

unclear: Which values do you find most 

important when contacting recipients?] 

- How has your approach to citizens 

changed during the course of your work, if 

at all? 
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- Can you recall any specific experiences 

while working here which have 

contributed to the change? 

- Has it ever happened that any scientific 

knowledge, including books, trainings or 

reports contributed to you changing your 

approach toward citizens? 

IV) Explicit reflections on dis/trust  

Now, I would like to talk with you about whether trust appears in your relations with  

citizens 

1) What does trust mean for you if you 

were to put it in your own words?  

- When do you normally experience trust? 

 

2) Overall, how does the trust issue ap-

pear in your work? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

a) Based on your experience: how important 

is it for you or for your work to build a 

trustful relationship with citizens? 

b) How you do assess the credibility of a po-

tential recipient?  

- And how important is the result of this as-

sessment for the subsequent steps you 

take and the relationship with the recipi-

ent? 

c) What are typical signs/indicators for you 

to assess if a potential recipient is hon-

est/sincere?  

- How important is it for your work and the 

relationship with a potential recipient that 

you feel that this person is sincere?  

- Can you describe a typical experience of a 

situation where you felt that a potential 

recipient was dishonest? 

d) How do you assess if the information pro-

vided by a citizen and the documents sup-

porting their claims are reliable?  

- How important is reliable information for 

your work and your relationship with 

them? 

- What steps do you take to gain reliable in-

formation?  
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- What do you do if a citizen says they can-

not provide necessary documents to con-

firm a situation (e.g. illness or expendi-

ture)?  

- What do you do if a citizen provides docu-

ments which seem doubtful to you (e.g. 

about the amount of salary)?  

- How would this affect your trust in them? 

3) Can you tell us about your factual ex-

periences with trusting or not trusting 

recipients? Can you think of a particu-

lar example where this played an im-

portant role? 

- Have you experienced situations when 

citizens disenchanted you or misused your 

trust? 

- Have you experienced situations where 

citizens positively surprised you or 

improved your trust? 

- In which situations does not trusting 

citizens make sense in your work? 

- Since you started working here, have you 

become more trusting or not trusting 

toward citizens applying for and receiving 

help? 

- Do you trust citizens to have complied 

with the restrictions implemented during 

the pandemic? 

4) Can you tell us about your experi-

ences with recipients trusting or not 

trusting you? 

 

- Has it ever happened that a citizen said 

they trusted or did not trust you? 

- Can you think of examples where citizens 

actually put too much trust in you? 

- Can you recall any important situations 

when you felt that citizens distrusted you? 

How did you react? 

- Do you have any particular strategies to 

deal with the distrust of citizens? 

5) Now you have told me a lot about the 

role of trust and distrust in your en-

counters with citizens. Based on your 

experience, what kind of changes in 

the procedures, resources or in soci-

ety would you recommend? 
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5. Final Question 

In this section, we should invite the interviewees to add any reflections we have not 

touched on, also potentially sensitive issues for our record. If there is nothing to add, a 

general outlook into the future might be good.  

1) Is there something important we have 

not spoken about, in order to better 

understand the nature of your work, 

with its objectives and challenges? 
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Open questions / stimuli Follow-up questions (and check-list) 

I) Interviewee’s background 

1) Could you please tell where you live? 

(No asking about address) 

Have you been living there for long? 

Where do you come from? 

 

2) With whom do you live and have a 

shared household? 

- Do you live with a husband, wife, partner, 

any other adults? 

II) Applying for benefits or services 

1) As said, we are interested in experi-

ences of people who get help from so-

cial assistance [or: name of the institu-

tion]. Could you tell us since when, 

more or less, have you been receiving 

benefits or services that [name of the 

institution] granted to you?  

 

2) What kind of benefits or services 

granted by [name of the institution] 

are you receiving now? 

- In what amount (about benefits) or fre-

quency (about services) are they? 

- Were you eligible for any new kind of ben-

efits or services as a result of the 

measures the government implemented 

because of the pandemic?*  

- [Only if applicable:] Are these benefits a 

small or a significant part of your house-

hold’s budget? 

- [Only if applicable:] Are these services of 

small or significant help to you?  

- Do they arrive on time? 
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- Are there any other benefits or services 

you obtained earlier? 

3) Can you tell me what it was like to ap-

ply for these benefits or services or to 

apply for keeping them? 

 

- Did you attend an interview with a social 

assistance worker?  

- Can you describe a talk or interview which 

was important to you, or which you re-

member well [if relevant: when you ap-

plied for benefits or services]? 

- When was it, where was it, how was the 

space organised? 

- Who was present there? 

- What questions did they ask? 

- Did they give you any advice or infor-

mation? 

- Did they request any documents? 

- Did you have to fill out or sign anything? 

- Apart from the interview, were social as-

sistance employees checking your eligibil-

ity for benefits or services? If so, what did 

it look like? 

- Did you have to accept any kind of con-

tract or agreement with social assistance? 

If so, what was in it? How much say did 

you have about its contents? 

4) Has it happened to you that you were 

denied a benefit or service you think 

you should have received?  

 

- Can you describe such a situation? 

5) Has it happened to you that a benefit 

or service you were receiving was 

ceased?  

- Can you describe such a situation? 

6) Overall, how do you assess the proce-

dures you have to go through to ob-

tain or keep benefits or services? 

- How did you feel during the interview? 

What was the atmosphere like? 
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- Is the whole procedure time-consuming or 

not? If so, could you please explain why? 

- Is it very stressful or not? If so, could you 

please explain why? 

- Is it clear to you or not? Do you feel well-

informed about the steps that are taken? 

Could you explain why/why not? 

- Do you find it fair or unfair? Could you ex-

plain why/why not? 

- How does it make you feel? 

7) Do you have any friends, neighbours 

or relatives who have also been in 

touch with [name of the institution]?  

If so, do you talk with them about employ-

ees and procedures? 

- Do you talk with your family or friends 

about your experiences with using social 

assistance? What are these talks about? 

- Do they advise you or provide you with in-

formation about [name of the institution]? 

In what way is this helpful for you, or not? 

III) Interactions with frontline workers: the context of dis/trust 

1) How often do you have to get in touch 

with [name of the institution] nowa-

days?  

- What is the purpose of it?  

- How do you get in touch with them (visit, 

phone call, mail)? 

- Did the way you get in touch with them 

change during the pandemic? 

2) Is there a person or persons in [name 

of the institution] you have already 

got to know personally (you know 

their name, approach, they know who 

you are)?  

If so, how would you describe your rela-

tionship? 

- Since you started obtaining social assis-

tance, has the person assigned to work 

with you been changed?* 

- Is this person/those people just following 

the procedures, or is your relationship 

somehow personal (I mean, can you see 

any sympathy, anger, malice, etc.)? 

- How do you see the level of dependence 

or independence of this person/those peo-

ple in fulfilling their responsibilities?  
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- Can you see any goals or priorities of this 

person in the manner they work with you? 

If so, how would you describe them? 

- How would you describe this person in 

terms of competence, engagement, will-

ingness to provide information, respectful-

ness and other features important to you? 

- How would you describe your attitude to-

ward this person/those people?  

IV) Explicit reflections on dis/trust 

Now, I would like to talk with you about how trust may appear in your relations with  

social assistance officers 

1) What does trust mean for you if you 

were to put it in your own words?  

- When do you normally experience trust? 

 

2) Overall, how does the trust issue ap-

pear in your using social assistance? 

a) Could you describe a situation where you 

had the impression that the social assis-

tance officer was sincere/honest and be-

haved in an open/transparent manner? 

- How important was this for your relation-

ship with them? 

b) Could you describe a situation where you 

had the impression that the social assis-

tance officer was accountable for their de-

cisions?  

- How important was this for your relation-

ship with them? 

c) Could you describe a situation where you 

had the impression that the social assis-

tance officer was impartial? 

- How important was this for your relation-

ship with them? 

3) Can you recall any situation when the 

person or [name of the institution] 

- What situation was that? 

- Did they literally say they trusted you? 
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employee trusted you about some-

thing? 

- Did such situations happen often? 

- How did you feel? 

- Would you agree they trusted you on 

some issues and not on some others? If so, 

when did they trust? 

4) [Unless already discussed earlier]: Can 

you recall any situation when this per-

son or [name of the institution] em-

ployee distrusted you about some-

thing? 

- What situation was that? 

- Did they literally say they distrusted you? 

- Did such situations happen often? 

- How did you feel? 

5) Speaking of trust, can you tell us 

about your trust and distrust toward 

[name of the institution] and its em-

ployees? 

 

- When, whom, in regard to what do you trust 

them? 

- When, whom, in regard to what do you dis-

trust them? 

- During or after the pandemic, would you say 

that you trust them more or less than be-

fore? 

6) Can you recall any situation when you 

trusted someone in [name of the insti-

tution] but they disappointed you? 

 

7) Can you recall any situation when you 

distrusted someone in [name of the 

institution] but they positively sur-

prised you or gradually you started to 

trust them? 

 

8) If you were to recommend what 

should be changed in the social assis-

tance/policy system and more broadly 

in [your country] to help people seek-

ing social support, what would your 

recommendations be? 
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V) Social and political context 

We were talking about recommendations regarding what should be changed in the system. 

So, let’s see if there are any parties or political groups which care about citizens more than 

others. 

1) Speaking of politics, would you say 

there are any parties or groups in 

[your country] now who care more 

about people seeking social support 

than others?  

- Do you think that current government at 

least tries to care about people, especially 

people who might be in trouble, taking 

into account all constraints of its activity? 

- Did the pandemic and its management 

from the current government change your 

opinion regarding the party’s politics for 

the people who might be in trouble or in 

need? 

- Do you think that the politicians of your 

country or the state in general are at all 

able to solve social problems?  

- Are there any [political] groups which are 

better than others and whom you tend to 

trust? 

2) Do you think that your friends and ac-

quaintances generally share your 

point of view on this? 

 

- Do you talk with them about social prob-

lems, potential solutions and politics in 

general? 

- What is their view/opinion on potential 

solutions to the current situation? 

- Which party or organisation are they rela-

tively close to? 

- What kind of Internet sites or TV pro-

grammes (associated with some political 

stance) do they follow? 

3) How would you describe them as a 

group? Where do you know them 

from? 
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4) Speaking of likes and dislikes of politi-

cians, can you tell me if you tend to 

vote for some specific party? 

[Serbia: either delete this item or re-

phrase, to avoid clientelistic connota-

tions] 

- Do you vote?  

- When you decide whom to vote for, how 

do you make your choice? 

- Whom do you vote for; have you voted re-

cently? 

5) And if you were to vote for your coun-

try leaving the EU, how would you 

vote? [Serbia: either delete or ask 

about joining] 

- Does it contribute to a better life for peo-

ple like you, or not? 

VI) Final Question  

In this section we should invite the interviewees to add any reflections we have not 

touched on, also potentially sensitive issues for our record. If there is nothing to add, a 

general outlook into the future might be good. 

1. Is there something important we have 

not spoken about, in order to better 

understand your experiences with ap-

plying for social assistance benefits or 

services? 

 

 

 


