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Abstract

This thematic issue discusses how Al and digital technologies often overlook vulnerable citizens and
reinforce inequalities. Articles highlight challenges like digital exclusion, excessive reliance on individual
agency, and declining institutional trust. Socially sustainable digitalisation must ensure equitable access,
offer in-person alternatives when needed, and uphold legitimacy. Often neglected ecological concerns must
also be addressed through responsible data use and energy-conscious ICT systems. Achieving sustainability
requires coherent policies that embed sustainability principles into welfare technology. Interdisciplinary
research, citizen involvement, and empowering citizens are essential for a truly sustainable welfare state.

Keywords
artificial intelligence; digitalisation; social sustainability; trust; welfare system

1. Introduction

Digitalisation of societies and welfare systems is often touted as a driver of increased efficiency and service
quality, enabling flexibility for service users and a possibility to save on costs. Big data, data analysis tools,
and artificial intelligence (Al) are argued to bring opportunities for managers and decision-makers to lead
better with knowledge derived from so-called real-time data. Yet, in practice, data pose numerous challenges
to interpretation and simultaneous utilisation for multiple purposes (e.g., Hoeyer, 2023). Numerous studies
have highlighted a gap between the expectations and the actual outcomes of new technologies. In welfare
states, where services are often shaped by strict budgetary constraints, it is essential that reforms lead to
genuine improvements.

© 2025 by the author(s), licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (CC BY). 1


https://www.cogitatiopress.com/socialinclusion
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.10937
https://www.cogitatiopress.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2008-4120
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7564-6437
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.i514

S cogitatio

The starting point for this thematic issue was our observation that sustainability and digitalisation are
frequently addressed as separate concerns, digitalisation often being regarded primarily as a technological
matter that automatically enhances access to and efficiency in service delivery. Only a limited number of
reports have emphasised the ecologically unsustainable aspects of digitalisation or Al. Social sustainability
has been predominantly acknowledged within the discussions on “decent work,” the platform economy,
datafication, and surveillance, rather than focusing on the social sustainability of welfare systems.
Digitalisation, datafication and the effects of Al should also be examined as part of the development of
societies. New technologies are shaping the conditions for well-being for current and future generations by
influencing both social and ecological sustainability. With this thematic issue, we draw attention to the ways
in which digitalisation either supports or undermines social sustainability, as policies often overlook its
broader implications for social justice.

2. Social Sustainability at the Core of the Welfare System
2.1. Problematising the Current Expectation of Citizens’ Strong Agency

The digitalisation and datafication of the welfare systems do not happen in a vacuum. The existing systems
and their earlier development have an impact on these processes, political decision-making steers the aims of
digitalisation (e.g., cost-efficiency, public or private system supplier, data collection, use of data), and citizens’
digital literacy—with other skills and devices—influence their opportunities to utilise digital welfare systems.
The welfare systems interact with citizens, especially in changing life circumstances like sickness, parenthood,
unemployment, retirement, or rehabilitation. Interaction formulates citizens’ perceptions of authorities and
public policies may influence people’s subjective beliefs on the welfare state and their role in it. For instance,
are citizens only customers receiving services or active citizens participating in society?

Digitalised welfare systems, with their novel technologies, reformulate the relationships between citizens
and institutions by strengthening social inclusion for some citizens and amplifying old—or creating
new—disadvantages for others (Choroszewicz & Miihaniemi, 2020). For social justice, it is essential that all
citizens have access to necessary benefits and services, regardless of their varying skill levels or ability to use
digital services (Saikkonen & Ylikanno, 2020). Previous studies have shown the pivotal role of public policies
for participation, especially for those who have fewer resources (Shore, 2020). However, when reading
policy documents about e-government or promises of Al in the public sector, it is striking how little attention
is paid to those who are unable to use digital services.

The topic of social justice was highlighted in several articles in this issue. The articles address both the
barriers to digital inclusion experienced by vulnerable groups and the strong normative expectation that
citizens must actively exercise their agency in order to secure access to services. Dyrlev (2025) shows that
the use and experience of mental health digital solutions (MHDS) in Denmark are socially stratified. Digital
and social inequalities intersect, suggesting that MHDS should complement, not replace, in-person mental
health services to ensure social sustainability.

Tarkkala et al. (2025) discuss the trend towards digital-first administration. They investigate the interaction
between citizens and the state through the analysis of digital pre-screening tests as a new form of
“screen-level bureaucracy.” Their research highlights the ambivalence of these tests: while these tests can be
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useful as communication channels and advice-giving resources, they can also create new barriers to
accessing public services.

Mielismaki and Husso (2025) contribute to the ongoing discussion on the challenges, opportunities, and
ethical considerations of the integration of Al-driven chatbots into domestic violence support systems. Their
study highlights the issue of responsibility in the implementation and use of these chatbots. They also show
that while these chatbots have the potential to lower barriers to help-seeking, their limitations in situational
assessment may put extensive demand for agency on victims or survivors.

Rebergen et al. (2025) highlight a paradox in digitalized welfare systems: While they work well for well-off
citizens with simple needs, those facing complex life situations often struggle. In the Netherlands, libraries
provided IT support, but librarians lacked training in welfare systems. This gap frustrated citizens seeking
substantive help and placed emotional strain on librarians who felt unable to meet those needs.

Smit et al. (2025) explore digital inclusion and exclusion among low-literate Dutch citizens within a regime of
self-optimisation that frames digital participation as both a moral duty and a practical necessity. They show
that disadvantaged individuals often rely on trusted family members or neighbors to navigate digital services.
Their study emphasises that sustainable digital inclusion requires not only promoting individual self-reliance
but also actively incorporating collective learning and supportive community practices.

Palukka et al. (2025) focus on the experiences of mental health rehabilitees in digital encounters. Their study
shows how administrative burdens and their costs produce distrust in public administration and socially
exclusive identities for marginalised citizens, especially when claiming welfare benefits, such as positions of
feeling dispossessed, unreliable, insignificant, and inferior. The study highlights that this positioning of
mental health rehabilitees prevents full realization of their citizenship.

2.2. Trust and Equality of the System

The perceived fairness in the service processes is extremely important for trust in the welfare systems, often
even more important than realised outcomes (Van Ryzin, 2011). In the Nordic welfare states, institutional and
generalised trust have generally been at high levels. Yet, this is not always the case among vulnerable citizens
(Palukka et al., 2025; Tetri et al., 2024), which is why more attention should be paid to how they perceive the
welfare system. Distrust in welfare systems hampers their legitimacy. The topic of trust was addressed in some
articles within this issue. These contributions deepen our understanding of why maintaining and strengthening
trust in welfare systems is crucial, especially when implementing new digital tools, services, and Al systems.

Petroons et al. (2025) examine whether algorithmic decision-making (ADM) contributes to harmonized welfare
decisions across local agencies in Belgium. Focusing on the REDI system (a digital rule-based algorithmic system
designed to assess families’ financial needs), findings show that while ADM promotes uniformity in the form
and amount of monthly financial support, significant local variation remains. The results point to only partial
harmonization, shaped by financial and normative factors at the organizational level.

Rannisto and Vainionpai (2025) discuss in their article what it would take to maintain the high level of trust
in the Nordic welfare state when algorithms and Al are part of the welfare systems. They elaborate on the
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dichotomy between technological and social studies in trust research and suggest an approach to
overcome that.

Palsa et al. (2025) investigate the future imaginaries of datafied education to identify the central features of the
Finnish education system, such as the culture of trust and the strong role of the public sector. They discuss how
these features might be subject to negotiations in the datafication processes. Their research underscores the
importance of inclusive debates on the future of education to ensure that digitalization supports sustainable
development in education.

3. The Missing Aspects of Sustainability

By editing this thematic issue, we have gained a better understanding that ecological and social
sustainability are still insufficiently integrated into the digitalisation of welfare systems. For social
sustainability, it would be important to better understand the relationship between online and on-site
services and how they could be combined fruitfully. The welfare systems deliver benefits and services, but
they also impact citizens’ perceptions of public policies. Furthermore, the welfare systems have a direct
impact on ecological sustainability (e.g., energy efficiency, the ecological footprint of the ICT system, GHG
emissions) which cannot be ignored.

Ecological and social sustainability should be acknowledged when planning and purchasing the new ICT
systems for welfare services. To strengthen sustainability, greater policy coherence is needed. In the
digitalisation of welfare systems, this coherence can be achieved through discussions on the foundational
principles of new ICT systems’ development (see also Rannisto & Vainionpaa, 2025). The socially sustainable
digitalization requires the involvement of all stakeholders (e.g., citizens, frontline workers, managers,
decision-makers). Practices should be planned with careful consideration of where and how digitalisation,
semi- and automatic decision-making, or Al bring betterments to all groups of citizens and their well-being
(Petroons et al., 2025).

During the joint journey of editing this issue, many activities took place. Apart from having launched a broad
call for papers to bring this thematic issue to life, we also organised several panels and workshops on the
topic at European scientific conferences. It was fascinating to see the variety of articles and presentations
that emerged in response to our call. As readers may notice, the range of methods and topics is extensive
in the issue. Yet, despite the broad call, we received only a few articles discussing ecological sustainability in
relation to digitalisation, datafication, or Al in the welfare systems. This may reflect our own background as
social scientists, but it might also indicate a concerning lack of multidisciplinary research on this topic.

Researchers have outlined some characteristics for sustainable welfare systems (see Bridgen & Saikkonen,
2025), which can be applied to the digitalised welfare system. Firstly, the nine planetary boundaries
formulated by the Stockholm Resilience Centre (Richardson et al., 2023) should be considered in the context
of digitalised welfare systems. Digitalisation, datafication, and the use of Al consume significant amounts of
energy. While energy efficiency and the sources of energy are crucial considerations, it is important to
recognise that greenhouse gas emissions and energy consumption also occur in traditional face-to-face
service delivery.

Social Inclusion ¢ 2025 « Volume 13 o Article 10937 4


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S cogitatio

Secondly, the welfare systems should become less dependent on economic growth, particularly given
concerns about the feasibility of rapidly decoupling economic expansion from greenhouse gas emissions
(Buichs, 2021). In digitalised welfare systems, this necessitates careful consideration of how data is used and
what kinds of data are produced in the first place. Increasing datafication may also result in unexpected
consequences. For instance, in the education system, it may reduce teachers’ actual educational leeway and
hinder students’ opportunities for social mobility (Palsa et al., 2025). Large administrative datasets are also
of significant interest to commercial actors, but the implications vary greatly depending on whether data is
harnessed for profit-driven purposes or for research aimed at addressing sustainability challenges.

Thirdly, given material and financial constraints, welfare systems should focus more strongly on need-based
provisions. In current systems, “need” is often poorly operationalised (Laruffa, 2022). Post-war welfare states
have largely relied on expert-defined needs, primarily to determine eligibility and legitimise professionalised
services. In digitalised welfare systems, it becomes essential to recognise when face-to-face interaction is
necessary for individual assessments (see Dyrlev, 2025). Digital tools and systems can be used for
pre-screening in ways that risk excluding individuals (Mielismaki & Husso, 2025; Palukka et al., 2025; Smit
et al., 2025; Tarkkala et al., 2025), or they can complement service delivery, such as automated pharmacy
vouchers in social assistance or capped out-of-pocket health expenses, as recommended by the WHO.

Fourthly, one characteristic is fair distribution (Biichs, 2021). In digitalised welfare systems, this means equal
access and organizing supportive services in a way that adequate services are available for everyone
independently from digital skills or devices in use. Furthermore, while access to services and benefits should
be easy (digitalised or not), the easy access or automated decision-making should not blur political decisions
behind the systems (e.g., eligibility, adequacy of benefits). After all, the welfare system is steered by the
policymakers whom citizens have elected.

Fifthly, welfare systems should play an active role in sustainability transitions (Saikkonen & llmakunnas,
2023). They can provide support and incentives (Bohnenberger, 2020), for example, by encouraging lifestyle
changes and cultural shifts aligned with less resource-intensive, post-consumerist notions of well-being.
In digitalised welfare systems, this could involve using broader datasets and Al to improve the relevance of
job offers provided by employment services. The system could also generate forward-looking suggestions,
such as training or work opportunities with sustainability potential, rather than focusing solely on the
current labour market and available vacancies.

Sixthly, citizen involvement is essential. Attention has been directed both to macro-level approaches
concerning democratic governance (Blichs, 2021) and to micro-level aspects of policy design (Bohnenberger,
2020), particularly how recipients can influence the support they receive. In both cases, the key concern is to
avoid paternalism and to uphold legitimacy (Biichs, 2021). In the context of digitalised welfare systems, this
means designing systems that respond to citizens’ capabilities and needs, rather than being driven solely by
what is available on the market.

We argue that neglecting ecological and social sustainability is short-sighted, particularly given the urgent need
for welfare states to tackle environmental crises. Although research on digital welfare systems is growing,
it does not appear to accumulate in ways that effectively support the sustainable digitalisation of welfare
systems. Academic research often focuses on narrowly defined problems, raising the question of whether we
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have adequate tools to synthesise research findings in a way that informs sound political decision-making that
would facilitate the transition of welfare states toward ecological sustainability.
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Abstract

Welfare systems around the world are struggling to cope with the growing number of people needing
psychiatric care. Consequently, digitalization has become a beacon of hope, making treatment more
accessible and bolstering patient empowerment. However, scholars have shown that digital divides prevail.
This study examines the social sustainability of digital psychiatry by illuminating patient perspectives on
mental health digital solutions (MHDS) in Denmark. This is done via a unique survey sample from register
data of 1,478 adults in psychiatric treatment in 2023. First, the study examines the association between
seven predictors—socioeconomic position, severity of mental illness, age, gender, geographic location,
migrant status, and social support—and MHDS usage via binary logistic regression analysis. The analysis
reveals a social stratification behind the usage of MHDS. Second, the study conducts two latent class
analyses—one for MHDS users and one for non-users—to identify underlying groups that characterize
patient perspectives on MHDS. For the users, the analysis reveals latent classes characterized by
experiences of participation as well as isolation. For the non-users, the analysis highlights latent classes
characterized by few barriers to using MHDS as well as by multiple barriers related to the limited
affordances of MHDS. Lastly, the study uses multinomial logistic regression analysis to examine the
association between the predictors and the latent classes, showing that latent class membership has a social
component. Taken together, the findings indicate that social and digital inequalities are intertwined.
To become socially sustainable, digital initiatives should complement, and not replace, in-person treatment.
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digital divide; digital inclusion; digitalization; empowerment; psychiatry; participation; welfare state
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1. Introduction

Mental health has been declared a pressing and ubiquitous issue worldwide. One key solution advocated by
the World Health Organization (2021), as well as national and local services, is the use of mental health digital
solutions (MHDS). These solutions are supposed to create more cost-efficient, accessible, and personalized
treatment for psychiatric patients while also reducing pressure on welfare professionals. We have thus seen
a proliferation of MHDS in recent years.

On the one hand, MHDS can be considered a lever for patient empowerment, because they allow patients
to access information about their treatment, monitor their symptoms, and communicate with welfare
professionals across time and space (Berrouiguet et al., 2018; Carpenter-Song et al., 2022; Cheng et al,,
2021; Vitger et al., 2021). On the other hand, existing research shows that digital divides and inequalities
prevail (Buchert et al., 2022; Eubanks, 2007; Reisdorf & Rhinesmith, 2020; Schradie, 2020), and that
individuals with mental iliness are more likely to have limited access, skills, and desire when it comes to using
technology (Borzekowski et al., 2009; Comber et al., 1997; Dobransky & Hargittai, 2016; Ennis et al., 2012;
Li & Kirkup, 2007; Tobitt & Percival, 2019; Wang et al., 2011; Wong et al., 2020). Scholars suggest that
MHDS can exclude patients who do not have the means to use technology or need intensive psychiatric
care (Greer et al., 2019; Robotham et al., 2016). Consequently, MHDS can be seen as a double-edged sword,
carving channels for both social inclusion and exclusion.

Seen through a critical lens, MHDS are the result of a neoliberalization of welfare, where participation and
responsibility are two sides of the same coin. In this way, MHDS evoke self-help and rest on the notion of an
actively participating patient (Lupton, 2013, 2014). This study examines how this notion of participation can
be empowering for some groups of patients while potentially excluding others. Thus, the study is governed
by a two-fold research question: First, what characterizes psychiatric patient groups in terms of their
experiences with and attitudes toward MHDS? Second, how are these experiences and attitudes related to
social inequalities?

The first part of the research question is examined via two latent class analyses (LCAs). One of the LCAs uncovers
patient groups in terms of experiences with using MHDS, while the other LCA sheds light on patient groups
in terms of reasons for not using MHDS. Empirically, the LCAs are based on a large survey among psychiatric
patients in Denmark investigating patient experiences with and attitudes towards MHDS. The survey is based
on access to unique Danish register data, providing a representative gross survey sample. This access to register
data is a remarkable strength of the study, bolstering the external validity of the findings.

The second part of the research question is investigated via regression analyses. As a preliminary analysis,
the article examines the association between seven predictors—socioeconomic position, severity of mental
illness, age, gender, geographic location, migrant status, and social support—and usage of MHDS. This provides
insights into the differentiating mechanisms behind MHDS usage. Subsequently, the article conducts two
multinomial logistic regression analyses examining whether the predictors are associated with latent classes
from the LCAs and thus create unequal conditions in experiences and attitudes.

In contrast to much of the existing literature in clinical psychology and psychiatry (see e.g., Andersson et al.,
2019; Barak et al., 2008; Batra et al., 2017; Garcia-Lizana & Muioz-Mayorga, 2010; Hayes et al., 2016; Hubley
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et al., 2016; Yellowlees et al., 2021), this study does not focus on the treatment effects of MHDS. Instead, it
complements the existing literature by providing a sociological perspective on the ambiguity of participation
and responsibilization that MHDS instigate.

2. Scholarship on Empowerment

This study uses empowerment as an overall analytical perspective. Empowerment plays a central role in
welfare literature and has a multifaceted and ambiguous meaning (Frank & Bjerge, 2011). Some seminal
definitions suggest that empowerment is related to feeling competent and willing to take action
(Zimmerman & Rappaport, 1988). Similarly, Arnstein’s (2019) ladder of participation depicts empowerment
as an ascending journey from dependence and coercion to agency and autonomy.

Scholars have examined how the call for user empowerment and participation alters the conventional
hierarchy between welfare professionals and welfare users. It is suggested that the call for user participation
promotes user expertise and challenges professional authority (Jarvinen & Kessing, 2021; Schneider-Kamp &
Askegaard, 2020). Welfare professionals are no longer called to prescribe the course of action, but should
instead guide welfare users in self-management (Greenhalgh, 2009). This proves a difficult balance for
welfare professionals: On the one hand, they must endorse the individual autonomy of welfare users; on the
other hand, they must provide support that is consistent with auditing goals (Jarvinen, 2016).

The multifaceted nature of empowerment means that it can become a vessel for different, sometimes even
contradictory, political agendas (Andersen & EIm Larsen, 2011; Mayo et al., 2004). In this way, empowerment is
a normative concept. Some critical scholars suggest that empowerment understood as self-help is a neoliberal
way of individualizing social problems (Bjerge, 2007; Bjerge & Nielsen, 2014; Oute et al., 2015). Paradoxically,
empowerment can then lead to exclusion. This happens when individuals who fail to live up to the imperative
of helping themselves are excluded from welfare services because their problems are considered self-inflicted
(Howell & Voronka, 2012; Mik-Meyer, 2017; Ringg et al., 2017). In the area of psychiatry, scholars criticize the
prevailing recovery model for responsibilizing psychiatric users to get better and obey prescriptive standards
of normality (Jargensen et al., 2020; Oute & Ringer, 2014; Rizq & Jackson, 2019; Speed, 2011).

At the same time, empowerment can be seen as a way of addressing social injustice by giving voice to the
users of psychiatric services. As highlighted by prominent critic of the psy-disciplines Nikolas Rose (N. Rose,
2018), psychiatry allows coercion and force if psychiatric patients are deemed at risk of harming themselves
or others. Historically, mental illness has been used to denounce and silence the voices of patients. To counter
this “epistemic injustice,” Diana Rose and Nikolas Rose argue that we must attribute intrinsic value to the lived
experiences and embodied expertise of psychiatric patients (D. Rose & Rose, 2023, p. 46).

“Nothing about us without us” is the slogan of mental health and disability empowerment activism (Charlton,
1998, p. 4). This call for participation and involvement can be seen through at least two lenses. On the one
hand, calling for participation may be no different from calling for self-help, neglecting the power relations
and coercion that hinder participation. On the other hand, participation can be a lever for freedom, autonomy,
and agency. This study examines the heterogeneous effects of empowerment initiatives like MHDS across
different patient groups. In this way, it seeks to provide a nuanced perspective on empowerment and MHDS,
highlighting impediments to socially sustainable psychiatry.
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3. Psychiatric Welfare Services in Denmark

Denmark has a universal welfare system that provides free access to social and health care services. However,
the Danish welfare system is increasingly marked by inequalities related to the liberalization of welfare services.
For instance, there is a rapid growth in supplementary private healthcare insurance, constituting a reduction
in the universality of healthcare services (Greve, 2020). Individuals with private insurance have faster and
better access to healthcare compared to individuals without. This access inequality is particularly salient in
terms of psychological counseling (Greve, 2020, p. 140). Individuals without private insurance must either
pay a substantial amount of money for psychological counseling or present with an acute, severe condition
that qualifies for public psychiatric treatment. Even though public psychiatric services in Denmark solely treat
severe mental illnesses, they nevertheless suffer from long waiting lists and scarce resources.

Scholars have shown a growing discrepancy in life expectancy across different socioeconomic and
demographic groups (Brgnnum-Hansen & Baadsgaard, 2012) and a corresponding inequality in terms of
public health outcomes (Dybbroe, 2020). This is particularly salient in terms of psychiatric patients, who are
statistically considered to be some of the most vulnerable groups in society. Studies have shown that
psychiatric patients have excess mortality (Kugathasan et al.,, 2019; Nordentoft et al., 2013; Plana-Ripoll
et al., 2020), possibly related to the increased risk of developing further diseases (Ribe et al., 2014) and the
risk of worse healthcare treatment than the average population (Davydow et al., 2015, 2016; Graversen et
al., 2021). In other words, Denmark’s de jure equal access to healthcare is far from de facto equal access, and
the association between digitalization and healthcare inequalities examined in this study is therefore
relevant for other countries.

Denmark proves an interesting and relevant case for examining inequalities in relation to digitalization because
the Danish healthcare sector is highly digitalized in general (Schmidt et al., 2019). The Danish psychiatric sector
is currently undergoing an expansive reform as a response to the growing need for psychiatric care. This
includes budget increases and changes to the way the sector is organized. Here, MHDS are an integral part
of the reform, suggesting that MHDS will become a pivotal part of Danish psychiatry in the future (Indenrigs-
og Sundhedsministeriet, 2023). Thus, it is salient to examine the potentials and pitfalls of MHDS that are
expanding in Denmark in a time of growing global interest in digitalized welfare services.

4. Empirical Material and Data Collection
4.1. Questionnaire

The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board at Aarhus University (approval code:
BSS-2023-084). It was preregistered before data collection on October 12, 2023, using OSF registers
(https://osf.io/a8xyu/?view_only=e3b4ef242f8b4ce59bf4483c981a3401). Please note that there have
been minor, non-substantive alterations. The concepts of responsibilization and self-technologies are not
directly used as dependent variables in the LCA. The operationalizations of the predictors severity of mental
illness and geographical location are also altered slightly, as shown in Supplementary File 1. In the test for
representativeness, the study solely uses x* goodness of fit tests and follows the conventional p < 0.05.
Lastly, the study does not include an interaction term between socioeconomic position and severity of
mental illness because of multicollinearity.
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The study is based on a survey among patients who in 2023 were in either inpatient or outpatient
psychiatric treatment in Denmark. The questionnaire inquires about the overall use of technology and
perspectives on MHDS. Then, the questionnaire asks whether the participants have used MHDS. Those who
have used MHDS receive questions about their experience. Those who have not used them are asked why
not and about motivational factors. The full questionnaire is available in Supplementary File 2.

Some of the questionnaire items are inspired by international survey studies with a similar target group
(Bonet et al., 2018; National Alliance on Mental lliness, 2014) and were translated into Danish by the author.
The remaining questionnaire items are designed specifically for this study. The questionnaire has been
validated by professionals at the Center for Digital Psychiatry in the Region of Southern Denmark, who are
experts in communication with psychiatric patients. They provided crucial feedback on sentence structure,
word choice, and other linguistic aspects. As another way of ensuring measurement validity, the study
began with a pilot testing phase. The author and a research assistant conducted cognitive interviews with
nine individuals who recently had been or were currently in psychiatric treatment. Since the questionnaire
varies depending on whether the respondents have used MHDS, the questionnaire was tested on both
groups. Participants listened to each survey item read out loud and were then asked to “think out loud,
reasoning their response. The questionnaire was revised after the pilot phase, correcting ambiguous or
misleading formulations.

4.2. Population and Sample

Based on simple random sampling selection, the survey was distributed to 7,000 patients. The gross sample
came from the Danish Health Data Authorities. As an inclusion criterion, participants were required to have
had at least one contact with Danish psychiatry in the period of January 1, 2023-November 11, 2023, with
a psychiatric working diagnosis according to the 2019 version of the ICD-10 diagnosis classification manual
(World Health Organization, 2019). Participants were also required to be 18 years or older. Excluded from the
sample were participants with diagnoses classified as mental retardation, F71*-F73* according to the 2019
version of the ICD-10 diagnosis classification manual (World Health Organization, 2019), as well as legally
incompetent participants, individuals living outside of Denmark at the data extraction time, and individuals
under name and address protection.

Uniquely, the study has access to information about the whole population of psychiatry users. This register
data from the Danish Health Data Authorities enables us to render the gross sample representative of the
population of psychiatry users in Denmark. Additionally, the study employs register data from Statistics
Denmark, providing highly reliable socioeconomic and health information about the population of psychiatry
users. We are thus able to avoid the problems of missing data and fallacies of self-reporting that most other
survey studies face.

4.3. Data Collection Approach

Psychiatric patients are a hard-to-reach population. Therefore, rather than relying solely on
Computer-Assisted Web Interviewing (CAWI), the study used a host of different survey approaches to
increase the response rate. The survey was primarily sent out as an official digital mail, supplemented with
Paper-and-Pencil Interviewing (PAPI) for the 11% of the gross sample who were exempt from receiving
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digital mail. Further, patients received SMS reminders and digital mail reminders. Lastly, the study used
Computer-Assisted Telephone Interviewing (CATI) with patients who had an available telephone number.
PAPI and CATI are known to be costly and highly laborious in comparison to CAWI, but they are also known
to be the most effective ways of contacting hard-to-reach populations (Kagerbauer et al., 2013). Additionally,
PAPI and CATI ensured that patients facing digital difficulties had the opportunity to participate. The data
were collected over a two-month period between December 28, 2023-February 28, 2024.

The survey obtained 1,478 full responses and had a response rate of 21.1%. Because this population is
considered hard to reach, this is deemed a favorable response rate. Importantly, 103 partial responses, or
1.5% of the gross sample, were excluded from the analysis. Most of the partial responses had only
responded to the initial items without completing the rest of the questionnaire.

5. Method

The statistical analysis consists of three parts. First, binary logistic regression analysis is used to examine the
association between MHDS usage and key predictors. Second, LCA is used to identify underlying groups that
characterize participants’ experiences of and attitudes toward MHDS. Third, the study employs multinomial
logistic regression to examine the association between the latent classes and key predictors.

LCA is a statistical method used to identify underlying subgroups within a set of observed categorical
variables. It assumes that these subgroups, or latent classes, explain the variation in the observed data.
LCA is a person-oriented approach examining qualitative characteristics on a large scale (Collins & Lanza,
2010) and is a particularly useful method for uncovering heterogenous vulnerabilities (T. Rose et al., 2017;
Scotto Rosato & Baer, 2012) and subgroups that would benefit from a particular intervention (Weller et al.,
2012). Thus, LCA is a well-suited method for this study, because it enables a nuanced account of different
groups of patients and their perspectives on MHDS. In this case, the assumption is that the latent classes
explain the variation in participants’ experiences and attitudes. Hence, the analysis consists of two LCAs:
one for participants who have used MHDS and one for participants who have not. Both LCAs are carried out
via the statistical software program Stata using the LCA Stata plugin (Lanza et al., 2018).

There are different information criteria (IC) to evaluate the model fit and thus determine the number of
latent classes. In this study, the model fit is assessed via the Bayesian information criterion (BIC), the
sample-size-adjusted Bayesian information criterion (aBIC), and the Akaike information criterion (AIC).
Lower values entail better model fit. However, if the IC point in different directions, the best model fit is
determined based on the BIC, which is often deemed superior to the other IC (Collins & Lanza, 2010;
Nylund et al., 2007; Vermunt, 2002). In addition, this study reports entropy, which can be used as a
diagnostic criterion showing how well the model characterizes the latent classes. Values close to 1 are ideal
(Celeux & Soromenho, 1996), but there is no official cutoff point.

LCA conventionally employs maximum likelihood estimation to estimate model parameters. Key parameters
are the latent class prevalences and the item response probabilities. The latent class prevalences indicate the
size of each latent class in the population. The latent classes are mutually exclusive and exhaustive, meaning
that everyone in the population will be assigned to a class based on probabilistic assessment. The item
response probabilities indicate the conditional probability of observing a particular response pattern given
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latent class membership. A central part of the analysis is to name and characterize the latent classes based
on the item response probabilities (Collins & Lanza, 2010).

In the subsequent multinomial logistic regression analyses, modal assignment is used to determine the best
class match for each individual based on the posterior probabilities using the LCA Stata plugin (Lanza et al.,
2018). For all the regression analyses, statistical significance is determined via p < 0.05.

6. Concepts and Measurement
6.1. Digital Psychiatry

MHDS are part of the movement towards digital psychiatry. However, there is no official definition of digital
psychiatry, and the concept has been defined in a variety of ways (Bucci et al., 2019; Golinelli et al., 2020;
Stern et al., 2023). In this study, digital psychiatry is seen as a broad concept spanning telemedicine
(technology-mediated consultations), eHealth (online health promotion and treatment), mHealth (mobile
health technology), and algorithm-based medicine (use of algorithms and big data for health promotion and
treatment; Marent & Henwood, 2022).

This study draws on the definition offered by Legind et al. (2022), who adapt Topol's (2019) definition of
digital psychiatry to a Danish context. Specifically, digital psychiatry includes video consultations, apps, sensor
technology, online therapy, artificial intelligence, and virtual reality. Based on the World Health Organization’s
(2018) taxonomy of digital health technologies, digital psychiatry is understood as a form of intervention—that
is, it intervenes in the patient’s life to instigate change. Therefore, activities like ordinary internet searches,
podcasts, and videos on YouTube are not part of the concept of digital psychiatry.

6.2. Empowerment

Measuring empowerment in relation to MHDS, this study builds on an empowerment survey
consumer-constructed scale, specifically focusing on the dimensions of self-efficacy/self-esteem,
power/powerlessness, community activism/autonomy, and optimism/control over the future (Cottrell &
Langzettel, 2005; Rogers et al., 1997). In a similar vein, the study draws on the first subscale of the Health
Care Empowerment Scale, which consists of being informed, committed, collaborative, and engaged
(Johnson et al., 2012). However, the specific operationalizations of empowerment have been specifically
designed for this study, because no other studies have operationalized empowerment in relation to MHDS.
For the MHDS users, empowerment is measured via nine Likert scale items:

¢ | have felt left to myself when using digital tools.

o Digital tools have given me a better understanding of my mental health.

e Overall, | have benefited from using digital tools.

¢ Digital tools have made it easier for me to manage on my own in my daily life.

¢ Digital tools have made it easier to determine where and when my treatment should take place.
¢ | have only used digital tools because there were no other treatment options.

¢ Digital tools have made it easier to get information about my treatment options.

e Because of digital tools, | need less contact with my welfare professional.
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¢ Digital tools have made me more aware of my symptoms.

For the non-users, the focus is on the perceived barriers to using MHDS based on six dummy scale items:

¢ | do not have access to necessary IT devices (e.g., computer or phone).

e | do not want to use more IT devices in my daily life (e.g., computer or phone).

¢ | do not think it is as beneficial as meeting in-person with my welfare professional.
¢ | do not think | have the right technical skills.

¢ | do not trust the data security.

¢ | do not know which tools are available.

6.3. Socioeconomic Position

The study is based on the materialistic dimension of socioeconomic position. Consequently, it does not
capture the symbolic dimension (Krieger et al., 1997) or the subjective dimension (Diemer et al., 2013) of
socioeconomic position. The study draws inspiration from Duncan’s index of socioeconomic inequality
(Stevens & Featherman, 1981), albeit without the income dimension since this indicator is presumed to
correlate strongly with education and employment status. Socioeconomic position is measured via register
data from Statistics Denmark about labor market position and highest educational attainment.
Supplementary File 1 shows an elaborate description of each register and each register variable used in the
study. Socioeconomic position is calculated as an index between labor market status and highest
educational attainment, where the two dimensions are given equal weight. Labor market position is based
on data from December 31, 2022, and educational attainment is based on data from September 30, 2022,
due to register data availability. However, socioeconomic position is considered a relatively stable social
phenomenon. Therefore, the time difference should not significantly influence the results.

6.4. Severity of Mental lliness

Severity of mental iliness describes how pervasive and potentially disabling an individual's mental illness is.
In line with other studies (Ruggeri et al., 2000), this study defines severe mental illness as diagnoses with
psychotic symptoms, that is F20-F22*, F24*, F25* F28-F31*, F32.3* and F33.3%, according to the 2019
version of the ICD-10 diagnosis classification manual (World Health Organization, 2019). Severity of mental
illness is a multifaceted concept, and a limitation of the present study is that it does not focus on the
duration of illness or functional impairment (National Institute of Mental Health, 1987). Severity of mental
illness is measured via register data from the Danish Health Data Authorities. A participant is considered to
have severe mental illness if they have at least one registration of the mentioned diagnoses in the period
January 1, 2023-December 15, 2023.

6.5. Social Support

Social support is defined as the social resources that an individual has available or assumes they have available
in formal or informal contexts that are not provided by welfare professionals (Cohen et al., 2001). In this
way, it relates to cognitive and bonding social capital (Harpham et al., 2002). Barrera (1986) introduces three
distinct dimensions of social support, namely embedded, perceived, and enacted social support. The first is
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related to the magnitude and quality of an individual's social network; perceived social support refers to how
much support an individual presumes to have available in their network; and enacted social support refers
to how much support the individual receives from their network (Barrera, 1986). In this study, embedded
and perceived social support are examined building on the work of Krause (1999). Enacted social support
is investigated by drawing on the Inventory of Socially Supportive Behaviors (Barrera & Baca, 1990). Social
support is measured via the survey questionnaire as an index where each dimension is given equal weight.

The remaining predictors—gender, geographical location, migrant status, and age—are from June 30, 2023.
The former three consist of binary outcomes, while the latter represents the participant’s actual age.

7. Contextual Analysis of MHDS in Psychiatry
7.1. Distributions and Representativeness

Table 1 shows the distributions of each register predictor in the population as well as in the gross and net
samples. As previously mentioned, the gross sample was statistically representative of the population using
simple random sampling selection. The net sample is not representative of all parameters because of low
response rates for certain groups.

Table 1. Distributions in population, sample, and test for representativeness.

Predictors Population Gross sample Net sample
Age
18-27 years 28.6% 28.7% 23.8%
28-37 years 23.3% 23.2% 19.4%
38-47 years 15.1% 15.0% 16.3%
48-57 years 13.2% 13.5% 18.7%
58+ years 19.9% 19.6% 21.7%
Total 100% (89,266) 100% (6,995) 100% (1,477)
Gender
Male 42.8% 42.4% 37.9%
Female 57.2% 57.6% 62.1%
Total 100% (89,266) 100% (6,995) 100% (1,477)
Migrant status
Non-Danish 14.1% 14.1% 9%
Danish 85.9% 85.9% 91%
Total 100% (89,266) 100% (6,995) 100% (1,477)
Geographical location
Small city 55% 54.5% 57.3%
Large city 45% 45.5% 42.7%
Total 100% (89,266) 100% (6,995) 100% (1,477)
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Table 1. (Cont.) Distributions in population, sample, and test for representativeness.

Predictors Population Gross sample Net sample

Severity of mental iliness

Non-severe 66.3% 65.5% 67.7%
Severe 33.7% 34.5% 32.3%
Total 100% (89,371) 100% (7,000) 100% (1,478)
Socioeconomic position
Low 34.8% 34.8% 23.9%
Average 42.9% 43.7% 48.2%
High 22.3% 21.5% 27.9%
Total 100% (87,495) 100% (6,870) 100% (1,467)

Notes: Different totals are due to a lack of information at the register status time; for statistical purposes, the continuous
variables socioeconomic position and age have been recoded as categorical variables; statistically significant p-values =
the sample is significantly different from the population; age: x? = 59.48**; socioeconomic position: x? = 80.59**; gender:
x? = 14.58**; migrant status: x? = 31.17**; geographical location: x? = 3.23; severity of mental illness: % = 1.16; * p < 0.05,
** p < 0.001.

Table 1 shows that the net sample has an underrepresentation of young individuals, men, individuals with a
low socioeconomic position, and individuals with a migrant background. However, the sample is
representative in terms of geographical location and severity of mental iliness. This means that the sample
reflects the overall population in terms of the proportion of people with disorders featuring psychotic
symptoms. The participants without severe mental iliness are those with any other psychiatric disorder that,
importantly, can still be experienced as strongly affecting their everyday lives.

7.2. Descriptive Findings

We will first look at the descriptive features of the sample relevant for the statistical analyses. Table 2 shows
the item responses for patients’ overall usage of devices and their general opinion about MHDS. Table 2
shows that the participants seem to use technology in their everyday lives: 92.8% use a smartphone and
56.2% use a laptop computer. This is similar to the overall Danish population (Danmarks Statistik, 2020;
Epinion, 2023). However, the participants do not seem to prioritize having the latest digital devices. Among
some of the participants, there seems to be an understanding that MHDS are less desirable than meeting
face-to-face with a welfare professional. Approximately half of the participants indicated a fear that MHDS
will eventually come to replace face-to-face interactions with welfare professionals. Related to this, 59.5% of
the participants state that the biggest downside of MHDS is that you are left to yourself to a greater degree.
In turn, the biggest upsides to MHDS concern flexibility and outreach to people who live far away from
psychiatric services. The reported upsides and downsides of MHDS can thus partly be seen as a reflection of
the tension between individualized responsibility and freedom inherent in empowerment initiatives.

Crucially, Table 2 shows that MHDS are far from widespread among the participants: 60.8% of the participants
have not used them, and only 33.2% have. As a precursor for the LCAs, it is salient to investigate whether there
are statistically significant differences between the users and the non-users. This is done via binary logistic
regression analysis assessing whether the predictors age, socioeconomic position, severity of mental iliness,
social support, geographical location, migrant status, and gender are associated with MHDS usage. Seeing it
as a funnel, this preliminary analysis reveals differentiating mechanisms underlying the LCAs.
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Table 2. Descriptive findings from the survey questionnaire.

Items Response categories Percentages (N = 1,478)
Have used MHDS Yes 33.2%
No 60.8%
Do not know/Prefer not to answer 6%
Daily use of IT devices (in general) Smartphone 92.8%
Laptop 56.2%
Headphones 55.6%
Tablet 30.3%
Desktop computer 23.6%
Smartwatch 16.2%
Other 7.2%
Landline phone 4.1%
Not using devices 1.3%
Do not know/Prefer not to answer 0.5%
Prioritize having the latest IT devices Agree or strongly agree 11.2%
Neither agree nor disagree 22.8%
Disagree or strongly disagree 63.9%
Do not know/Prefer not to answer 2.2%
Afraid that MHDS will replace in-person Agree or strongly agree 50.5%
meetings with welfare professional Neither agree nor disagree 18.8%
Disagree or strongly disagree 24.2%
Do not know/Prefer not to answer 6.4%
Biggest downside to MHDS Left to yourself 59.5%
Requires access to devices 13.7%
Data security risks 7.2%
No downsides 8.8%
Do not know/Prefer not to answer 10.8%
The biggest upside to MHDS Flexible treatment 30.9%
Better outreach 30.6%
More autonomy in daily life 13.1%
No upsides 11.3%
Do not know/Prefer not to answer 14.1%

Notes: The participants could choose multiple options in the item “Daily use of IT devices (in general),” which is why the
percentages do not sum to 100%,; the items “Prioritize having the latest IT devices” and “Afraid that MHDS will replace
in-person meetings with welfare professional” have been recoded from a five-category Likert scale to three categories;
“Do not know” and “Prefer not to answer” were separate categories but are here coded together because the latter contains
few responses (1-2% on each item).

7.3. Regression Analysis of MHDS Usage

Table 3 shows the results of the binary logistic regression analysis of MHDS usage and the predictors.
The number of observations differs from those presented in Table 2 because observations with missing
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values on any of the regression variables are excluded from the analysis. All continuous variables have been
standardized. Non-use serves as the reference category.

Table 3. Binary logistic regression analysis with odds ratios for MHDS usage.

Predictors MHDS usage
Age 0.71**
Socioeconomic position 1.14*
Geographical location (ref. small city) 0.77*
Gender (ref. male) 1.38*
Social support 1.19*
Migration status (ref. non-Danish) 1.52
Severity of mental illness (ref. non-severe) 1.03

Notes: N = 1,264; Likelihood Ratio x? = 59.63**; log-likelihood = —794.34; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001.

The full model in Table 3 is significant (p < 0.001). The table shows that age is negatively associated with
MHDS usage, meaning that younger people are more likely to use MHDS than older people. Interestingly,
there is also a negative association between geographical location and MHDS usage, indicating that people
from small cities are more likely to use MHDS than people from big cities. This could be related to the fact
that MHDS include video consultations, which could be attractive for people who live far away from
treatment facilities. As such, MHDS makes treatment more accessible by surmounting physical distances.
Table 3 shows a positive association between socioeconomic position, gender, and social support, meaning
that people with high socioeconomic position are more likely to use MHDS than people with low
socioeconomic position, females are more likely to use MHDS than males, and people with high levels of
social support are more likely to use MHDS than people with low levels of social support. MHDS usage thus
seems to have a social gradient.

For the MHDS users, we do not know the details of their MHDS usage and in-person treatment because of
the nature of the short survey. However, we do know that the most common tools are video consultations
(59.7% of the users) and apps (45.6% of the users). Relatively few participants have been in online therapy
(16.7% of the users) or used artificial intelligence (11.6% of the users), sensor technology (10.4% of the users),
or virtual reality (3.7% of the users). Video consultations were most often suggested by a welfare professional,
whereas apps were most often found by the users themselves. The next section looks more closely at the LCA
for MHDS users.

8. Analyses of (Differentiated) Experiences and Attitudes Towards MHDS
8.1. LCA for MHDS Users

Table 4 shows the IC for eight latent class models. The IC favor different models. As mentioned previously, the
BIC is given superiority and a three-class model is chosen. In comparison to the other IC, the BIC prioritizes
parsimony and reduces model complexity and the risk of overfitting (Weller et al., 2020). Indeed, the AIC and
aBIC would induce too much model complexity, both suggesting an eight-class model. In this case, it seems
fruitful to prioritize parsimony over complexity.
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Table 4. IC and entropy for eight latent class models, MHDS users.

N classes BIC AIC aBIC Entropy
1 3152.81 3077.45 3095.67 1.00
2 2657.98 2503.09 2540.54 0.80
3 2549.43 2315.01 2371.69 0.78
4 2595.77 2281.80 2357.72 0.76
5 2629.57 2236.07 2331.22 0.77
6 2696.97 2223.93 2338.31 0.78
7 2750.05 2197.47 2331.09 0.79
8 2789.72 2157.60 2310.45 0.82

Note: Highlighted cells indicate the best model solution.

Figure 1 shows the average item response probabilities for each latent class and the latent class prevalences.
The item response probabilities concern the likelihood of observing a particular response, for instance “agree
or strongly agree,” given class membership. In Figure 1, the item response probabilities are shown as average
values across the items mentioned in Secition 6.2 for the MHDS users. Supplementary File 3 shows all the
raw item response probabilities for both LCAs. The latent classes are characterized and named via the item
response probabilities. For instance, the latent class “Self-help” is so named because members of this class
are likely to agree with positive statements about MHDS. The latent class “Neither good nor bad” is named in
this way because the item response probabilities show that members of this latent class are likely to neither
agree nor disagree with the statements about MHDS, indicating a somewhat ambivalent position. A possible
interpretation could be that these individuals do not think that MHDS have had a notable influence on their
mental health. Item response probabilities for the latent class “Not useful” reveal that members of this latent
class have a negative outlook on MHDS, being likely to disagree with positive statements about MHDS.

100%
90%
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
- Hm _
0%
Self-help v45.7% Neither good nor bad y23.2% Not useful y31%
m Positive experiences with MHDS  m Neither positive nor negative experiences with MHDS Negative experiences with MHDS

Figure 1. Average item response probabilities for each latent class and latent class prevalences (y). Notes:
N = 486; the response categories “Do not know” and “Prefer not to answer” are coded as missing values;
5 responses with missing values on all items were excluded from the analysis; recoded item categories: “Agree”
and “Strongly agree” = Positive, “Neither agree nor disagree” = Neither positive nor negative, “Disagree” and
“Strongly disagree” = Negative; two items were reverse-coded.
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As the latent class prevalences in Figure 1 show, the positive “Self-help” class is the largest class in the
population, covering 45.7%. However, the second-largest class is the critical “Not useful,” covering 31% of
the population. Lastly, the ambivalent “Neither good nor bad” class is the smallest, covering 23.3%. We will
next take a step further and examine whether the predictors are associated with the latent classes for
MHDS users.

8.2. Regression Analysis for MHDS Users

Table 5 shows the results of the multinomial logistic regression analysis of the three latent classes and the
predictors age, socioeconomic position, severity of mental illness, social support, geographical location,
migrant status, and gender. The regression analysis is based on the sample of the LCA for MHDS users.
However, the number of observations differs because participants with missing data on any of the
predictors are excluded from the analysis. All continuous variables have been standardized. Among the
latent classes, the “Not useful” class was the reference category.

Table 5. Multinomial logistic regression analysis for MHDS users with odds ratios for latent class membership.

Predictor Neither good nor bad Self-help
Age 1.07 1.42*
Socioeconomic position 0.95 0.88
Geographical location (ref. small city) 0.90 1.00
Gender (ref. male) 0.97 1.05
Social support 0.90 1.34*
Migration status (ref. non-Danish) 2.34 0.85
Severity of mental illness (ref. non-severe) 1.18 1.40

Notes: N = 448: Likelihood Ratio x2? = 25.71*; log-likelihood = —454.87; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001.

The full model in Table 5 is significant (p < 0.05). Table 5 shows that there are no statistically significant
differences between the “Neither good nor bad” latent class and the reference category “Not useful.” However,
Table 5 reveals a positive association between age, social support, and membership of the “Self-help” latent
class relative to the “Not useful” latent class. The fact that the other predictors are not significant could be
related to low statistical power and be a limitation of the analysis. It could also be related to a selection effect,
as demonstrated in the preliminary analysis of MHDS usage. The sample of MHDS users has substantially
different characteristics than the non-users in terms of geographical location, gender, socioeconomic position,
social support, and age. Figuratively speaking, this sample seems to consist of those who made it through
the funnel.

Surprisingly, the association between age and the latent “Self-help” class is in the opposite direction than
anticipated. Remembering that this sample is more likely to be comprised of younger participants compared
to the non-users, it could be that those with a higher age in this sample have distinct qualities. It could be
that they find MHDS more novel and impactful than those who are younger. Moreover, young individuals are
more often exposed to digital tools, e.g., in educational settings or via social media, potentially making them
less excited about MHDS. This would resonate with scholars who suggest that social media potentially inflicts
young people with digital fatigue (Liu & He, 2021).
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Further, Table 5 shows a positive association between social support and the “Self-help” latent class relative to
the “Not useful” latent class. This lends a certain irony to the naming of the “Self-help” latent class. Members
of this latent class are likely to feel that MHDS have, e.g., made it easier to manage their daily lives, and that
they need less contact with their welfare professional. At the same time, they are likely to have higher levels of
social support relative to the “Not useful” latent class, suggesting that they are not only more inclined towards
self-help but also receive more help from others. Moreover, this challenges the individualistic connotation of
self-help, underscoring the importance of having a network to draw on when managing mental illness.

8.3. LCA for MHDS Non-Users

This section follows the same LCA approach for the MHDS non-users. Table 6 shows the IC for eight latent
class models. Again, the IC favor different models, and the BIC points towards a three-class solution, which is
the model chosen. Importantly, entropy is the lowest for the three-class solutions, possibly imposing statistical
uncertainty in the modal assignment used for the regression analysis. The entropy is not alarmingly low, but
could serve as a limitation to the modal assignment.

Table 6. IC and entropy for eight latent class models, MHDS non-users.

N classes BIC AIC aBIC Entropy
1 534.20 506.16 515.14 1.00
2 363.48 302.74 322.20 0.75
3 285.15 191.71 221.64 0.67
4 302.00 175.85 216.26 0.78
5 305.36 146.51 197.40 0.80
6 339.39 147.84 209.20 0.84
7 372.10 147.84 219.67 0.87
8 378.89 121.93 204.23 0.90

Note: Highlighted cells indicate the best model solution.

Figure 2 shows the item response probabilities for responding “Yes” to the barrier items mentioned in
Section 6.2 for each latent class and the latent class prevalences. The latent class “Lacking knowledge”
receives this name because the item response probability for not knowing which tools are available is very
high in this latent class. Conversely, the item response probabilities are low for the remaining items,
indicating that these latent class members are not likely to face other barriers. Potentially, members of this

latent class could have a positive outlook on MHDS if they knew which ones were available.

In contrast, members of the “Wanting in-person treatment” latent class seem to not use MHDS because they
think they are less beneficial than meeting in-person with a welfare professional. Members of this class do not
seem to have an aversion toward technology, given the low item response probabilities for the other items,
but believe that digital therapy is of lower quality than in-person treatment. Again, this highlights the great
importance attributed to welfare professionals.

Members of the “Multiple reasons for non-use” latent class seem to have medium-high item response
probabilities on most of the items, suggesting that this class has multiple reasons for not using MHDS
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Figure 2. Plot of item response probabilities for each latent class and latent class prevalences (y). Notes:
N = 790; the response categories “I do not know” and “| prefer not to answer” are coded as missing values;
108 responses with missing values on all items were excluded before the analysis.

without any of the reasons being decisive. Moreover, many of the item response probabilities are
homogenous for this class, making it difficult to articulate a clear characterization. This relates to the issue of
latent class separation (Collins & Lanza, 2010), whereby it becomes difficult to separate the “Multiple
reasons for non-use” latent class from the other latent classes. The most pronounced reasons are thinking
that MHDS are less beneficial than meeting in-person with a welfare professional, not wanting to use more
IT devices, and a lack of skills. Interestingly, none of the latent classes have high item response probabilities
for a lack of access or trust in data security. However, members of the “Multiple reasons for non-use” latent
class are more likely to face these barriers than members of the other latent classes. Thus, this latent class
seems to be the most vulnerable in terms of MHDS.

Figure 2 shows that the three latent classes are somewhat equally distributed in the population. The hesitant
latent class “Wanting in-person treatment” is the largest, covering 39.1%, while the critical latent class
“Multiple reasons for non-use” covers 31.5%. In turn, 29.4% of the population belongs to the possibly
open-minded latent class “Lacking knowledge.”

8.4. Regression Analysis for MHDS Non-Users

Table 7 shows the results of the multinomial regression analysis of the three latent classes and the predictors.
As with the previous regression analysis, the number of observations differs from the LCA because responses
with missing data on any of the predictor variables are excluded. The continuous variables were standardized
and the “Multiple reasons for non-use” latent class serves as the reference category.

The full model in Table 7 is significant (p < 0.001). Table 7 shows a negative association between age and
membership of the “Wanting in-person treatment” latent class and the “Lacking knowledge” latent class
relative to the “Multiple reasons for non-use” latent class. Thus, older people are more likely to be members
of the critical “Multiple reasons for non-use” latent class than the two other latent classes. At the same time,
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Table 7. Multinomial logistic regression analysis for MHDS non-users with odds ratios for latent class
membership.

Predictor Wanting in-person treatment Lacking knowledge
Age 0.69** 0.64**
Socioeconomic position 1.24* 1.32*
Geographical location (ref. small city) 1.42 1.15

Gender (ref. male) 0.84 0.81

Social support 1.03 1.05
Migration status (ref. non-Danish) 1.32 1.09
Severity of mental illness (ref. non-severe) 1.25 1.03

Notes: N = 720; Likelihood Ratio x2 = 39.62**; log-likelihood = —748.12; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001.

Table 7 shows a positive association for socioeconomic position, indicating that individuals with higher
socioeconomic position are more likely to be members of the “Wanting in-person treatment” latent class and
the “Lacking knowledge” latent class relative to the “Multiple reasons for non-use” latent class.

The “Multiple reasons for non-use” latent class seems to be characterized by older age and lower
socioeconomic position compared to the other latent classes. Importantly, this sample is already statistically
associated with older age and low socioeconomic position compared to the MHDS users, as demonstrated
in the preliminary analysis. The key features of this latent class are that its members face multiple barriers to
using MHDS compared to the other latent classes and are more likely to face barriers related to skills and
technology aversion compared to the other latent classes. This indicates that those who are the most critical
towards MHDS among the non-users are also the most socially vulnerable—here, in the form of older age
and lower socioeconomic position.

9. Discussion

The descriptive analysis of the usage of digital technology and the LCA for MHDS non-users indicates that,
while not without importance, access does not seem to be a key barrier to using MHDS among psychiatric
patients in Denmark. This is supported by Bonet et al. (2018), who find that psychiatric patients in Spain have
similar access to technology compared to the rest of the Spanish population. In an American context, scholars
similarly suggest that psychiatric patients have a comparable usage of technology to the rest of the population
(Gay et al.,, 2016; Gitlow et al., 2017; Naslund et al., 2016).

There are other studies that suggest differently: Wong et al. (2020) find that people with schizophrenia in
Australia have limited access to technology. However, the present study does not find associations between
the severity of mental illness and the usage of MHDS or latent class membership. This could be related to
sample differences; whereas Wong et al. (2020) focus on a small sample of individuals with a schizophrenia
diagnosis, this study draws on a large sample where severe mental illness is understood more broadly as
diagnoses with psychotic symptoms. Similar to Wong et al., Tobitt and Percival (2019) find that psychiatric
patients in the UK have a substantially lower usage of technology than the rest of the UK population.
The authors write that patients in the psychiatric facility under study often have long-term psychosis and
“can be socially excluded” (Tobitt & Percival, 2019, p. 4). Thus, this sample may also vary substantially from
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that of the present study. As previously noted, severity of mental illness is a complicated matter, in which
dimensions beyond the scope of this article such as duration of illness, need for in-patient treatment, and
functional impairment could play a significant role in technology engagement.

Moreover, the importance of technology usage and access is disputed and could be sensitive to national
contexts as well as sampling specificities. Still, this study supports the argument made by Torous et al. (2021)
that time is a crucial factor and that technology access disparities are becoming less important. Instead, a
lack of knowledge or motivation as well as the belief that MHDS are a poor replacement for in-person
treatment could be key components of potential (self) exclusion.

As an empowerment initiative, MHDS pertain to broader modern sociological movements such as
individualization and reflexivity (Giddens, 2009), do-it-yourself biography (Beck, 1993), self-technologies,
and governmentality (Foucault, 1997). In different ways, these thinkers emphasize a turn away from
traditional institutions towards the individual subject, which ought to be guided by self-optimization and
self-determination. This entails critical reflexivity and the loss of irrevocable professional authority (Turner &
Samson, 2007). Thus, scholars have illuminated how the empowerment and treatment inclusivity offered by
digital solutions challenge the professional authority of welfare professionals (Denneson et al., 2017;
Farnood et al., 2020; Fiske et al., 2020; Gabriels & Moerenhout, 2018). In line with the findings of Pilnick and
Dingwall (2011), this study does not necessarily support this claim. Rather, participants seem to immensely
value in-person meetings with welfare professionals.

The regression analysis for the MHDS users showed that members of the “Self-help” latent class are likely
to have higher levels of social support relative to the “Not useful” latent class. The paradox of inclusion and
assigning responsibility inherent in empowerment initiatives can also be related to social support. On the
one hand, network involvement can be seen as a way of subverting authoritative hierarchies by enabling the
network to understand and help the person in treatment. This could ensure sustainable welfare in the sense
that one’s network can provide long-term help and diminish dependency on welfare professionals. On the
other hand, network involvement may be tied to the neoliberal focus on reducing welfare costs by diffusing
responsibility to patients’ networks. Seen from this point of view, the utilization of personal networks would
inhibit socially sustainable welfare by leaving individuals without strong networks in a worse position than
those who do have strong networks. This is not to say that network involvement is undesirable, nor that
network involvement is borne out of neoliberalism. As with empowerment, the point is to flesh out a genuine
dilemma, where inclusion and participation can go hand-in-hand with increased responsibility.

The regression analysis for the MHDS non-users showed that digital vulnerabilities are linked to social
vulnerabilities. A critical interpretation could be that MHDS require patients to be resourceful in order to
become (more) resourceful. This can be seen as an empowerment Matthew effect, exacerbating social
inequalities if MHDS become the only treatment option. From a policy perspective, it is important to
remember these structures. In the worst case, the implementation of MHDS could worsen the position of
the most vulnerable groups of patients, who are not equipped for digital therapy. Additionally, given the
overall importance attributed to welfare professionals, a socially sustainable digitalization of psychiatry
would ensure that digital treatment does not supersede in-person treatment.
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10. Conclusion

Paying attention to differentiating mechanisms underlying MHDS usage, this article presented a binary logistic
regression showing that the predictors geographical location, gender, socioeconomic position, social support,
and age are associated with MHDS usage. Second, the article presented two LCAs to characterize underlying
groups among MHDS users and the non-users. The LCAs show that one size does not fit all. As shown with
the latent class “Self-help,” MHDS can be empowering for some patient groups. At the same time, others may
feel left on their own as shown with the latent class “Not useful.” Among non-users, MHDS can be excluding
if they are experienced as the only accessible treatment option. This is particularly salient with members of
the latent class “Multiple reasons for non-use.” Finally, the article presented multinomial logistic regression
analyses to examine the association between the predictors and the latent classes. These analyses reveal
associations between age, social support, socioeconomic position, and the latent classes.

The article has used the concept of empowerment as an overall framework. Thus, the ambition of the article
was to demonstrate how MHDS can be interlinked with both participation and increased responsibility.
Importantly, empowerment is an ambiguous concept without a clear empirical foundation. This study has
drawn on existing operationalizations of empowerment. However, no studies have constructed a validated
measure for empowerment in relation to MHDS, and this could be an avenue for future research.

Furthermore, the findings do not seem to support the claim that MHDS diminish the importance of welfare
professionals. Future research could examine the extent to which MHDS challenge, or perhaps reinforce,
professional authority, as well as the ways in which social and digital inequalities may be mutually reinforced.
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Abstract

Western welfare states are rushing to digitalise access to public services and citizens' interactions with
public institutions. Finland exemplifies this trend towards digital-first administration. In this article, we
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harmful gatekeeping and socially unsustainable digital public administration. We argue that prescreening is
an important, yet neglected phenomenon. Regulatory policy and academic research have focused on issues
regarding automating decision-making processes, while advice-giving and first points-of-contact have
received little attention. Drawing on discussions on street-level bureaucracy and its connections with digital
systems, we analyse prescreening through interviews and legal sources. Our analysis shows how this new
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rationalities and modalities of digital public administration.
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1. Introduction

Contemporary western welfare states, particularly the Nordic welfare states, are rapidly digitalising access to
public services and citizens’ interactions with public institutions (Dencik & Kaun, 2020; Jgrgensen, 2023;
Lindgren et al., 2024). Finland is a prime example of this trend towards digital-first administration,
characterised by the country’s relatively non-critical and techno-optimistic culture and established tradition
of providing public online resources and digital tools for citizens. In this article, we discuss a specific form of
digital-first interaction between citizens and the state—digital prescreening tests (DPTs).

DPTs are interactive user interface tools, such as interactive webpages, mobile apps, or patient portals,
deployed by public institutions and administrative bodies to automate advice-giving and people’s access to
public services, often through private-public partnerships. We examine the objectives of DPTs and how they
are envisioned by experts involved in their design and deployment. We elaborate on the role of tests in
digital service provision, and their implications for the rights and obligations of citizens and institutions. DPTs
shape the form and function of digital public administration and thus relate to socially sustainable digital
transformation and whether digital technologies truly improve citizens’ lives (Nosratabadi et al., 2023, p. 2).

We provide a situated case study of DPTs in healthcare and social service provision in Finland and ask: What
are DPTs, in law and practice, in relation to citizen-state interactions in digital public administration?
For whom are they and for what ends? We contextualise our analysis both in terms of legislative policy on
digital public administration and in relation to discussions of street-level algorithms (or bureaucracy) and
citizens as customers of self-service administration (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002; Lipsky, 2010; Melin et al.,
2024). Our analysis demonstrates the diversity and ambivalence at the core of DPTs, which take various
forms: They may represent harmful gatekeeping, diverting citizens from public services, but they can also be
useful as communication channels, learning devices, and advice-giving resources (for a similar discussion on
chatbots see Verne et al., 2022). This ambivalence is at odds with ideologies of digital-first initiatives that
portray digitalisation as unavoidable and fundamental for future public administration, especially in the
health and social welfare sector (e.g., MFF, 2024; MSH, 2023).

We argue that digital prescreening is an important yet understudied and underregulated phenomenon in
digital public administration (see also Adelmant & Raso, 2025). Much regulatory policy and academic
research has focused on automated decision-making (ADM) processes. Law produces and aggravates this
decision-making focus, for example through the EU’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), leading, at
the legislative level, to a disregard for the “less-intrusive” digitalisation of advice-giving and first
points-of-contact. Prescreening tests, as well as the digitalisation of state-citizen interactions more broadly,
remain an “under the radar” phenomenon in digital public administration, neglected by regulatory policy as
well. DPTs play a role as gatekeepers in the service chain, but their legal and administrative status remains
unclear. This issue is central to citizens’ legal rights as well as the service provider’s duty to provide care
or service.

Hence, we seek to broaden the debate on digital public administration by providing a situated example of
digital public administration that goes beyond decision-making. By analysing the various roles that DPTs
play, we demonstrate how their ambivalence also creates uncertainties about the need for and feasibility of
regulatory intervention, what to regulate, and how.

Social Inclusion « 2025 « Volume 13 e Article 9971 2


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S cogitatio

Our analysis demonstrates that although the explicit justification for prescreening is to provide new
information resources and channels for citizens seeking access to social and healthcare services, the tests
are also developed to support professionals by reducing their workload and by providing structured
preliminary information before actual direct contact. The tests embed a specific notion of a citizen who can
navigate the digital landscape effortlessly despite legal uncertainties and informational unclarities. This
raises questions about their social sustainability: When the legal status of prescreening is unclear and even
the developers struggle, at times, to categorise tests as advice or decision-making, or as something else,
what chance does the citizen have of understanding them?

We structure our article as follows. First, in Section 2, we discuss prior research on digital public
administration, street-level and screen-level bureaucracies, and the increasing responsibilisation of citizens
that digitalisation often entails. In Section 3, we draw attention to the role of law in creating ambivalence
about DPTs and in coproducing the decision-making focus. In Section 4, we describe our methods and our
case study on Omaolo, the comprehensive national platform for healthcare and social services that
incorporates many DPTs. In Section 5, we analyse the multiple purposes of DPTs, the blurry boundaries
between advice, decision-making, and customership, the burden of recognising rights, entitlements, and
errors, and the dynamic adaptability of DPTs. Finally, we provide concluding remarks, calling for more
research on the modalities of prescreening in digital public administration.

2. Digitalisation of Public Services and Self-Servicing Citizens

Digitalisation of welfare services can mean digitalising existing services, completely new modes of offering
and delivering services, as well as new ways of making decisions on and assessing the needs of the population
(Dencik & Kaun, 2020; Haug et al., 2024). It spans from self-service solutions to ADM systems and the use
of data analytics for monitoring, and even fraud detection (Peeters & Widlak, 2023). Recognising that the
boundaries between various interface tools, such as chatbots, interactive guides, web resources, and various
surveys and tests are often blurry and prone to change, prescreening tests seem to bring particular logics of
testing, filtering, and structuring to digital public administration.

Digital prescreening encourages, or even requires, a citizen-user to take the test first, to answer questions
about their situation before they are granted contact with a civil servant, access to a public service, or
further advice about the workings of administration. The terminology concerning such tests is not yet
established. Some refer to tests as “self-assessment tests,” “self-screening tests,” “symptom checker tools,” or
“digital self-triage tools” (Wallace et al., 2022; Ziebart et al., 2023), whereas in our empirical material they are
also named “service-assessment tests.” Despite terminological differences, all these concepts focus on the
increasing reliance on digital, automated, online testing tools that give the appearance of interaction and
individual evaluation of a situation, despite being automated. We opt for DPTs to highlight how they precede

other interactions and how they are used for initial assessment.

Symptom checkers have been analysed for their medical accuracy and validity (Chambers et al., 2019; Wallace
et al., 2022), the variability of different tests (Ziebart et al., 2023), as well as the development of such services
(Trifuljesko & Ruckenstein, 2024). Even though chatbots in public administration have been discussed from
the viewpoint of state-citizen relationships (Kaun & Manniste, 2025; Verne et al., 2022), discussions on DPTs
in public services are still lacking. There is some overlap between chatbots and DPTs, for example in their
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focus on providing information and guidance related to frequently asked questions, but nevertheless tests are
provided to citizens specifically as tests and not as a form of question-answer interaction.

Digital public administration and welfare constitute the background to digital prescreening. Prior research
on digital public administration suggests a long-term trend of increasing responsibilisation of the citizen
vis-a-vis the state. This development is characterised by the diminishing role of face-to-face encounters.
Lipsky (2010) famously discussed street-level bureaucrats as people who, in practice, implement public
policies and use discretion in making judgments. Recently, this concept has been reframed to
digitalisation through discussions on street-level algorithms, screen-level bureaucracies, and system—or
infrastructure-level bureaucracies, which describe the increasing distance between the citizen and public
power facilitated by digitalisation (e.g., Alkhatib & Bernstein, 2019; Bovens & Zouridis, 2002; Melin et al.,
2024; Peeters & Widlak, 2023). Impersonalisation, low levels of discretion, and formalisation of service
provision are defining characteristics of screen-level or infrastructure-level bureaucracies, concepts that
suggest less face-to-face interaction compared to the time of Lipsky’s analysis. Digitalisation has been
demonstrated to shape interaction, and to change decision-making processes and the roles of public
servants (e.g., de Boer & Raaphorst, 2021).

Melin et al. (2024) identify specific bureaucratic roles related to the management and functioning of digital
public services. The roles are (a) automated bureaucrat; (b) self-servicing citizen; (c) front-office employee;
(d) back-office employee; and (e) specialised bureaucrat. Thus, what Lipsky’s street-level bureaucrats once
did alone is now distributed among these five roles. The first two roles are especially important for
prescreening tests done by citizens themselves. Automated bureaucrat refers to “automated processes
which conduct specific, individual activities” such as “data exchange, case-handling, and [guiding of] citizens,’
which are enabled by “automated data exchange and decision-making systems (algorithms)” as well as
“chatbots” (Melin et al., 2024, p. 106). The self-servicing citizen, then, refers to the citizen who “conducts
various activities through digital self-service solutions” and thus both identifies services and applies for
them, as well as provides “information and documentation” through “web-portals” and “digital self-service
solutions” (Melin et al., 2024, p. 106). Based on these roles, we see characteristics of the self-servicing
citizen and automated bureaucrat at play in our case.

Citizens' encounters with administration are prone to producing diversion (Maatta, 2012; Soininvaara et al.,
2024) by adding administrative burdens on the self-servicing citizen, as described in Herd and Moynihan’s
(2018) work on the difficulties, exclusions, and bureaucratic work that citizens encounter in their
interactions with the state. Digital administrative burdens, in turn, may result from automated or
data-assisted decision-making or digital interactions. According to Peeters (2023, p. 9), digital administrative
burdens “may merely be costly and tedious but may also prove insurmountable and lead to exclusion from
rights, benefits, and services to which citizens are legally entitled.” The prescreening tests we observe
operate mainly in seeking information on services, symptoms, and personal situations. However, some of
these may become parts of administrative processes if a test leads to direct contact with administrators,
establishes a customer relationship and duty of care, or provides structured information for later
decision-making.

Administrative burdens describe the shifting of workload to citizens themselves, which comes with learning,
psychological, and compliance costs regarding interactions with the government (Moynihan et al., 2015), as
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well as the need to learn new administrative competencies (Heggertveit et al., 2022; Madsen et al., 2022;
Peeters, 2023). Additionally:

The level of administrative burden placed on anindividual, as well as the distribution of burden between
the state and the individual, will often be a function of deliberate political choice rather than simply a
product of historical accident or neglect. (Moynihan et al., 2015, p. 43)

Thus, the burdens are a form of policy-making by other means (Peeters & Widlak, 2023). We are less
interested in whether they are deliberately constructed or unintended consequences (Herd & Moynihan,
2018; Madsen et al., 2022), but we acknowledge how institutional factors “shape the incentives and
constraints for policy-makers and street-level bureaucrats” (Peeters & Widlak, 2023, p. 865).

Digital administrative burdens are also related to questions of good governance (Peeters, 2023, p. 119).
" “understanding
and perceptions of the government” and “affect whether people will be able to exercise the fundamental

According to Madsen et al. (2022, p. 3), interacting with government influences the citizens

rights of citizenship.” Even though we identify the potential for burdens in the case of prescreening tests, we
do also acknowledge that prescreening tests might have positive effects and are not always burdening or
diverting. They can, for example, alleviate the learning costs of a benefit or service system as a test may
offer targeted information based on the citizen’s specific situation (Madsen et al., 2022).

3. Legal Frameworks and Prescreening Tests

The role of law in shaping and being shaped by digitalisation policy and in overseeing its implementation in
administrative practice is often ignored in debates on the digitalisation of the welfare state. Prescreening is
often overlooked in research and in regulation that focus on decision-making and its automation. However, it
isimportant to understand how legal frameworks not only produce and amplify this decision-making focus but
also contribute to marginalising prescreening in two ways: first, by juxtaposing decision-making that affects
citizen’s rights with less-consequential advice-giving that does not; second, through the unclear legal status
and practice of DPTs. These explain how prescreening tests as a form of screen-level bureaucracy fall into
the margins of regulatory attention. The legal framings co-produce certain centers of attention and silences at
their margins, resulting in an interesting tension. However, the relative regulatory invisibility of prescreening
tests is at odds with their visibility for citizens, for whom interacting with tests may be inseparable from (digital)
public administration.

The form and process of administrative decision-making are densely regulated through both national
administrative law and European technology regulation. For example, ADM is prohibited in the EU's GDPR
(art. 22, 679/2016), and, while the general rule includes several exceptions and leeway for national
legislation, it significantly limits potential automation—in relation to decision-making (Esko & Koulu, 2023).
Unlike ADM, European technology regulation does not provide a definition of DPTs or suggest
corresponding legal concepts.

However, as some DPTs are digital products used within healthcare, they fall under the EU’s Medical Device
Regulation (745/2017), which imposes product safety rules. From the legal perspective, these multiple
frameworks raise questions about potential overlaps and uncertainties, as well as fragmentation. This means
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that some DPTs are regulated differently from others, although they are provided for the citizens through
the same platform, as described in the next section.

An important question is: Are DPTs legally about decision-making or advice-giving? Although DPTs and their
ensuing rationalities largely remain outside legal attention, national administrative law would conceptualise
them and automated citizen-state interactions through the service principle as giving advice and service to
citizens instead of deciding on their rights and obligations (434/2003, Administrative Procedure Act). In giving
advice, DPTs need to comply with the substantive obligations for “service automation” (Act on the Provision of
Digital Services 306/2019, § 6a) for example, human users must be informed about the artificiality of a service,
the language should be appropriate, and the user should be given the option to contact a human civil servant.

In understanding the legal status of DPTs, the distinction between decision-making and advice is central. Many
of the existing legal safeguards, as well as the right to appeal, obligation to give grounds for a decision, and civil
servants’ personal liability and discretionary power, are attached to the decision-making process. If there is no
decision, there is no recourse to an appeal body, although extrajudicial complaint processes may be available.
Although DPTs do not generally produce decisions, they are dynamic and sometimes feed seamlessly into a
decision-making process, blurring the boundary. Nevertheless, they may entail major access to justice issues,
if for example prescreening tests provide false information or divert citizen-users away from a public service
they would be entitled to.

Another crucial element in relation DPTs is the notion of customership, because sectoral legislation on social
and healthcare conceptualises citizens with the multifaceted concept of “customer.” The customer has rights
and the service provider has a duty to provide care. Legal definitions of “customer” are contextual, and their
exact meaning may become vague from the merging of various contexts and functions in digital service
provision. For example, sometimes the “customer” is a resident of a wellbeing services county, for whom the
county has a statutory obligation to provide services (612/2021, Act on the organisation of social and
healthcare), but in other situations the “customer” is a person who applies for or uses social care (Act on the
Processing of Customer Data in Social and Healthcare 703/2023) or a patient using or subjected to
healthcare services (Act on the Status and Rights of Patients 785/1992). Furthermore, service providers are
obligated to inform their customers about their rights and about the information systems related to the
processing of their data as well as the general operating principles of such systems (703/2023, 68 §).

The legal unclarity of DPTs is associated with fuzziness that seems endemic to digital public services. Such
unclarities have been also the object of legal oversight. The Chancellor of Justice (2022) in Finland condemned
the national online platform Omaolo, through which the DPTS are made available to citizens, as the platform
had not sufficiently informed its users on whether they were accessing a public or private service.

Finally, binding regulation is often complemented by soft-law instruments and policy documents that are
not binding as such but have legal relevance. The digitalisation of public services is driven by an ethos of
“digital by default” in many countries (Kaun & Manniste, 2025; Lindgren et al., 2024; Madsen et al., 2022;
Schou & Pors, 2019), including Finland (Andreassen et al., 2021). Digitalisation is promoted to save costs and
streamline administration and service provision, leading even to mandatory self-service (Andreassen et al.,
2021; Schou & Pors, 2019, p. 466). This direction is also clear in Finland, as ongoing legislative reforms push
for more comprehensive digitalisation of public administration. For example, the current government intends

Social Inclusion « 2025 « Volume 13 e Article 9971 6


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S cogitatio

to introduce a far-reaching digital-first initiative (MFF, 2024). This change would entail automatic digital service
of documents to those deemed capable of digital interaction from 2026 onwards, without requiring consent.
Moreover, in the strategies of 21 healthcare regions in Finland, digitalisation of social and healthcare services
is portrayed as inevitable (lisakka & Alastalo, 2024).

4. The Omaolo Case, Data, and Methodology

In this article, we focus on the most prominent service in the health and social sector in Finland, the Omaolo
platform (see also Trifuljesko & Ruckenstein, 2024). This is a nationwide digital service operated by
DigiFinland, a state-owned private company. Omaolo uniquely includes DPTs from both healthcare and
social welfare sectors. It contains 17 prescreening tests for specific health issues and one general contact
form for symptoms not covered by the tests. These DPTs are medical devices. Alongside symptom tests, the
platform offers a digital health check as well as 12 different coaching programmes, for example, to quit
smoking or eat more healthily. Omaolo also offers three tests on eligibility for specific social services. With
the help of these tests, the customers should be able to evaluate whether they are eligible for personal
assistance, mobility support, or informal care support for a family member. Unlike symptom tests, the service
eligibility tests are not medical devices.

The 17 medical DPTs are developed based on the most often read articles in Terveyskirjasto, a health
information webpage about illnesses, provided by The Finnish Medical Society Duodecim. Duodecim also
provides the knowledge base for health-related DPTs on Omaolo. The user first chooses the most suitable
test for their situation, such as back pain, diarrhea, or urinary tract infection. The test consists of background
guestions including sex and age, and specific questions about the symptoms. Based on these answers, the
test recommends various actions: self-treatment instructions, or a recommendation to contact a health
centre or the emergency services. The Omaolo symptom test does not usually produce a diagnosis but
instead assesses the urgency of the user’s need for healthcare. Citizen-customers can use Omaolo with or
without logging in with strong electronic identification. This means that anyone can take the tests, but only
if one logs in can the test be used as an access channel to service—the results of the test can be sent directly
to a healthcare unit. Other communication channels, such as phone lines, are also available, but many
municipalities encourage citizens to handle their health issues through Omaolo. The original aim was that all
public social welfare service and healthcare providers—currently the 21 wellbeing service counties—would
adopt the service, but some have not or have resigned from it due to low usage and high costs. This has
created a situation where residents of the same regions can only take the tests without logging in but
receive general advice based on their results.

This article builds on our previous work exploring the usability of various prescreening tests (Soininvaara
et al., 2024), where we examined a series of DPTs in practice. We scrutinised four tests from the social and
healthcare sector that represented varying designs and uses, two of which were on Omaolo. Some tests came
very close to digital service by, e.g., simulating calculations for subsidies, while others assessed the applicant’s
chances of being eligible for a highly discretionary support. We found that tests can both guide individuals
to services or turn them away through inadequate instructions, and they may also enable “gaming” the tests.
As with automatic decision-making, pre-tests may overlook life situations that do not fit well with the system’s
logic. Another observation was that it was not always clear whether the tests could be understood as decisions
for customers or advice to citizens.
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We used an iterative and reflexive method (see Montgomerie, 2017; Srivastava & Hopwood, 2009), where
we placed these initial, empirical findings in dialogue with the legal analysis. As described in Section 3,
numerous regulations are associated with digital tests and their application areas: European data and
technology regulation and national laws, both general administrative law and sector-specific laws on
healthcare provision. The legal analysis was formed through systematic identification and examination of
relevant laws. We aimed to identify the appropriate areas where legislation contributes to the DPTs and the
challenges raised in our analysis and potential connections between legislation and the interviews.

After identifying gaps and challenges both empirically in the tests and the legal analysis, we refined our
approach and questions iteratively (Srivastava & Hopwood, 2009). We conducted expert interviews among
people currently or previously working with DPTs in the social and health sector, mainly in relation to
Omaolo. The aim was to reflect our findings of the socio-legal analysis as well as to give the experts an
opportunity to express their views on DPTs. To deepen our understanding, 9 people were interviewed in
2024 and early 2025 by one or two of the authors. Semi-structured interviews were conducted either online
or in person. Two of the interviews included two informants. We interviewed people with the following
expertise: national digital strategies and their implementation (2); public administration and service
providers (5); planning prescreening tests (6); content creation (4); and technical development (4). One
person might be included in several categories. Because of the small number of interviewees, we refer to
them only by general descriptions.

Our aim was to understand the legal position and role of DPTs. Through the dynamic and iterative socio-legal
analysis, we identified key challenges that the tests pose for public services, the rights of citizens, and the social
sustainability of digital public service provision. Our data collection and analysis were also entwined, as initial
findings based on experimenting with tests helped to identify gaps in legislation, which again fed into what we
wanted to discuss in the interviews and needed to know more about. Based on this dynamic work, our refined
focus on our topic guided how we organised our data. At least two of the authors read the interview data and
sorted it according to the analytical sections we had formed based on our initial findings on previous practical
experiments, legal analysis, and interviews. We then worked with these analytically sorted materials to further
refine our argument through repeated focus on data, analysis, and writing (e.g., Kapiszewski et al., 2022).

5. Prescreening Tests in Public Administration
5.1. Multiple Purposes of Omaolo

Our interviewees reflected on the role of DPTs in many ways: as digital solutions providing gateways to
services, as a vital part of healthcare and social services, and as part of a broader digital transformation of
public services. An expert from the public sector explains the integral role of medical prescreening tests in
optimising the care chain:

We think of it always as comprehensive service, that the tests are part of the care chain. Tests are a
good word, but we talk about preliminary information and surveys, and they are linked strongly to care
pathways. With them, we can make the patient’s access to care more agile, and at the same time get
test results or preliminary information.
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While DPTs can replace or complement phone calls, for example, many experts stressed that the goal is to
use digital technology through its own affordances, not just as a parallel to human service. An expert on
public sector digitalisation stated that fully digital services “have to be based on different symptom checkers
or evaluations of the situation, be it symptoms or economic situation or anything.” The logics of these
automated bureaucrats (Melin et al., 2024) require ways to describe the customer or citizen in a manner that
then produces relevant results without a human in the loop. Currently, most of the tests are access points to
services performed by humans.

In the interviews, Omaolo symptom assessment tests were often framed as a means of alleviating the strain
on the healthcare system and its communication channels. With their help, some cases could be treated
automatically or initial steps such as recording patient information or symptoms could be automated. This,
according to our interviews, may “save 5-10 minutes of nurses’ time” if the patient is steered to an
appointment. Tests were also seen to replace the assessments made by nurses regarding the urgency of
treatment needs, thus supporting the human work and feeding into it. An expert stated that these systems
have to be established, because “a chat with a doctor does not save any time” but a scalable digital service
without a human could. It was also acknowledged that if the goal is to save money instead of providing
better service, it does not often result in great digital services. Thus, the goals of savings and good service
need to be balanced.

In the interviews, the goal of alleviating the strain on the healthcare system was complemented with
delivering advice to citizen-customers. Providing “good advice” was seen by one interviewee as a way to
keep “unnecessary people” out of the (physical) services, while simultaneously helping the person to take
care of themselves if their condition could be treated at home. Another expert said that 20-30% of the
people using tests receive advice and do not have further contact with healthcare professionals. This
alleviates the burden on public services but can potentially divert people from services. However, a test can
also be an easier channel for gaining access. An expert involved in the development described how the
threshold to contact a service may be lower for people who are not comfortable with making phone calls.
Also, certain symptom checkers such as the one for sexually transmitted diseases may be an easier venue for
first contact. In some cases, the entire treatment pipeline is largely automated, and people can receive a test
kit at home. Thus a test may allow seeking for help easily regardless of what the problem is. Additionally, for
safety reasons, and as Omaolo symptom tests are medical devices, the threshold for a doctor’s appointment
is set relatively low for certain symptoms. The threshold may be lower in DPTs than in personal contact with
a nurse who is able to spot important nuances related to, e.g., breathing.

In addition to health-related tests, Omaolo includes three service assessment tests that belong to the social
welfare services. While health and social service prescreening tests—assessing symptoms and support
needs—are of similar status in the platform design, they are inherently different. Whereas the health tests
are medical devices and the results are subject to strict requirements, the service assessment tests reflect
the highly discretionary process involved in support decisions. In the end, service assessment tests can only
provide answers that the user “probably” is or is not entitled to the service. One expert described the
difference between tests in social service and healthcare by stating that in healthcare the symptom
assessment is a gateway to service: “You just send it, then the service starts, the matter is taken care of.”
In social services, there is a threshold that the prescreening tests cannot help users cross. The official
decision must be made by a person doing a more extensive, individual assessment, with the ensuing rights
and obligations.
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The interviewees recognised this stark difference between Omaolo symptom assessments and social service
assessments in practice and legally. They admitted that the social service tests provide “limited added value”
and are rarely used. Having both healthcare and social welfare prescreening tests on the same platform
reflected the goal of reforming and integrating the two spheres. In developing the Omaolo platform and
its tests, however, the social service assessments were neglected, according to expert interviewees.
An example follows:

It must be partly confusing for the customer too that they are so different in the end. The symptom
checkers in practice can lead to your matter being resolved. But then, as far as social welfare is
concerned, it's a bit like a test to see whether you are a bird or a fish, slightly exaggerated.... The
service assessments have remained a bit underdeveloped and left out in the cold. But the reason why
they are perhaps still kept there is, to some extent, in this state of hope or ambition that there would
be some kind of integration between social welfare and healthcare.

The professionals interviewed agree that the social service DPTs are vague compared to the medical DPTs.
Especially for discretionary social services such as support for informal care, the DPT cannot realistically give
meaningful or truly tailored results. The tests are therefore of limited use. An expert from wellbeing services
counties pointed out that, “according to the Social Welfare Act, actual social services cannot be provided
through digital services.” Thus, social services can provide digital solutions for automated bureaucracy (Melin
et al., 2024) only for things that precede social welfare or service, which differs significantly from healthcare.

Social service pre-tests tend to emphasise how the test result is an assessment of one's own eligibility,
producing results that a user “might” or “might not” be qualified for social service. The social services tests
may be more misleading than symptom checkers. First, despite the careful wording, the interface visually
corresponds with the health-related DPTs, giving the impression of similarity and interconnectedness.
Second, healthcare-related tests result in instructions and potential contact with healthcare providers if the
user is logged in. Social service tests, with their uncertain results, might end up diverting people from
applying for the service altogether, if a negative assessment is interpreted as a response and evaluation from
an authority. One of the interviewees said that it was discussed very early on that the test had to be
formulated carefully so that no one could claim it had promised or denied eligibility. However, the vagueness
requires the self-servicing citizen to understand the public service system, creating administrative burdens
for them. The ethos of social care is to support people in their individual life situations, which fits poorly
with prescreening. This problem was acknowledged in the interviews. It was stated that it might be wiser to
think of a variety of options to help a person than to focus on “very individual things” as the tests do.

5.2. Advice, Decision-Making, and Customership

The outcome of an Omaolo DPT is usually either an assessment of the situation and guidance, or sometimes
even a diagnosis. The test can be seen as a sort of “transmission mechanism” for the service providers.
Sometimes a customer relationship begins, and the citizen is guided to actual services. However, how
customership, decision-making, and guidance unfold or become entangled in practice, and how an
individual's situation shifts from category to category, is unclear. An expert from a wellbeing services county
reflected on how a person becomes a customer through strong online identification:
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| think that the treatment path cannot officially begin if the client has not been identified. We can
provide general advice, but we cannot record anything in the patient information system without
identification. In that case, it will just remain at general level.

Considering the legal distinction between advice and decision-making, identification becomes a decisive
boundary from which rights and obligations follow. The interviewees regarded test results without
identification as advice or guidance, not as an official decision associated with the legal safeguards of
administrative decision-making. The users are considered customers only after identification or after the
information has been sent to the service provider, again requiring identification. Even though the experts
stated unanimously that information on an identified individual has to be sent over to the officials, the line
between test users and customers and the status of the prescreening tests as either administrative advice or
administrative decision-making remains complicated.

The purpose of the medical DPT is to assess the need for urgent care, not make diagnostic decisions as such.
Despite this, there are also prescreening tests that perform diagnostics in practice, for example concerning
urinary tract infection in fertile women. It can also be questioned whether instructions for self-care can be
considered as decisions when, according to the test, no visit to a healthcare facility is needed. Some of the
professionals noted that a prescreening test must more readily guide a person to contact the healthcare
providers because a test does not have the same expertise in assessing conditions as, for example,
experienced nurses.

The importance of customership and its legal underpinnings for the provider’s duties was acknowledged and
critically reflected by interviewees, but not elaborated to the citizen-user in the layout and design of
Omaolo. An expert involved in developing Omaolo said that it required a lot of consideration to determine
when responsibility for the treatment begins in these DPTs. In Omaolo, a customer relationship and
therefore responsibility for care starts “at the point when the client sends the symptom assessment to the
professional.” Another expert said that at least when results of a prescreening test are sent to a professional,
it creates an obligation for a wellbeing services county to respond, and “there is then a certain time, within
which the case has to be taken care of, and the issue steered forward.”

However, another informant stated that “being a customer is a difficult term here” since people living in a
certain municipality are in principle always customers in relation to a certain wellbeing services county. There
are also situations when this relationship is enacted and put practically in force, for example, when a person
needs healthcare services or guidance and actively seeks help. An expert involved in development elaborated:

There is also a customer relationship in situations where the Omaolo symptom assessment, unlike many
other devices, is so safe to use that it can issue a self-care recommendation. This also indicates that
you do not need to seek treatment. And this, compared to a few other instruments, is different. It has
resolved the client’s issue. There are, however, still two options. Was the client identified, or is there
even an actual possibility of knowing who has been there, or whether the test was used without being
identified? In the latter case, the customer relationship is basically to the service provider.

The service provider in this latter case would be DigiFinland, which owns Omaolo, not the wellbeing service
county and the local healthcare provider. This can also happen if a specific region does not use Omaolo.
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In these regions, there is no integration with local healthcare services, but Omaolo is openly available on the
internet. An expert concluded that, even though “the concept of customer relationship has been discussed a
lot,” it is still not “entirely clear.”

The Chancellor of Justice (2022)—the highest instance of legality control in Finland, who oversees digital
public administration—also spotted inconsistencies in the legal status of Omaolo. The Chancellor made a
decision in 2022 concerning the terms of use disclosed to users. According to the condemnatory decision,
the Omaolo service entity falls somewhere between public and private social and health services, but
despite its unregulated status should nevertheless follow the principles of good governance when using
public power. This distinction between private and public services, and the users’ legal rights and obligations,
were not sufficiently disclosed to the user. Even though the terms of service now provide this information,
the underlying problem remains.

There are multiple layers of uncertainty related to DPTs, including the public/private divide and how it affects
becoming a customer or receiving guidance. Despite the same current care guidelines being used to guide
medical treatments throughout the country, it is still a challenge to offer tests through a nationally united
interface with integrated regional service provisions. How services are locally organised in terms of “how to
get the customer to the right place at the right time and to the right address, either physically or by calling
or sending electronically or something like that” were diverse and even described as “wild and free” by an
expert we interviewed. To direct patients in healthcare services similarly throughout the country would have
required a large-scale systemic renewal, which was not possible. Thus, according to an expert involved in
development, “the shockingly confusing service production field” was turned into a digital service that, for
example, in its early years directed people quite differently depending on “where the customer was, what
their home municipality was, what day of the week it was, what time it was, whether it was a weekend or a
public holiday.” There are thus multiple layers in an Omaolo prescreening test. One is national and based on
guidelines, and the second, local version, which is not used in all wellbeing services counties, supplements the
national service by adding local instructions. In addition, there is an open third layer. In the wellbeing service
counties that no longer employ Omaolo officially, residents can still take the tests. The webpages are open for
anyone to use. But in such cases, even basic contact details of the particular region might be missing or out
of date.

5.3. Burden of Recognising Rights, Entitlements, and Errors

The difference between advice and decisions is important in a regulatory sense and defines responsibilities and
rights. For example, advice-giving does not involve instructions for appeal, which a user receives if a decision
has been made. However, if the user does not seek access to services or benefits in the first place, because the
test advised against it even though they would be eligible, the outcome cannot be appealed. An expert from
another institution providing an eligibility test reflected that the option would then be to complain. However,
extrajudicial complaints may be an even higher threshold than appeal for most citizens.

In addition, it seems that appeals are more significant for social services than healthcare. In healthcare, the
treatment decisions of doctors, if officially complained or questioned, are handled at Valvira, the National
Supervisory Authority for Health and Welfare. But “treatment decisions” might be closer to “incorrect
administrative decisions” that one could “appeal to the provincial government or the court,” a public sector
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expert explained: for example, a “referral” that contains a “decision that you will now receive this
specific service."

Because the law focuses so clearly on decision-making, the role of DPTs as advice is under-discussed and
its ambivalent consequences remain largely hidden. The legal unclarity was critically reflected by an expert
who specialises in public service digitalisation. The expert stated that in their operations authorities focus
on whether administrative decisions have been made or not. Tests are in this sense often unclear because,
as previously described, an administrative decision requires identification in a similar manner as is required
for a customer relationship. The focus of legislation on decision-making thus complicates guidance, because
the responsibility for advice and instructions is less clearly defined. One expert pondered whether guidance
involves the same official responsibility that all public servants have when they give “advice by the authority,’
or if it is merely general advice that does not imply a customer relationship followed by official responsibility.
The expert continued:

The question is where the customer relationship begins, whether it starts when you get some answers
to questions or even when you just read instructions on a website. Or whether it is already such a
customer relationship, and someone is responsible that the instructions are correct....So this is a big
problem, which is connected to all these electronic services in exactly the same way.

The fuzzy boundaries related to advice, decisions, and customership contribute to how self-servicing citizens
may or may not recognise their rights. In digital public services, how law currently corresponds to the issues
raised by DPTs seems to be partial and require a high level of understanding and knowledge of the welfare
system from the citizen to recognise possible problems.

Moreover, even the authorities may not be aware of problems regarding these technologies, as they may not
be visible. DPTs may produce what Adelmant and Raso (2025) have called “bureaucratic disempowerment,’
a situation where all actors struggle to recognise and address errors, sometimes because the involvement in
decision-making is so unclear in the first place. In our case, this can be expanded to blurry relations between

decision-making, general guidance, and advice by authority.

5.4. Adapting Tests, Adapting Users: Dynamics of Digital Public Administration

The landscape of prescreening tests is dynamic and evolving, not just as a whole but also within a single test.
This can be exemplified with the test used during the Covid-19 pandemic. Starting from 2020, Omaolo offered
a symptom checker for Covid-19, which was also used as a gatekeeper for Covid testing. To get tested, one had
to take the DPT first. Throughout the lifespan of the test, the thresholds for services provided according to test
results altered constantly with changes in national recommendations and knowledge base. Eventually, in 2023
the test was taken down and a more general “respiratory tract” symptom assessment was offered instead.

Nevertheless, during the pandemic, the test was in practice used to sort out access to laboratory tests and
help relieve the pressure on healthcare services. According to Trifuljesko and Ruckenstein (2024, p. 11):

The service engine materialised as a diagnostic tool to query the possibility of an infection, while the
treatment facilitator opened a communicative channel with care professionals. This dual task—in
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decision-making and in enabling interaction—made the symptom checker an effective public health
support at the heart of the pandemic.

This suggests that diversity of tests is not good or bad as such. Tests can also be “gamed” by the users. Users
were able to take the test repeatedly and modify the symptoms reported according to the threshold needed
to be directed to the official Covid test. Thus citizens also learned the logic of public service provision and how
to gain access to services, which could also be considered empowering (see also Buffat, 2015). The practice
of gaming the tests was not familiar to all the experts we interviewed, but some said that it was obvious that
this would happen, because people might experience a need to contact the healthcare providers and would
work for the access even if it meant having to “exaggerate [their] symptoms.” Another expert reflected:

At the end of the day, you can't directly prevent that scam. Sure, we can instruct that you should be
answering truthfully, and by filling out the form you accept these terms of use,...but if a person wants
to give different answers, you can't really prevent that.

It was also recognised that as the system is not currently fully digital, and the digital interface is only one route
for contacting healthcare services, the customer might use multiple routes. Thus, they might game both the
tests and the system as a whole, which actually increases the burden on the healthcare system. An expert
described a potential case:

If they are not getting the result they want this way [Omaolo], they will try to contact another way.
So they don't believe the reply advising self-care....And they do not want to wait for the contact from
the professional, as it is not in real time, but can take a couple of days....So, we might end up with three
to four different contacts from the same person on the same issue.

But even when both tests and citizens adapt to the changes, there are also limits that have not yet been
crossed. One concerns the languages in which tests are provided. Finland has two official languages, Finnish
and Swedish, so public service is available in at least these two languages. In addition, Omaolo offers medical
prescreening tests in English, but when it comes to social support needs there is an “other contact” form to
be filled. But why are tests not available in other widely spoken languages such as Somali, Russian, or Arabic?
An expert involved in the development work described the principle: “This is not just about filling the symptom
assessment, but also about service in that language for the rest of the contact.” That is, if an actual service
contact followed, it would have to be provided in the same language as the test was taken.

Another problem for adaptation in terms of tests regards the specificity of problems that testing is suitable
for. The prescreening tests are focused on one issue at a time, but people often have other symptoms or
difficulties at the same time, as discussed in relation to social service assessments. The tests may fail to see
the person in the relevant context, placing the burden on them concerning the realisation of their rights and
entitlements (Herd & Moynihan, 2018). Prescreening tests may then distribute administrative burdens
unevenly among the population, depending on the complexity of their situation, knowledge of the service
system, and language skills.
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6. Conclusion

From analysing DPTs and especially the Omaolo service, we draw three main conclusions. First, prescreening
tests allow us to examine the digital welfare state in practice. Tests may shift the administrative burden from
public institutions to individuals, leading to increasing responsibilisation of the citizen. These tests seem to
align with the notion of the self-servicing citizen suggested in previous research and can contribute to creating
digital administrative burdens—barriers and costs that citizens face when in need of public services (Madsen
et al., 2022; Peeters, 2023). Identifying these burdens is complicated by the characteristics of different tests
and contexts of use, a complexity further amplified by their unclear legal status and multiplicity of relevant
legal frameworks. Some tests provide comprehensive assessments with clear outcomes and paths of action,
whereas others result in an estimation of individuals’ situations with no clear path forward. Some of these tests
are highly regulated medical devices, whereas others are primarily classified as service automation with limited
legal requirements, yet the citizen must navigate these. While the experts recognise many of the challenges—
e.g.,a blurry boundary between advice and decision, potential confusion of citizen-users, unclarity about rights
and provider obligations—there are no easy solutions to these issues, and individual critique does not afford
systemic reflection.

The operational logic of prescreening tests reflects and shapes both the appearance as well as the content of
digital public administration and the drive towards automated bureaucracy. These tests risk turning users away,
leading to scalable losses of rights, particularly affecting those users and user groups whose circumstances fall
outside the typical cases coded into the tests. The tests also embody the logic of self-service administration,
where citizen-users are made responsible for recognising and asserting their own rights and even challenging
the outcomes (see also Adelmant & Raso, 2025).

Second, the demarcation between decision-making and advice-giving is not straightforward, even for the
developers and deployers of prescreening tests. This appears particularly in the discussions on whether the
completion of a test marks the beginning of a customer relationship between the citizen and the service
provider, with ensuing legal obligations for the latter to provide further services. In our interview data, the
complexities of establishing a customer relationship were left somewhat open, despite its significance for
the legal status and rights of the citizen and the associated legal obligations for the welfare provider.
Strong electronic identification was usually considered the prerequisite for customership but, at the same
time, everyone is by default a customer of their own wellbeing services county through their residence.
The vagueness of customership in practice corresponds with the vagueness and multiplicity of legal
definitions of the customer.

As we have observed, the law contributes to marginalising prescreening tests and similar digital interaction
tools. From the doctrinal-legal perspective, advice-giving and service to citizens are “softer” obligations—they
are not as heavily regulated or sanctioned as rendering legally binding decisions with legal effects, giving public
institutions more leeway to develop digital solutions. Yet DPTs are not separate phenomena, and they may
also contribute to blurring boundaries between different administrative functions, changing the modalities of
digital public administration. As the interface tools merge with one another, a test may become structured
input data for a decision-making pipeline. Furthermore, the rationalities of prescreening tests are related not
only to digital interaction but may also end up framing other forms of interaction, as human-led practices such
as phone conversations can emulate digital-first practices with their logic of structured data and decision trees.
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Third, the focus of current scholarship on the (semi-)automation of decision-making may lead to disregard for
other aspects of the digital welfare state, such as prescreening tests, that may have significant implications for
citizens’ legal standing and fulfilment of their rights. Further research, both theoretical and empirical, is needed
to broaden the existing debate on the social and legal implications of digital technologies as well as to fully
grasp the rationalities associated with DPTs and other automation techniques beyond the decision-making
focus. Ultimately, DPTs need to be assessed in terms of the social sustainability of the digital welfare state,
since as an empirical case they encapsulate key dimensions of digital public services. Our analysis of DPTs
contributes to an understanding of the effectiveness of existing laws in tackling digital public administration.
The developers and deployers are aware of legal conceptualisations and these inform the DPT design, but the
logic of digital prescreening materialises its own interpretation of legal rules.

In the future, it will be necessary to include the experiences and views of citizens in the study of
prescreening tests and digital public services (also Peeters, 2023). This would help to capture how people
experience prescreening tests as a part of service provision, advice-giving, and decision-making, and how
tests contribute to diversion and administrative burdens. Problems of digitalisation are often framed in terms
of special groups—how digitalisation impacts vulnerable groups or results in digital divides. However,
prescreening tests show that the design of digital public services is a key question for everyone in terms of
how entitlements and rights as citizens are realised. For some, tests might offer an easy and uncomplicated
way to improve their situation, since they can offer information and guidance at a suitable moment for the
citizen, even outside office hours.

It could also be asked what policies prescreening tests promote as a specific form of administration. This goes
beyond “digital first” policies. Prescreening tests currently appear to be a grey area, both as public service
and legally. Tests with quite different outcomes and further pathways offered side by side make the context
of the phenomenon unclear—a medical device differs significantly from a simple, form-based decision tree
meant to advise. It is generally not clearly defined when a person using a test is receiving service instead of
general guidance, and at which point a person becomes a customer of public services. Thus, it is not easy to
understand, legally and in terms of public service provision, what the tests are as a mode of governance nor
in legal terms, and what the true benefits and costs are for both citizens and the state.
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Abstract

Our study explored the opportunities, challenges, and ethical considerations of using artificial intelligence
(Al)-driven chatbots in domestic violence (DV) support. DV is a serious public health and social problem.
Identifying it as early as possible is important in violence prevention. However, victim-survivors of DV are
often reluctant to disclose violence, and service practitioners may lack the capacity or confidence to address
violence-related issues. To tackle these challenges, the use of Al-driven chatbots presents opportunities to
address DV by providing information and guiding users to appropriate services. However, interactions
between humans and Al systems lie at the intersection of the human need for practical assistance and the
risks inherent in digital communication—raising ethical considerations, particularly in the vulnerable context
of DV. Semi-structured interviews with 25 victim-survivors, DV professionals, and criminal justice experts
suggest that while the implementation of Al-driven chatbots can greatly enhance access to information, it also
poses significant challenges related to safety and accountability. This is because interactions with chatbots
lack essential elements for comprehensive situational assessment and documentation of DV cases, and for
the establishment of a support network. These insights underscore the critical role of human interaction in
addressing DV cases, while also highlighting the potential roles of chatbots as intermediate support systems
for victim-survivors and as supplementary tools for welfare service practitioners in identifying different forms
of DV and supporting the appropriate referral of cases. This study advances understanding of how Al-driven
chatbots can be ethically and sustainably implemented in DV support systems.
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1. Introduction: Current Challenges in Seeking Help for Domestic Violence

Domestic violence (DV) is a serious global public health and social problem. It may significantly damage the
mental and physical health of victim-survivors of DV (Bellis et al., 2019; Ellsberg et al., 2015; Miller &
McCaw, 2019; Stubbs & Szoeke, 2022). Furthermore, the widespread use of digital tools has introduced new
forms of violence. For example, technology-facilitated abuse (TFA) involves controlling, monitoring, or
harming victim-survivors through mobile phones and other digital devices (Boethius et al., 2023; Storer et al.,
2023; Woodlock et al., 2020). This form of abuse enables DV perpetrators to continue exerting control even
after separation, making them omnipresent in victim-survivors’ lives. As a result, the abuse extends beyond
physical encounters and intensifies the psychological distress experienced by victim-survivors (Afrouz, 2023;
Harris & Woodlock, 2019). However, victim-survivors often hesitate to disclose their experiences to
authorities—including social and healthcare practitioners, as well as the police—due to shame and the stigma
associated with victimisation (Harris & Woodlock, 2019; Husso et al., 2021; Meyer, 2016; Piippo et al., 2021)
or of being judged or not believed by service practitioners (Storer et al., 2022). In addition, victim-survivors
are often unaware of the different forms of DV and which of those they are experiencing, their legal rights
related to DV, and the procedures for disclosing DV to authorities (Decker et al., 2019; Saxton et al., 2021).

Research indicates that social welfare and healthcare service providers are in key positions to assess risks
of violence, implement interventions, and organise support services (Husso et al., 2021; Miller & McCaw,
2019; Siltala et al., 2023). These practitioners assess individual circumstances, identify the issue’s broader
social context, and determine which other professionals or services are already involved (Trevithick, 2012).
Collaborative, multidisciplinary approaches are particularly vital when working with clients facing complex
challenges. The ultimate aim of these approaches is to empower and support the client—both materially and
non-materially—in enhancing their own well-being (Trevithick, 2012). For example, victim-survivors typically
need basic information about different forms of DV and guidance in accessing the necessary support services,
including those related to housing and economic and mental recovery (Rogers et al., 2023).

Although DV, as a form of gender-based violence, has long been recognised as a human rights violation,
there remains a pressing need for more effective interventions within the service system (Husso et al., 2021;
Piippo et al., 2021; Turner et al., 2017; Wright et al., 2022). For example, in Finland, most victim-survivors
remain unidentified by social and healthcare service providers despite using these services twice as often as
individuals who have not experienced DV (Siltala et al., 2023). Practitioners typically consider DV-related
problems either too challenging or too complicated to solve (Husso et al., 2021; Piippo et al., 2021). It is
suggested that the insufficient actions of practitioners are due to their inadequate education on DV (Husso
et al., 2021; Piippo et al., 2021; Siltala et al., 2023).

This gap in responding to DV appears to result from victim-survivors' reluctance to disclose their experiences
of violence and service providers’ limited capacity, confidence, or willingness to intervene in such situations.
However, the physical, emotional, and social consequences of unaddressed and unrecognised DV may be
serious for both victim-survivors and those witnessing the violence (Callaghan et al., 2018; Holt et al., 2008;
Miller & McCaw, 2019; Stubbs & Szoeke, 2022). Early identification of DV is therefore essential for enhancing
the safety of victim-survivors and preventing further harm (Siltala et al., 2023).
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Artificial intelligence (Al) is increasingly being integrated into digitised welfare services, enabling novel
approaches to addressing DV, such as the use of Al-driven chatbots to support cases that might otherwise
remain unaddressed (Novitzky et al., 2023). These automated computer programs simulate human
interaction through spoken, written, or visual communication and perform tasks that previously required a
human agent (Henman, 2020). The interaction interfaces act as service assistants and are often integrated
into service providers’ websites or available as mobile applications. While general-purpose chatbots are
designed to handle a wide range of topics, domain-specific chatbots are designed to meet specific needs,
with their content typically curated by experts in the relevant field.

The benefits of these tools include handling routine activities, such as answering simple and repetitive
guestions and sharing information (Draughon Moret et al., 2022). The automation of routine tasks in welfare
services has been justified by its potential to free up experts to focus on more demanding and critical
responsibilities. Yet, distinguishing between tasks that require human judgment and those that can be
automated remains challenging (Parviainen & Rantala, 2022). For example, Longoni et al. (2019) discovered
that people perceive human practitioners as more capable of addressing their diverse needs and individual
circumstances than machines. Nevertheless, the implementation of Al-driven chatbots has the potential to
enhance service efficiency and end-user experience by providing instant responses to multiple user requests
simultaneously (Nordheim et al., 2019). However, interactions between humans and Al systems lie at the
intersection of the human need for practical assistance and the risks inherent in digital communication. This
raises ethical considerations regarding the use of chatbots in the sensitive and vulnerable context of DV
(Butterby & Lombard, 2025; Henry et al., 2024; McGreevey et al., 2020).

In this study, we explore the opportunities, challenges, and ethical considerations of using Al-driven
chatbots in DV support from the perspectives of victim-survivors, DV professionals, and criminal justice
experts. This research contributes to the ongoing discussion on the ethical and sustainable integration of
chatbots into support systems for victim-survivors and to the broader agenda of sustainable development by
addressing several of the United Nations (2015) SDGs. These goals include fostering societies free from fear
and violence (SDG 16), advancing the use of technology to promote the empowerment of women (SDGs 5
and 9), enhancing the accessibility and reliability of welfare services (SDGs 10 and 16), and promoting health
and well-being (SDG 3). Additionally, in 2024, the UN adopted a resolution to promote the safe, secure, and
reliable development and use of Al systems that respect human rights and foster sustainable development,
further emphasising the importance of ethical Al technology in achieving the SDGs (United Nations, 2024).

In studying Al-driven chatbots within the service system and DV support, an interdisciplinary approach is
essential (Henry et al., 2024; Lindgren & Dignum, 2023). Our research draws on perspectives that are grounded
in justice, equity, and the ethical use of technology in sensitive support contexts. We integrate insights from
research on interpersonal violence and TFA with the normative ethical framework provided by the High-Level
Expert Group on Al (Al HLEG, 2019), which outlines principles for the responsible development and use of Al.
This combination enables a nuanced understanding of both the technological and human-centred dimensions
of Al implementation in support services.
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2. Al-Driven Chatbots as Tools for DV Support

Finnish people have the most positive attitudes towards Al among the European countries surveyed
(Bergdahl et al., 2023). Finland pioneered digitalisation in Europe in the mid-1990s through governmental
initiatives. Current government policy prioritises digital assessment of service needs and utilisation of Al in
service guidance. Key public services are already fully available online, and further advancement of service
digitalisation and automation is targeted (Finnish Government, 2024). Currently, 97.61% of Finnish internet
users utilise eGovernment services, and 82% of the population have at least basic digital skills (European
Commission, 2024a, 2024b).

As chatbots become more integrated into support services, it is important to understand how their design
and use may influence users’ experiences and well-being in both online and offline settings. Researchers have
noted that trust in the offered digital service might be compromised if it fails in safety (Kretzschmar et al.,
2019; McGreevey et al., 2020; Xu et al., 2021). Trust is considered a key element in the adaptation of new
technology (de Visser et al., 2018; Jobin et al., 2019). For victim-survivors of DV who engage with chatbot
services, perceptions of safety and reliability may affect their willingness to use such tools and the extent to
which they find them helpful.

The European Union Al Act aims to regulate the development, deployment, and use of Al systems, with a
particular focus on safety and reliability (European Union, 2024). In parallel, the Al HLEG (2019), established
by the European Commission, developed the Ethics Guidelines for Trustworthy Al. These guidelines are
grounded in fundamental rights and European values and define “trustworthy Al” as lawful, ethical, and
robust throughout its lifecycle. However, the guidelines remain relatively general in nature, as the
implementation of Al systems presents diverse challenges and risks across various fields. Therefore,
technological solutions should be examined as part of a broader sociotechnical system (Abdelnour-Nocera &
Clemmensen, 2019) to address the practical challenges and conflicts that may arise during the
implementation of Al systems.

In this study, we examined the use of Al-driven chatbots in the context of DV and the support system for
victim-survivors. Drawing on our findings, we considered how the ethical principles outlined by the Al HLEG
(2019) could inform the implementation of these systems in supporting victim-survivors. Our research
guestion was: What are the opportunities, challenges, and ethical considerations of using Al-driven chatbots
in DV support? We focused on the four main principles proposed by the Al HLEG: prevention of harm,
fairness, explicability, and respect for human autonomy. These guidelines emphasise both technical
robustness and the user’s safety, well-being, and human rights.

Regarding the first principle, the Al HLEG (2019) emphasises that technological innovations are expected to
contribute to individual and societal well-being, while also minimising the risk of harm, whether intentional
or unintentional (see also Braunschweig & Ghallab, 2021; Floridi et al., 2018). This is of particular concern in
this study, as Al-driven digital tools for help-seeking should not further disadvantage those who are already
in a vulnerable position. One major challenge is that the same digital tools that enable victim-survivors to
seek help may also allow perpetrators to exert harmful power and control—for example, by hacking devices,
installing spyware, or monitoring victim-survivors' online activity via mobile phones and computers (Afrouz,
2023; Boethius et al., 2023; Woodlock et al., 2020). Closely related to these risks, privacy and data security
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are relevant concerns, as victim-survivors may disclose sensitive personal information when interacting with
chatbots (Butterby & Lombard, 2025; Henry et al., 2024).

The second principle, fairness, is outlined by the Al HLEG (2019) as emphasising the need for Al systems to
operate in ways that support just, fair, and unbiased interactions with users. According to the international
ethical principles of social work (International Federation of Social Workers, 2018), fairness involves a
commitment to equity and inclusion, including efforts to reduce barriers to access and to ensure that
support reaches vulnerable or marginalised populations. In the context of DV, fairness refers not only to
equal treatment but also to equity, which requires recognising and addressing structural inequalities that
may affect different user groups. For example, the data used to train chatbots may reflect existing cultural,
gendered, or societal biases, which can inadvertently reinforce stereotypes or marginalise victim-survivors
(Bailey & Burkell, 2021). To address these concerns, Kretzschmar et al. (2019) note that the training data and
outputs should be evidence-based, inclusive, and accountable. Furthermore, scholars have drawn attention
to the importance of ensuring that individuals with varying levels of digital literacy, language proficiency, or
disabilities can access and benefit from these tools (Mishna et al., 2021; Taylor, 2017). This perspective
aligns with the Al HLEG's (2019) principle of fairness, which includes non-discrimination and equal
participation. Accordingly, the implementation of chatbots can promote more equal access to information
and services, as they have been found to be especially useful for people who might not otherwise seek
help (Kabacinska et al., 2022; Montagni et al., 2020; Torous et al., 2021). This is particularly relevant
for victim-survivors who are isolated due to their abusers’ coercive control, which involves restricting
their movements and limiting their access to resources and support networks (Al-Alosi, 2020; Novitzky
et al,, 2023).

Regarding the third principle, explicability, the Al HLEG (2019) has pointed out that the requirement for it
in Al systems is context-dependent and becomes increasingly critical when the consequences of erroneous
or misleading outputs are severe. In the context of DV, automated support tools, such as Al-driven chatbots,
may pose risks to victim-survivors’ decision-making processes, particularly if they place undue trust in the
system'’s outputs or perceive it as capable of providing optimal advice or solutions (Al HLEG, 2019; Henman,
2020). Users should be able to distinguish whether they are interacting with a human or an Al system, as
this distinction is found important for supporting informed consent and fostering trust (Al HLEG, 2019; Xu
et al., 2021).

Finally, the fourth principle—respect for human autonomy—emphasises the importance of fostering
equitable interaction and empowering victim-survivors to make informed decisions with the support of Al
systems, particularly in contexts involving vulnerable groups (Al HLEG, 2019). For instance, the ability to
seek help anonymously through chatbots can reduce victim-survivors' fear of humiliation or judgment by
service practitioners when they disclose deeply personal and emotionally sensitive experiences (Storer et al.,
2023). This sense of anonymity has been shown to empower victim-survivors and increase their confidence
in taking further steps to access support services (Al-Alosi, 2020; Novitzky et al., 2023). However,
manipulative forms of guidance by Al systems have been identified as a potential threat to autonomous
decision-making, as they may limit users’ ability to act freely and independently (Devillers et al., 2021).
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3. Methods

This study was conducted as part of a Horizon Europe project titled Innovative Solutions to Eliminate Domestic
Abuse (ISEDA), which involved partners from nine European countries: Bulgaria, Catalonia (Spain), Cyprus,
Greece, Finland, France, Germany, Italy, and Scotland. One of the key objectives of this project was to develop
and pilot a chatbot for women victim-survivors of DV. Seven countries involved in the project conducted focus
groups and/or individual interviews to better understand the challenges in seeking help for DV, as well as the
positive and negative perceptions of chatbots.

Focus groups were considered suitable for this purpose, as they enabled participants to articulate their views
through interaction with others in a shared setting. To support open and productive discussion, the groups
were composed to be relatively homogeneous in terms of participants’ background and familiarity with the
topic, which is known to facilitate communication (Bryman, 2004; Fern, 2001). At the same time, differences in
individual experiences contributed to a range of perspectives on the phenomenon (Kitzinger, 1994). First, we
asked the participants about their perceptions of the challenges in seeking help for DV from public services,
including social and healthcare services and the police. Then, we asked them to reflect on the opportunities,
challenges, and risks associated with the use of Al-driven chatbots to seek help for DV. We defined a chatbot
for them as a computer program designed to simulate conversations with humans.

In this study in Finland, we conducted 13 semi-structured interviews in 2023. In total, 25 informants were
interviewed, either individually or in groups of 2 to 3. The details are outlined in Table 1. The interview
format was selected based on participants’ preferences and practical factors such as availability and comfort
in discussing sensitive topics (Lazar et al., 2017).

Table 1. Interview formats and informant categories.

Focus group interviews

Individual interviews

Number of groups Informants per group
Victim-survivors 1 2
DV professionals 5 2-3 1
Criminal justice experts 1 3

The victim-survivors were women over 18 years of age whom violence prevention organisations selected for
the interviews. These women acted as peer support in these organisations. The organisations ensured that
these women were not under threat of violence before inviting them for an interview. The professionals and
experts represented civil society organisations, as well as national and regional governmental administrations
from different parts of Finland. Many of them had extensive experience in the field of DV and maintained a
broad network within the relevant service system, including social and healthcare workers and the police.

We provided all the informants with detailed information about the purpose of this study and obtained their
verbal informed consent to participate prior to conducting the interviews. Each interview lasted 53 to
82 minutes. We recorded a total of 14 hours of audio material and transcribed it for analysis. We removed all
identifying information before completing the analysis and identified the informants only by their interview
numbers (e.g., G3 for Group 3) and participant numbers (e.g., R2 for Respondent 2). The original interview
data are in the Finnish language and the interview extracts used in this article are English translations of them.
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We analysed the data using theory-driven thematic content analysis (e.g., Braun & Clarke, 2006), not directly
based on theory but guided by concepts and findings on the topic from previous research. This approach
enabled us to identify and examine patterns in the informants’ understanding and experience of the process of
seeking help for DV, and their perceptions related to it. The goal was to identify relevant ideas that repeatedly
arose from the data.

In the first phase of the analysis, we repeatedly read the entire dataset to understand all aspects of the data. In
the second phase, we systematically coded the dataset by identifying and labelling facilitating and challenging
elements related to help-seeking for DV, interactions with authorities, and the use of chatbots. In the third
phase, we began organising these codes into potential themes and sub-themes, using tables to support the
sorting and comparison process. In the fourth phase, we reviewed the coded interview extracts for each
theme to ensure their coherence and consistency with the research question. In the fifth phase, we examined
the themes based on both the literature and the informants’ perspectives and then deepened the analysis to
identify the opportunities and risks associated with the use of Al-driven chatbots. Finally, in the sixth phase,
we reflected on the findings through the lens of the Al HLEG's (2019) four ethical principles: prevention of
harm, fairness, explicability, and respect for human autonomy.

This entire study complied with the ethical guidelines of the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity
TENK (2023). The Ethics Committee for Human Sciences in the Tampere Region issued a statement on this
study’s ethical acceptability. Additionally, the necessary research permits were obtained from the interviewees’
respective organisations.

4. Results: Opportunities and Challenges of Al-Driven Chatbots in DV Support

This section presents the interviewees’ perceptions of Al-driven chatbots in the context of DV support,
highlighting both opportunities and challenges associated with their use. The identified opportunities are
(a) providing information and guidance during the early stages of DV, (b) offering a non-judgmental space for
sharing experiences, and (c) reducing the emotional strain of violence disclosure. The identified challenges
are (a) absence of case documentation, (b) lack of holistic situational assessment, and (c) concerns related to
accountability and safety.

4.1. Providing Information and Guidance During the Early Stages of DV

All the interviewees emphasised the importance of knowledge about the different forms of DV and its
multifaceted impacts on victim-survivors, including its physical, psychological, and social consequences.
However, they expressed disappointment in what they perceived as the authorities’ insufficient knowledge
of DV. In contrast, they viewed Al-driven chatbots as more consistent in providing standardised and timely
information, which they considered more reliable in certain situations. Accordingly, participants viewed
these systems as low-threshold support tools during the early stages of DV, when abuse is just beginning to
occur, to help prevent violence from becoming normalised in victim-survivors’ lives. The following criminal
justice expert pointed out an important aspect of the challenges facing those who disclose violence:

A computer-based channel like this, where a person can reflect on their own experiences safely and
there is no threshold for whether they are believed or whether their case is too trivial, or whether they
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are burdening these professionals unnecessarily, will probably be able to dispel human doubts about
whether the person'’s situation is serious enough to warrant help. (Criminal justice expert, G1R1)

|n

Victim-survivors often consider themselves not “ideal” victims worthy of support (Meyer, 2016) and feel that
they have the burden of proof of being targets of violence (Piippo et al., 2021). The interviewees also
expressed that victim-survivors need information on support services, including legal, medical, and
psychological support. Accordingly, they perceived that the use of Al-driven chatbots in DV support could
lower the threshold for seeking help by providing accessible information and guidance. This, in turn, was
seen as potentially encouraging victim-survivors to reflect on their situations and make more informed
decisions about how to proceed. The victim-survivors expressed that knowledge about DV is essential for
them to prevent violence from becoming normalised, which Piippo et al. (2021) found to be the case for
many victim-survivors. For example, the following interviewee described how she needed guidance in these

matters instead of being belittled by service practitioners:

| feel that | was not taken seriously. | was hushed up and told that it would be alright. And now, years
later...it's not OK. If someone had taken me seriously and told me about my rights and the rights of
children, what's right and what’s wrong, that would certainly have helped. (Victim-survivor, G10R1)

We victims are terribly skilled at not seeing the problem as big as it actually is, especially in the early
phase. At that phase, Al could be useful. (Victim-survivor, G10R2)

These quotes highlight an important aspect of experiencing violence: victim-survivors may question their
experiences and thereby prolong their suffering. For example, abusers may use coercive control, distort their
targets’ perceptions of reality, and erode their autonomy (Stark, 2007). The institutional practices of bypassing
and silencing problems related to DV that G10R1 described may enforce the normalisation of violence.

Accordingly, most of the participants mentioned that the use of chatbots could facilitate the disclosure of DV
by guiding victim-survivors on how to proceed with their cases. In addition to supporting victim-survivors
directly, both the DV professionals and the criminal justice experts considered chatbots as potential tools to
assist the social and healthcare practitioners and the police in facilitating the disclosure of DV and proceeding
systematically with DV cases. The following professional described the systemic gap in which victim-survivors
hesitate to disclose violence, while service practitioners may not be able to properly identify a case of DV—
highlighting how chatbots could also support professionals in recognising and responding to such cases:

A person who repeatedly visits health care services with various symptoms but is never asked about
violence and does not disclose it themselves—we have considered this a situation where Al could assist:
to guide, explore, and ask about the theme of violence. (DV professional, G3R3)

| believe Al can certainly ask specific questions, perhaps even better, and will remember to ask all
of them, provided the settings ensure that all necessary questions are included. In this way, human
omission can be avoided. (Criminal justice expert, G2R1)

G2R1 described the mechanical feature of the Al systems as a benefit. This insight illustrates the diverse needs
of different users in different contexts. This expert referred to the preliminary questioning, where contextual
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matters, such as the hectic hours of a weekend, may affect a police officer’s ability to routinely conduct all
necessary questions.

4.2. Offering a Non-judgmental Space for Sharing Experiences

The interviewees perceived Al-driven chatbots as providing a supportive space for victim-survivors to share
their experiences without the fear of being judged by the other party. The victim-survivors noted that the other
party’s supportive interaction and acknowledgement of their feelings are essential in vulnerable situations, as
these show that their experiences are taken seriously. They described many ways in which victim-survivors
are often ignored by authorities, including social and healthcare workers and the police. These approaches
were associated with negative interactions, such as belittling and victim-blaming, which were perceived as
negatively affecting the likelihood of them getting the help they need. In contrast, the interviewees perceived
Al systems as lacking such attitudinal attributes:

There is, of course, a risk if Al also ends up belittling the seriousness of the problem. That is, what
kinds of questions and response options are created for early-stage support—and what kinds of paths
the Al then leads the user into—there are enormous risks in that. But somehow, | see that these risks
are not as big...as if you call the family counselling centre or the deaconess of a church and then they
say: “Nonsense, try to get along.” So, in a way, the bot would never respond like that. It would aim to
resolve the situation. (Victim-survivor, G10R1)

It significantly lowers the threshold when you do not have to disclose violence to potentially
contemptuous and arrogant male police officers. Instead, if this process could be neutral, most people
would likely prefer to tell an Al what has happened rather than fear being belittled for their
experiences, which creates a very high threshold. (DV professional, G7R1)

The fear of being belittled by service practitioners hinders victim-survivors from disclosing violence, as seen
in these quotes. G10R1 implied the importance of actions and the need to solve problematic situations.
Acknowledging victim-survivors’ experiences is essential for empowering them and helping them make
sense of their situations (Keeling & Fisher, 2015; Wood et al., 2022). Without validation of their feelings,
they may question their experiences and become accustomed to living in violent situations (Piippo
et al,, 2021).

However, the victim-survivors also expressed the need for genuine human connections when facing life
challenges and being in vulnerable situations. The following quotes highlight the contrast between
programmed interaction and human interaction:

The victim has a need to be heard, and with a bot, they do not necessarily feel that they are genuinely
heard, as it is only a program that answers as it is programmed to. (Victim-survivor, G8R1)

At that moment, the victims long especially for humanity from these social and healthcare services.
The conversational bot is anything...but humane....Typically, the victim feels alone in their situation and
as if they are fighting against windmills. Especially in these situations, they long for human contact and
to be seen as human. (Victim-survivor, G8R1)
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These quotes emphasise the importance of distinguishing between hearing and listening. Whereas listening
is often perceived as an easy or passive task, it is, in fact, a complex skill that requires conscious effort and
practice to build trust and understanding (Trevithick, 2012).

4.3. Reducing the Emotional Strain of Violence Disclosure

According to the interviewees, fear, as a human emotion, can act as a barrier to accessing support, as, in
their experience, it was linked to practitioners’ reluctance to engage with DV issues. In contrast, the
interviewees believed that the use of Al-driven chatbots could facilitate help-seeking by automatically
presenting the necessary questions about violence, raising hopes for a more systematic handling of cases.
For example, Husso et al. (2012) and Piippo et al. (2021) found that social workers may fear asking clients
about DV because they worry about their clients’ reactions or the potential emotional burden it places on
the practitioners themselves, such as anxiety, frustration, or sadness:

People might fear hearing about violence, which can prevent them from wanting to get involved.
And | think that's quite common, at least, based on my experience....Al doesn’t have that need to
protect itself, which can lead to better solutions. (Victim-survivor, G9R1)

There could be something that removes the human element in such a way that it doesn't always
depend on someone’s opinion whether the matter progresses or not. For example, some kind of
entirely computer-based, Al-driven form system that would automatically score risks.
(Victim-survivor, G9R1)

When the victim-survivors discussed interactions with human practitioners and Al, they often pondered the
meaning of humanity and the non-human attributes of Al in interactions. The presence or absence of
humanity seemed to both facilitate and hinder access to support. While the human practitioners’ empathetic
approach was considered a fundamental requirement for successful encounters, human emotions were seen
as a burden to the successful progression of processes. As seen in the quotes, the victim-survivors regarded
Al as a tool that can be designed to minimise subjective variability in interactions and to handle their cases
more systematically.

The interviewees acknowledged that DV is deeply institutionalised and reflected in the attitudes of service
practitioners. However, the interviewees also acknowledged the risk of human biases being embedded in
Al systems through coding and training processes, as one DV professional noted:

You have to be very careful about what database a chatbot uses so that the general biases of people
are not transferred to it. (DV professional, G6R1)

This quote implies the variety of chatbots and the challenge of knowing which of them is reliable
(Kabacinska et al., 2022; Montagni et al., 2020). Draughon Moret et al. (2022) found that the quality of apps
varies significantly. Nevertheless, some of the interviewees saw more potential for eliminating negative bias
from Al systems than from human practitioners.
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4.4. Absence of Case Documentation

The victim-survivors regarded anonymous interaction with chatbots as beneficial for those who are not yet
ready to take further steps in their current situation. This allows them to gain knowledge anonymously and
decide whether to proceed with their cases, thereby avoiding unwanted consequences from authorities,
such as child welfare notifications or the child being taken into care by social services. The victim-survivors
explained that they might fear disclosing violence due to concerns about case documentation, as one
interviewee expressed:

The church deacon is the only person whom you have the courage to approach and talk to,...not the
authorities, because they always document and save everything. And the consequences are much
worse than...if you simply do not seek help and just stay quiet....if only you can just...seek help if you
are in a violent relationship without having to fear that if you...disclose violence, they will take your
children away or you will end up in a terrible hassle. (Victim-survivor, G5R1)

This quote shows a tension between the need to seek help and the fear of consequences. It also illustrates the
pressure victim-survivors face when they have to stay in a violent relationship due to the fear of disclosing
violence. This shows that victim-survivors need more decision-making power regarding how their cases are
handled by authorities. However, avoiding documentation contradicts the professionals’ views, which highlight
the importance of documentation, as described in the following quote:

How does the information transfer and get recorded or documented if the conversation with the Al
doesn't lead to anything at that moment, but it leads to something two months later, or if the same
person seeks help multiple times?...One would always hope to know at what point a human should
get involved....Banks already operate like this. Just yesterday, | dealt with a bank bot first, and the bot
concluded that a human was needed. (DV professional, G12R2)

The professionals noted that repetitive incidents of violence would remain undocumented if victim-survivors
interacted only with chatbots. DV is typically an ongoing process rather than a single incident (see Stark, 2007);
however, individual contacts with chatbots remain separate and do not form a client case that allows for the
tracking of history or progression. The professionals acknowledged this nature of the phenomenon of DV
by pointing out the need to regard DV cases as a process. Furthermore, because violence affects the entire
family (Callaghan et al., 2018; Holt et al., 2008), the professionals were especially concerned about potential
emergency child protection needs and the limitations of chatbots in identifying the criticality of situations:

In these relationships, there are, on average, at least two to three underage children, especially among
those that have lasted a long time. So, how does the situation unfold, considering that the need for
child protection can be immediate, especially in urgent situations like these? (DV professional, G12R1)

Failing to recognise immediate risks and the need for instant reaction could endanger the safety and
well-being of victim-survivors and their children. According to national statistics in Finland, in 65% of cases
where violence has been recurring, children have been repeatedly exposed to violence in their families
(Attila et al., 2023). However, the need for child protection may remain undiscovered with the use of
chatbots, as expressed by DV professionals.
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4.5. Lack of Holistic Situational Assessment

DV professionals expressed scepticism regarding the capacity of chatbots to adequately respond to crises
and potential traumas caused by violence, which they viewed as requiring a dynamic and multidimensional
approach. For example, one professional referred to the seriousness of DV, with potential lethal
consequences, and raised concerns about the extent to which chatbots can execute the required critical
situational assessments, whereas human practitioners were considered to have gained deep empirical
knowledge through long experience in assisting victim-survivors:

The assessment of the risk of violence is very dynamic and highly multidimensional. It includes a strong
qualitative element, and although there are certain systematic aspects that can be considered, there is
also a significant amount of experiential knowledge that develops only through direct encounters and
over the years. So, when we talk about threats to life and health, to what extent can a chatbot reliably
make such an assessment? (DV professional, G12R2)

As shown in this quote, recognising and responding to violence-related problems requires profound
interaction and holistic observation of situations. According to Trevithick (2012), the initial meeting with a
client should emphasise the use of open-ended questions to gain a deeper understanding of the client’s
situation and circumstances, including the broader social context. While chatbots are considered beneficial
in answering simple and repetitive questions (Draughon Moret et al., 2022), in DV cases, there are no simple
answers in diverse situations, as the following professional noted:

At least, from the perspective of harassment, these cases are so terribly complex, and | don't know if
there are any straightforward answers in the end. The amount of data that would need to be input
is quite considerable. Even though | have had such a long work history in this field, almost every day,
| encounter questions that make me think: “Wow, I've never heard of that before” and “I don't really
know what advice to give or what to do here; let’s think about it together,” as there aren’t really any
good solutions. (DV professional, G7R2)

This quote highlights another essential element of situational assessment: Practitioners also use creative
problem-solving to assess various solution options in complex DV cases where potential risks need to be
assessed from various angles. Considering the amount of data required to address all nuanced DV scenarios,
doubts arose about the capability of Al-driven chatbot systems to perform these kinds of tasks. Furthermore,
the DV professional referred to the overwhelmingly complex nature of stalking cases, as digital devices have
enabled the continuation of violence even after separation.

Accordingly, a substantial element of holistic assessment includes observing signs of TFA, about which most of
the interviewees raised concerns. The intimate matters and vulnerabilities of victim-survivors may be exposed
to hacking, misuse of information, or the installation of spyware by a current or ex-partner:

What evidence do women have of this? If it's not bruises on their bodies, then it's in their stories or,
just like R2 said, they should be able to show if there are message threads, or if a tracking program has
been installed on their phone, or cameras at home, like last time, when cameras were eventually found
in every room upon investigation. But how does the bot verify these? (DV professional, G3R3)
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This form of abuse can significantly impact the safety and privacy of victim-survivors, making it essential to
recognise the signs of abuse also in the environment where victim-survivors live. Besides determining the
criticality of victim-survivors' circumstances, the situational assessment must succeed in preventing the
escalation of violence. The DV professionals highlighted the need for more holistic observations than a
mechanical assessment provided by Al, as it may not capture important signs of abuse, including
nonverbal cues:

How can victim-survivors recognise their own situation and the related issues if they have lived in it
for a long time? Of course, the professional also makes other observations besides just ticking boxes.
All of that can easily be missed if it's entirely done by Al, replacing the human. | see more risks in that.
(DV professional, G3R1)

G3R1 referred to the tendency of violence to become normalised in victim-survivors’ lives (see Husso et al.,
2012; Piippo et al., 2021). However, violence typically becomes more serious over time, making early
identification of DV essential and potentially life-saving. Such identification often relies on holistic
observations, including listening, body language, and gaze direction (Reith-Hall & Montgomery, 2022).
Digital technologies are not considered capable of emulating human characteristics in this sense, as they
cannot read body language or perceive hurt and pain (Storer et al., 2023).

While the interviewees highlighted that chatbots may lack the capacity to appropriately process the complex
and nuanced situations of victim-survivors, this challenge was described as even more pronounced for
victim-survivors from immigrant backgrounds, who often face linguistic barriers and cultural differences in
the meanings of concepts. Concerns were raised about chatbots potentially misinterpreting victim-survivors
or providing incorrect instructions, especially when the language used was not standard or contained errors:

If the client writes something incorrectly, will they get the right kind of help or the right answers?
Or will they get something completely different from what they need? Also, if it's the first contact and
you send a message and it doesn't work and feels frustrating, will you then seek help from anywhere
else, or will you think, “I just can’t do this anymore—I’'m done”? (DV professional, G4R2)

Whenever I've tried using a chatbot, I've never gotten the right answer through it. Especially the fact
that you can’t have any typos if you're trying to write in Finnish. It doesn’t understand if you write
something incorrectly. (DV professional, G4R1)

These reflections illustrate how easily misunderstandings and misguidance can occur in chatbot interactions,
particularly for users with limited language proficiency. The inability of chatbots to process non-standard
language or accommodate linguistic variation was identified as a significant barrier to effective support.
Thus, special attention should be paid to language, imagery, and wording in the chatbot development
process (Butterby & Lombard, 2025). Ensuring that these elements are carefully considered can help
mitigate some of the risks associated with chatbot interactions.
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4.6. Concerns Related to Accountability and Safety

The DV professionals were concerned that the responsibility for initiating contact with support services might
fall on the victim-survivors once they had been provided with contact information by a chatbot. This was of
special importance because the participants acknowledged the vulnerable position of victim-survivors due
to the threat of violence and their potentially lowered functional capacity due to violence. Hence, there is a
contradiction between their vulnerability and the expected strong agency to take action to advance their case.

It seems that when interacting with an Al chatbot, much of the responsibility—including assessing the
situation and maintaining the connection—is left to the person seeking help. (DV professional, G3R2)

After certain programmed answers or questions, the person should be directed forward very quickly—
because currently, seeking help and reporting violence are different matters. (Criminal justice
expert, G2R1)

The DV professional pointed out the safety aspect: The need for help may not become apparent to service
providers if interactions are limited to a chatbot. The criminal justice expert stated that these tools should be
designed to detect indicators of emergencies and initiate the necessary predefined steps to ensure that the
situations are reported and victim-survivors are guided forward. Many DV professionals pointed out that, for
example, social work practitioners have a responsibility to ensure that victim-survivors have a safety network
and that their children are protected from violence. Hence, there seems to be a lack of agency in the process
of seeking help via chatbots.

| strongly advocate for a human touch alongside this, as receiving emotional and psychosocial support
is equally important. How can we ensure that this information flows while also connecting the help to
the specific person? (DV professional, G3R3)

The interviewees highlighted that victim-survivors typically need multiprofessional support to secure safe
and lasting disengagement from their abusers. The DV professionals were concerned that no one would be
held accountable for victim-survivors’ safety. On the whole, the interviewees considered DV too severe and
complex to be entrusted to chatbots and expressed the need for a comprehensive assessment of the criticality
of situations and concrete measures to ensure the safety of victim-survivors and their children.

Long-standing structural barriers to addressing DV were highlighted in the following comment, in which the
respondent questions whether chatbots in DV support could overcome the challenges embedded in social
structures and institutional practices:

| do not see any added value a chatbot would have compared to what already exists. This is such a
serious matter, and | feel that it requires a human touch. This problem is so deeply rooted in Finnish
society. (Victim-survivor, G10R2)

This comment underscores the importance of critically assessing which specific issues technology can
effectively address. On a similar note, the comment below acknowledges that while chatbot technology may
help victim-survivors recognise DV and access information about support services, the broader service
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system continues to pose structural challenges—particularly related to resources. Disclosing violence
requires that practitioners have both the capacity and resources to respond to DV, offer support services,
and handle a potential increase in criminal reports from victim-survivors:

At the moment, the resources are probably insufficient, and knowing how long the criminal
proceedings currently are, if there’s even a little more pressure, it just means the process will be
extended for everyone involved. (Criminal justice expert, G11R2)

Criminal processes are already lengthy and mentally exhausting, often leaving victim-survivors without
adequate support before, during, and after legal proceedings. If these processes are further prolonged, their
safety may be compromised. Several victim-survivors pointed out that one reason for not reporting violence
is the lack of safety guarantees—even when their primary hope is simply for the violence to stop.

5. Ethical and Sustainable Integration of Al-Driven Chatbots in Support Services

To understand the ethical implications of using chatbots in DV support services, the findings were reflected
on considering the ethical principles of prevention of harm, fairness, explicability, and respect for human
autonomy. The results indicate that the implementation and use of Al-driven chatbots both align with these
ethical principles and face challenges regarding them, illustrating how abstract guidelines can encounter
various practical challenges depending on the context in which these Al systems are deployed.

Considering the ethical principle of preventing harm, the results suggest that the implementation of
Al-driven chatbots may be consistent with this principle in certain contexts, while also revealing
inconsistencies or limitations in practice. The challenges lie particularly in the absence of a responsible party
to take the necessary concrete actions for organising multidisciplinary support and establishing a safety
network for victim-survivors and their children. The interviewees pointed out that current Al-driven chatbot
systems have limitations in situational assessment, particularly in processing contextual information
holistically and in identifying the criticality of situations or the potential for digital abuse. These concerns
resonate with findings from previous studies. For example, Palanica et al. (2019), who explored the use of
healthcare chatbots, referred to the need for personalised knowledge in complex cases—a need that was
consistently highlighted across all focus groups in the present study. Similarly, Emezue et al. (2022)
identified the problem of accountability in digital interventions. They highlighted the need to critically
consider the demand for agency that is placed on victim-survivors, as they may be living under constant
threat of violence. In such circumstances, the expectation of victim-survivors’ agency may seem
unreasonable, considering how significantly the violence may impair their ability to function (see Miller &
McCaw, 2019; Stubbs & Szoeke, 2022).

Expanding the discussion on harm prevention, all focus groups acknowledged the risks of being exposed to
TFA when using a chatbot to seek help, in line with recent research (Afrouz, 2023; Boethius et al., 2023; Storer
et al., 2023; Woodlock et al., 2020). As Afrouz (2023) noted, victim-survivors may struggle to identify TFA,
especially if they lack technical skills. However, as shown by Boethius et al. (2023) and Novitzky et al. (2023),
service practitioners also face challenges in addressing TFA. Similarly, the present study raised concerns about
the extent to which Al-driven chatbot systems can support the detection of potential misuse of the device
on which they are deployed. Hence, the results indicate that the responsibility for assessing the safety of a
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chatbot, verifying the validity of its responses, and taking further actions, including reaching out to support
services, falls on victim-survivors.

These concerns underscore the importance of establishing clear criteria for assessing the reliability of digital
tools (see Kabacinska et al., 2022; Montagni et al., 2020), given the variability in app quality that Draughon
Moret et al. (2022) found in their study. As Boethius et al. (2023) noted, victim-survivors should not be
forced to limit their online presence, as technology can also empower them in various ways, including by
providing them with access to support and information. Therefore, chatbots could, for example, be
integrated into existing welfare service websites, which citizens are familiar with and may rely on more than
apps from different sources. This would also address the structural challenges of scattered services (see
Husso et al., 2021) and prevent the recurrence of systemic deficiencies in the digital dimension.

While the ethical principle of preventing harm raised concerns in some respects, the integration of Al-driven
chatbots may also support it by lowering barriers to help-seeking—a dynamic also observed in prior studies
on digital support tools (Al-Alosi, 2020; Kabacinska et al., 2022; Montagni et al., 2020; Novitzky et al., 2023;
Torous et al, 2021). The interviewees perceived the automated functions of Al systems—such as
systematically asking about experiences of DV—as encouraging victim-survivors to speak about issues that
they might otherwise consider too emotionally exhausting for service practitioners to address. This
perception resonates with earlier findings (Husso et al., 2012; Piippo et al., 2021; Virkki et al., 2015), which
suggest that practitioners’ own emotions can hinder them from intervening in DV.

Reflecting this, many interviewees saw chatbots as potentially useful tools for supporting practitioners in their
work with DV cases by systematically asking the necessary questions to enhance the disclosure of violence.
Hence, this could partly address the systemic gap whereby victim-survivors are reluctant to disclose violence
(see Harris & Woodlock, 2019; Husso et al., 2021; Meyer, 2016; Storer et al., 2022) and service practitioners
may struggle to effectively identify and intervene in DV cases (see Siltala et al., 2023; Turner et al., 2017;
Wright et al., 2022). However, practitioners’ motivation to use chatbots as tools could be questioned, given
the insufficient use of tools specifically developed to map experiences of violence. For example, in Finland,
over 50% of police officers and social and healthcare service workers use no tools at all for mapping DV
(Niklander et al., 2019).

Turning to the ethical principle of fairness, the results show that the implementation of Al-driven chatbots
can enhance access to information, thereby increasing awareness of DV and the legal rights of
victim-survivors. These findings align with recent studies that suggested chatbots’ potential to enhance
confidentiality and to encourage victim-survivors to make an initial outreach for help from support services
(Butterby & Lombard, 2025; Novitzky et al., 2023; Storer et al.,, 2022). Receiving information on a low
threshold is both fair and empowering, aside from respecting victim-survivors’ autonomy to make informed
decisions about their situations. However, the results also indicate unequal opportunities to access
information, especially for victim-survivors from immigrant backgrounds who face linguistic barriers.
Additionally, Emezue et al. (2022) highlighted that victim-survivors with diverse ethnic, cultural, and
linguistic needs may face obstacles in using DV apps. This shows how vulnerabilities may intersect and
accumulate, and how, to prevent intersectional inequalities, it is important to perceive the diversity of
capabilities to utilise digital services (Al HLEG, 2019; Bailey & Burkell, 2021; Mishna et al., 2021).
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With regard to the ethical principle of explicability, the findings highlight challenges in ensuring that Al
systems are understandable and interpretable to all users. As the interviewees noted, misunderstandings
and frustration caused by unsuccessful interactions can ultimately deter victim-survivors from seeking help.
Earlier research suggests that trust and perceived safety are central to users’ willingness to engage with
digital services (de Visser et al., 2018; Jobin et al., 2019; Kretzschmar et al., 2019; McGreevey et al., 2020).
If a chatbot fails to communicate effectively due to language or cultural barriers, its functioning may become
opaque to the user, thereby undermining both the user’s trust and their ability to make informed
decisions—echoing findings by Mishna et al. (2021) and Xu et al. (2021). Furthermore, in the present study,
DV professionals expressed significant concerns about the reliability of chatbot-generated responses in
complex and nuanced situations, particularly in critical cases requiring immediate action to protect
victim-survivors and their children, a concern also raised by Butterby and Lombard (2025).

Finally, reflecting on the ethical principle of respect for human autonomy, the results indicate challenges in
balancing victim-survivors' self-determination and institutional responsibilities, particularly in relation to
anonymous user interactions with chatbots. Based on the victim-survivor interviews, these interactions
were perceived as retaining victim-survivors’ decision-making power over the progression of their cases and
as possibly helping them avoid unwanted consequences by authorities, such as child protection
interventions. However, this presents difficulties in ensuring comprehensive support and accountability.
While anonymous interaction may support autonomy and reduce fear of judgment (see Al-Alosi, 2020;
Novitzky et al., 2023; Storer et al., 2023), DV professionals emphasised the importance of intervention and
documentation of cases. They highlighted that emergency situations requiring child protection or cases of
recurring violence would remain undocumented if only chatbots are interacted with. This concern is even
greater when considering how underreported violence has been within the service system (see Husso et al.,
2021; Piippo et al., 2021; Siltala et al.,, 2023), potentially creating tensions between respect for
victim-survivors’ autonomy and the legal obligation of authorities to protect children. This tension highlights
that the balance between different ethical principles may vary depending on the end-users’ needs.

6. Conclusion

The findings from the present study suggest that while the implementation of Al-driven chatbots can
significantly enhance access to information on DV and the legal rights of victim-survivors, it also raises
ethically significant concerns regarding safety and accountability. Interactions with chatbots lack essential
elements for comprehensive situational assessment, documentation of violence, and the formation of a
support network. Hence, the results highlight the importance of human interaction in DV cases, aligning
with recent studies (Butterby & Lombard, 2025; Domingo-Cabarrubias et al., 2023; Henry et al., 2024).
However, the need for human interaction also requires that service practitioners possess the essential
professional skills and knowledge to address DV. This requirement remains a structural deficiency yet to be
resolved (Husso et al., 2021; Niklander et al., 2019; Piippo et al., 2021).

The results further emphasise the need to consider the vulnerabilities of victim-survivors, ensuring their
safety and acknowledging the severity of DV, while questioning which specific issues technology can
effectively address. Attempting to address problems that are structural and deeply embedded in institutional
practices with technological solutions may divert attention from efforts to strengthen existing service
systems and practices (see Hunt et al., 2020; Lindgren & Dignum, 2023). Therefore, it is essential to ensure
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that the implemented technology reinforces the service system while supporting and strengthening
practitioners’ expertise in addressing DV (see Emezue et al., 2022; Hunt et al., 2020; Inkster et al., 2018).
This study thereby suggests that Al-driven chatbots could serve victim-survivors as an intermediate support
system, aligning with findings by Henry et al. (2024). In addition, they may function as a supplementary tool
for welfare service practitioners to identify DV and proceed with cases—an area that remains underexplored
in existing research.

DV causes a wide range of social and health problems and significant human suffering. Developing effective
intervention practices requires a broad understanding of the distinctions and interconnections between
online and offline domains as well as the opportunities and limitations of Al-driven solutions. Meeting these
challenges demands comprehensive ethical consideration of safety, accountability, and the potential impacts
of automated interventions.

While this study contributes to the ethical and practical discourse on Al-driven interventions in DV support,
it is not without limitations. First, the conceptual distinction between online and offline domains often fails
to capture the experiences of victim-survivors, who navigate violence across both spheres, where digital and
physical realities are deeply interwoven. This ambiguity presents challenges not only for victim-survivors but
also for practitioners and researchers seeking adequate language to describe Al-mediated interactions.
Second, additional research is needed to examine the user experiences of Al-driven chatbots specifically
designed for victim-survivors. Third, while many interviewed DV professionals had relevant education and
experience, social and healthcare service practitioners were not directly interviewed. Furthermore, this
study identified several areas requiring further exploration, including the tension between respecting human
autonomy and the duty of authorities to document DV cases, as well as the potential for practitioners to
incorporate Al tools into violence prevention and intervention strategies.
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Abstract

Digital citizenship has emerged as a prominent concept in policy and academic discourse, broadly referring
to individuals’ ability to access and use digital tools for public engagement. However, because its meaning
varies between actors and across societal contexts, it is still an ambiguous term. This article considers how
digital citizenship takes shape in practice by examining the everyday practices of librarians, the key
mediators between citizens and the digital welfare state, and analysing how these contrast with
conceptualizations of digital citizenship promoted by the Dutch national Digital Inclusion programme.
Governments worldwide are adopting “digital-by-default” models, emphasizing ICT-driven public service
solutions. While promising greater efficiency and accessibility, this transition exacerbates challenges for
individuals lacking access to ICT resources or digital literacy, reinforcing social inequalities. Using the
Netherlands as a case study, this research highlights the challenges of digital inclusion in highly digitalized
societies. Despite high digitalization rankings, many Dutch citizens face difficulties using digital tools and
accessing digital public services. To address this issue, the Dutch government launched the Digital Inclusion
programme in 2019, establishing information points and digital skills courses in libraries. Based on
ethnographic research in three public libraries, this study reveals a disconnect between policymakers’
conceptualisations of digital citizenship, defining what competencies citizens should possess and what
participatory practices are supported, and the lived reality of digital citizenship in public libraries.
By highlighting the tensions and misalignments between policy and practice, this article aims to contribute
to more inclusive conceptualizations of digital citizenship, to inform digital inclusion initiatives that foster
equitable participation in digital societies.
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1. Introduction

In today’s increasingly digital world, governments worldwide are adopting digital technologies to enhance
governance and public service delivery (Liu & Yuan, 2015). The Netherlands is a pioneer in this transition
(United Nations E-government Knowledgebase, n.d.) and has prioritised the introduction of digital government
services and online identity verification (e.g., the DigiD identification tool) since the early 2000s (Digitale
Overheid, 2020). Over the past two decades, numerous government websites and apps have been developed
to enable citizens' access to a wide range of online public services, including tax filing, benefit applications,
and study financing.

Like in other countries, digitalization here has involved the implementation of “self-service solutions” (Schou
& Hijelholt, 2018), shifting the responsibility for accessing public services from public servants to citizens
themselves. Henman (2010, pp. 216-217) argues that this reflects a neoliberal approach to state
restructuring, emphasizing cost reduction and active citizen engagement over the passive dependency
characteristic of paternalistic welfare states. Citizens are thus held accountable for acquiring the skills and
resources needed to navigate online public services effectively.

However, this digital transformation comes with significant challenges, particularly for citizens who lack the
necessary resources, skills, or confidence to navigate these systems effectively. While the Netherlands
boasts relatively high internet coverage and literacy rates (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek [CBS], 2020), a
significant portion of the population struggles to participate in the digital society (Digitale Overheid, 2020).
An estimated 2.5 million of the 17 million people lack basic digital skills, and up to 5 million lack critical
competencies. Additionally, approximately 4.5 million adults face challenges interacting with government
services (Hoevenagel & Joossen, 2022).

To address these issues, in 2019, the Dutch government initiated the Digital Inclusion programme in
collaboration with the National Library of the Netherlands and eight public service organizations, collectively
referred to as the Manifestgroep (“Manifesto Group”). The programme aims to provide training and support
for individuals lacking the skills needed to effectively use digital public services and participate in the digital
society. As part of this initiative, 15 public libraries across the country expanded their existing offerings of
free digital skills courses and courses for navigating digital public services. They also introduced information
points (“IDOs") with walk-in consultation hours to provide information and guidance on the services of the
participating parties (Staatscourant, 2019), making public libraries important sites for citizen-state interaction
and librarians key intermediaries in the relationship between citizens and the digital welfare state.

This article explores this evolving role of librarians as digital care workers (Kaun & Forsman, 2022) by asking:
How do the practices of librarians as key mediators between citizens and the digital welfare state contrast
with conceptualizations of digital citizenship promoted by the Dutch national Digital Inclusion programme?

Our findings provide critical insights into the complexities of digital citizenship, highlighting persistent gaps
between policy visions and the practical reality of digital inclusion policy. Moreover, it emphasizes the pivotal
role of librarians in bridging divides in the digital welfare state, showing the barriers they face in supporting
citizens’ digital civic practices. Consequently, our study provides crucial insights to rethink digital inclusion
initiatives, to more effectively address the structural challenges citizens face in increasingly digital societies.
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2. Literature Review
2.1. Citizenship in the Digital Society

Since the mid-1990s, the concept of “digital citizenship” has emerged as a pivotal framework within
academic and governance discourse, addressing the evolving relationship between digital technologies and
civic participation (Isin & Ruppert, 2015; Katz, 1997; Mossberger et al., 2008). At its core, digitalization has
reconfigured citizenship, providing new modalities for engagement in democratic and societal processes
while challenging traditional boundaries of public and private spheres (Hintz et al.,, 2019). Despite its
prevalence in public discussions, however, “digital citizenship” remains a contested and multifaceted
concept, shaped by diverse interpretations and enacted differently across disciplines and practices, with no
clear consensus or definition (cf. Mol, 2002).

Theorizing digital citizenship involves understanding it as a dynamic interplay of rights, responsibilities, and
practices. Moving beyond a static legal status, citizenship emerges from participatory practices that
construct agency within political, social, and cultural contexts (Lister & Campling, 1997). This performative
dimension is further nuanced in digital environments, where actions such as “liking, coding, clicking,
downloading, sorting, blocking, and querying” (Isin & Ruppert, 2015, p. 12) support novel participatory
practices. Digital infrastructures afford empowerment and constraint simultaneously, where opportunities
for agency coexist with regulatory mechanisms (Vivienne et al., 2016, p. 4).

Initial conceptualizations, such as Katz's (1997), imbued digital citizenship with a techno-optimistic ethos,
envisioning it as a catalyst for democratization, community building, and individual empowerment. Subsequent
critiques, however, revealed that digital citizenship is a more complex phenomenon. Scholars like Mossberger
et al. (2007) emphasize the socio-economic stratifications that shape access and literacy, asserting that digital
citizenship disproportionately benefits individuals with greater resources and competencies. This underscores
the inequities inherent to digital systems and illustrates that targeted interventions are necessary to address
systemic barriers.

In the Dutch political context, the promotion of digital citizenship has been a topic of discussion since the late
1990s, although a clear definition of the concept remained elusive for a long time. Wagenaar of the Labour
Party (PvdA) was among the few to address this issue in depth during that period, connecting digital citizenship
with equitable access to information during a parliamentary debate:

The 21st century can develop into an information society or an infocracy, where information becomes
a costly commodity accessible only to the economically strong. The PvdA chooses to support the
development of an information society, where new media and related technologies are employed to
promote accessibility to knowledge and information. (Tweede Kamer der Staten-Generaal, 1999)

During the next two decades, conceptualizations of digital citizenship widened to include a more
comprehensive agenda. For example, a report of the Parliamentary System State Commission in 2018
emphasized civic participation and the mitigation of digital risks, such as disinformation and news avoidance
(Staatscommissie Parlementair Stelsel, 2018). Suggestions for curricular reforms in primary and secondary
education in 2019 further operationalized digital citizenship, focusing on two themes: the “digital citizen”
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and “digital identity” (Ministerie van Onderwijs, Cultuur en Wetenschap, 2019). These “pillars” linked digital
skills to awareness and critical reflection on the role of digital technologies in society, aiming to foster active
and responsible participation.

By situating digital citizenship within a broader ecosystem of competencies, including self-regulation, critical
thinking, and cultural awareness, contemporary Dutch policy advances a model that reconciles individual
agency with collective welfare. This understanding of digital citizenship has further been implemented
through the Digital Inclusion programme, which aims to empower citizens by teaching digital skills through
courses and providing information on digital government services via the IDOs in public libraries. How
librarians enact and understand this newly assigned role as key intermediaries in the increasingly
digital-by-default citizen-state relationship, however, remains underexplored.

2.2. Transitioning to Digital-by-Default

During the past two decades, the Dutch government has shifted towards a digital-by-default model,
prioritizing digital over traditional paper alternatives. Since the early 2000s, alongside the growing public use
of the internet, the Netherlands has focused on developing digital “self-service solutions” (Schou & Hjelholt,
2018), where citizens with access to digital technologies manage their own affairs to reduce bureaucracy
and costs. Recent amendments to Dutch legislation have even made it possible to make digital
communication obligatory for certain matters (Kerssies & Wijngaards, 2022). This development is part of a
broader global trend, where governments around the world have gradually implemented ICTs to digitize
public services, with the aim of making administrative processes more efficient, cost-effective, and
accessible (Liu & Yuan, 2015). This transition is generally encouraged by a strong belief in technological
innovation and the desire to bring the government closer to citizens.

This “digital-by-default” strategy has received broad support in the Netherlands with a techno-solutionist
consensus amongst the administrations of the past two decades, based on the belief that digital technologies
improve state-citizen relations through more efficient, user-friendly, and reliable public services. However,
while the digitalisation of the Dutch welfare state has indeed resulted in more efficient public service delivery
for most, it has also created new challenges for disadvantaged groups. While digitally literate citizens benefit
from the ease of use and speed of access to digital services, disadvantaged citizens face exclusion. Those
without access to digital technologies or the necessary skills encounter barriers to participation, deepening
existing inequalities and placing greater responsibility on individuals often without adequate support.

Scholars have highlighted that digital inequality is a complex issue intertwined with broader social, economic,
and cultural inequalities (Hargittai, 2022; Helsper, 2021; Van Dijk, 2020). They point out that digital inequality
and social inequality are interlinked, reinforcing one another (Helsper, 2021). A substantial body of research on
digital inclusion in the Netherlands underscores this perspective, highlighting the connection between digital
inequality and broader social disparities, such as socio-economic disadvantage (Goedhart et al., 2019), low
literacy (Smit et al., 2023), and poverty (Boerkamp et al., 2025). To address these disparities, the responsibility
of supporting disadvantaged groups has increasingly been delegated to public libraries. Librarians, thus, have
come to play a pivotal role in providing citizens with access to and support with digital government services,
especially as analogue means for communication with the government increasingly disappear.
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2.3. The Rise of Digital Care Work

In Western democracies like the United States (Greene, 2021) and Finland (Kaun & Forsman, 2022), public
libraries increasingly act as intermediaries between citizens and digital government services. In the
Netherlands, this shift reflects broader efforts to redefine public libraries’ role amid declining memberships,
austerity measures, and reduced staffing since the 1980s (Huysmans & Oomes, 2018). These challenges
prompted public libraries to reposition as “socio-educational living rooms” offering diverse services,
including providing access to information, education, fostering debate, and cultural engagement (Huysmans
& Oomes, 2018).

Dutch public libraries have embraced digital literacy as central to their transformation, paralleling global trends
of “bootstrapping,” where public libraries secure funding by offering access to technology and training services
(Greene, 2021). In 2019, they integrated the national Digital Inclusion programme, hosting digital skills courses
and IDOs to assist citizens with tasks like taxes, benefits, and digital identity management. The programme
was financed through a multi-year subsidy with per capita subsidies increasing from EUR 0.03 in 2019 to
EUR 0.98 in 2022. Additional funds, up to EUR 200,000, were allocated for training, knowledge sharing, and
network building, contingent on the National Library’s annual budget (Wetten.nl, 2022).

Since 2019, the programme’s core focus has remained steady, but the number of IDOs has surged dramatically
from 15 in 2019 to 741 by 2025 (Bibliotheeknetwerk, n.d.). Additionally, the Manifestgroep now consists of
17 government agencies and other participating organisations (Manifestgroep, n.d.). This growth reflects the
objectives outlined in the 2020 Library Covenant, which emphasizes the vital role of libraries in fostering
digital citizenship:

The public library is a key partner alongside the education sector in promoting digital citizenship and
literacy from an early age. Libraries empower individuals by offering courses and assisting citizens with
questions about the (digital) government. They also serve as a referral point to local organizations that
can address specific individual concerns. (Staatscourant, 2020)

The covenant emphasized their efforts in fostering self-reliance, offering courses, and guiding citizens in
navigating digital government systems.

While public libraries have embraced this expanded role to enhance their societal relevance, Kaun and
Forsman (2022) found that librarians are not always adequately equipped for their new position as “digital
care workerl[s],” pointing to shortcomings in current funding and training. They show how library staff are
often required to provide support that exceeds their available resources, skills, and expertise, including
offering technical assistance, addressing emotional barriers such as frustration, mistrust, and uncertainty,
and referring individuals to social support organizations.

This article builds upon these findings by examining Dutch librarians’ experiences of supporting digital
citizenship, to highlight the tensions between conceptualizations of digital citizenship as embedded in digital
inclusion initiatives versus librarians’ everyday practices as digital care workers. Underscoring the need for
more nuanced understandings of how digital citizenship policy is practiced, our findings illustrate how
current digital inclusion policy falls short in addressing the digital divide effectively.
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3. Methodology

To examine how librarians navigate the gap between top-down imposed governmental digital inclusion
policies and citizens’ everyday support needs and questions around digital citizenship, our study employed
an institutional ethnographic approach (Smith, 1987). This method is particularly relevant for analysing
librarians’ mediating role in supporting digital citizenship, as it aims to explicate how people’s everyday
activities are organized and coordinated through institutionalized processes and practices, what Smith (2005,
p. 10) calls “ruling relations.” To capture both librarians’ practices of supporting people’s digital citizenship as
well as how they discuss and understand these behaviours in light of the complex institutional context they
are part of, we combined longitudinal, weekly participant observations of walk-in consultation hours and
digital literacy courses (99 hours in total) with in-depth interviews with staff (N = 24), in libraries in three
cities geographically spread across the Netherlands.

We selected libraries that participated as “forerunners” in the Digital Inclusion programme. Based in one of the
largest cities in the Netherlands with an ethnically diverse population, Library A is a large multifunctional city
library, with one major hub in the city centre and 19 smaller libraries in different neighbourhoods. In addition
to lending books and offering digital support, it frequently hosts exhibitions, offers language and financial
support, organizes workshops and courses, and provides a meeting space. Staff at mid-sized Library B explicitly
described themselves as “community librarians,” positioning their library as a warm environment offering a
“socio-educational living room” to all citizens in the mid-sized town. In contrast, location C was a small library
with a more traditional focus as an information provider and book lender, in a small town with a relatively
low-income and low-educated population.

Observations and interviews took place from September to November 2020 during the second peak of the
Covid-19 pandemic in the Netherlands, when vaccines were not yet available, and during the second half of
the research period a partial lockdown was in place. Paradoxically, the growing need for digital support to stay
engaged in social life coincided with a decline in library visits, especially by vulnerable groups, due to infection
risks, even though libraries were among the few places that remained open. Due to the circumstances, our
ability to study librarians’ direct engagement with citizens was limited, resulting in fewer opportunities to
observe interactions. Instead, we focused on understanding how library workers talked about their practices
and their evolving role, from information providers to educators fostering digital inclusion, as well as their
insights into the challenges citizens face. More importantly, library workers provide a valuable perspective for
examining the institutional order, including its social relations and power dynamics (DeVault & McCoy, 2006;
Greene, 2021; Smith, 2005), making their viewpoints a crucial lens for this study.

Team members each visited one of the libraries once or twice a week, on fixed mornings or afternoons, not
just to attend the scheduled walk-in hours and digital literacy courses, but also to build rapport with library
staff and volunteers who typically worked there part-time. We used an observation protocol to guide our
observations and recorded them by writing fieldnotes, drawing floor plans, and taking pictures. First, we
focused on mapping social, spatial, and temporal structures and dynamics, such as recurring activities,
returning visitors to consultation hours, and the position of technological resources and materials. We then
gradually shifted our attention to the interactions between library workers and visitors. The role of the
observers, likewise, changed over time: Whereas during the earlier observations, researchers listened and
watched carefully while taking detailed notes, with minimal engagement as to capture the research setting
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without steering the activities going on, over the course of the study, researchers would approach librarians
and visitors actively and ask detailed questions. While we were careful to introduce and identify ourselves as
researchers, including wearing name badges, occasionally visitors would approach us for help with digital
questions; we then always referred them to the library staff, having the librarian take the lead on providing
support while we observed the interaction. Fieldnotes were structured chronologically and reflect
researchers’ personal perspectives on the observed events and their role when observing. Every two weeks,
all members of the research team met to share and reflect on the observations.

After our first month of observations, we conducted semi-structured interviews with a selection of the
librarians and volunteers at each location. This allowed us to probe for details about the patterns and events
that we observed and to gain an in-depth understanding of staff's perceptions and experiences of the library
as a digital literacy supporter. We selected staff (N = 24) across the three locations, using maximum variation
sampling to account for possible diversity in viewpoints on the interplay between librarians, digital
citizenship, and their institutional frameworks. Participants ranged in age from mid-20s to mid-60s.
We interviewed librarians with different roles, years of experience, and levels of involvement in the library’s
digital inclusion-related tasks, including community librarians, domain specialists, project officers, and
volunteers, until the point when additional interviews would no longer yield novel patterns or themes. Using
an interview guide, the interviews discussed participants’ tasks within the library, types of digital support
requested, referral to other institutions offering support for digital or related issues, and the role of public
libraries for digital inclusion. All interviews were audio recorded and then fully transcribed for qualitative
thematic analysis. Pseudonyms were used for all participants, and informants gave consent for
pseudonymized quotes to be included in the study.

All field notes and interview transcripts were analysed using Atlas.ti, applying a grounded theory-inspired,
iterative approach (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). In a first round of descriptive open coding, the data were
analysed line-by-line by the research team. We focused on library staff's practices, knowledge, skills,
motivations, emotions, and perceived facilitators and barriers related to digital support and inclusion, in
addition to mapping social, temporal, spatial, and technological structures. Second, aided by individual memo
writing and regular discussion meetings within the research team, these open codes were compared in order
for the research team to be able to merge them into overarching categories that identify similarities between
situations and/or locations. Considering the specific purpose of this article, field notes excerpts and
interview quotes related to the categories of “digital citizenship” have consequently been re-analysed in a
final round of coding.

4. Results
4.1. Defining the Digital Citizen

Our observations and interviews reveal that the Digital Inclusion programme expects citizens to possess a
combination of resources, skills, knowledge, and qualities to effectively use digital government services and
their support systems. This is paradoxical, as those who can meet these expectations are typically already
self-sufficient in the digital society. In contrast, we see that citizens and public service users who are already
vulnerable to digital exclusion often struggle to meet the requirements embedded in the digital government
and its support structures, putting them at risk of further marginalization and exclusion from digital
public services.
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4.1.1. The Requisites of Digital Citizenship: Access, Skills, and Literacy

Our observations and interviews indicate that citizens are assumed to have access to the necessary physical
and technological resources to use digital public services. This includes equipment such as a computer,
tablet, or smartphone, a stable and secure internet connection, and the ability to print forms or
confirmations. In practice, we found that many people do not have access to these resources, or the ones
they do have are difficult to use, broken, or outdated, which greatly limits their ability to utilize digital
services. Sam, a 27-year-old community librarian at Library B, said:

You do see significantly more people who still have a simple Nokia, or sometimes don't have a phone
at all, which makes it very difficult because if you want to create a DigiD, you have to provide either
an email address or a phone number, and some people don’t have either.

All three libraries provided public computers with internet access, which were frequently used by citizens
during our observations. At Library C, for instance, we observed two young men entering the library and
requesting a computer, though communication was difficult due to language barriers. When asked, one of the
men explained they were from Eritrea, speaking Tigrinya, and used the computer for work and to practice
Dutch. As they did not have computers at home, they visited the library nearly every day to use the computer
(fieldnotes, 23-10-2020, Library C). During the Covid-19 pandemic, however, the use of computers was limited
as part of measures to curb the spread of the virus. This presented a major challenge for all three libraries, as
their role as providers of digital resources (often the sole means of accessing public services during this period)
became significantly more difficult due to these restrictions.

Beyond access, citizens are expected to possess an increasing level of digital competencies to effectively
use digital government services. These include operating computers, tablets, or smartphones, navigating the
internet to find government websites, and performing basic digital tasks such as logging in with e-identifiers,
sending emails, or filling out online forms, while managing privacy and security risks such as phishing attempts
or identity fraud. If any technical issues occur, citizens are expected to solve these independently or know
where to seek help.

In practice, however, these demands sometimes appeared difficult to meet. At Library C, we observed a woman
who struggled to submit a damage report. Alex, the 63-year-old facility and volunteer coordinator helping her,
was unsure how to proceed and asked the researcher for help. The woman had completed the form digitally
with the intention of printing and scanning it, unaware that she could have submitted it electronically right
away. While trying to figure out how to print the form, she was logged out of her account for security reasons,
losing her data in the process. Frustrated with the system she was using, she insisted she hadn’t taken that
long. The researcher therefore offered a slower-paced alternative that better matched the woman'’s digital
skills: printing a blank form for her to fill out by hand, then assisting her in scanning and emailing it later
(fieldnotes, 23-10-2020, Library C).

In addition to technological skills, using digital government services in the Netherlands requires a high level
of Dutch language proficiency. Citizens are expected to understand official letters, forms, and instructions
written in formal Dutch. In practice, however, even for native speakers, this can be a major barrier. Max, a
58-year-old community librarian at Library B, explained that many visitors had limited digital experience and
faced additional difficulties when confronted with complex bureaucratic language:
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You pass them on to courses like Klik&Tik, because they really still have to learn the basics. And the
people who then come to Digisterker can handle the computer, but they get stuck on the official
language used by the government and forms that are sometimes complicated and that you have to do
everything securely with DigiD and with passwords and things like that.

We observed how elderly citizens struggled to find information and navigate complex government websites
due to a lack of digital literacy skills. According to our interviewees, this issue also affects other groups,
including low-literate adults and young people. As librarian Robin (Library A) explained:

Young people are often very skilled with buttons and technology and learn quickly, but they often
overlook safety or the simplest ways to look things up. It's not self-evident that they know all of that.

According to our informants, the Digital Inclusion programme was inadequately designed and insufficiently
promoted to address the needs of these groups, further restricting their access to digital public services.

4.1.2. Self-Reliance, the Golden Standard for Digital Citizenship

Alongside the emphasis on access, skills, and literacy as important requisites for digital inclusion, the Digital
Inclusion programme places significant focus on pursuing self-sufficiency, linking individual self-reliance to
collective prosperity. This approach shifts responsibility to citizens, requiring them to proactively address their
needs and navigate support structures to effectively access public services rather than the system adapting
to their circumstances.

For instance, citizens are expected to understand which government agencies, such as the Belastingdienst
(Tax and Customs Administration), the UWV (Employee Insurance Agency), or the municipality, handle which
matters. They should know the required documents for applications like allowances or benefits, and must be
proficient with digital tools like DigiD and MijnOverheid (MyGovernment). According to Jessie, a librarian at
Library A, many visitors were unable to meet such demands:

People with lower incomes are the ones who need the most help. The people who often receive
various benefits or extra welfare from the government. Because they already have so much contact
with government services, they naturally require more assistance. | believe that especially people with
lower incomes who struggle with the Dutch language would benefit the most, as they tend to leave
important matters unattended. They may not be aware of their rights or the information they need.
Typically, people come in with a specific question, but not many ask, “What can | get?”

Finally, citizens are assumed to know where to go for assistance when they get stuck. This includes knowledge
of available support structures in public libraries, such as the IDOs and digital skills courses, and awareness
of how, where, and when this help is provided. A certain level of willingness and mobility is also expected to
physically visit a public library for assistance. Both in Library A and C, however, the information points were
poorly sought out due to a combination of factors, including the ongoing pandemic and limited visibility of
this new service. Jip, a 34-year-old domain specialist for “Language as a Basis” at Library C, said: “I have the
feeling that they simply don’t know. | think it’s also a target group that doesn’t come to the library on their
own.” They explained:
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| had a neighbour who was also a bit in that target group, and he heard that | worked at the library
and literally asked, “Wow, does that still exist?” Well, | was actually quite shocked by that. You see, if
you don'’t come to the library, you don’t know that changes have taken place and what else you can do
besides borrowing books.

As a result, “the people who need the help the most can find it the hardest,” they noted. This underscores the
paradox of the initiative, demonstrating how well-intentioned policies can inadvertently exacerbate existing
societal disparities.

Thus, the set of qualities, skills and attitudes comprising the baseline for citizens’ participation in the Digital
Inclusion programme appeared to be far from self-evident, for disadvantaged groups. This not only hindered
citizens’ interaction with the digital government, but also resulted in feelings of fear, uncertainty, shame,
frustration, and a lack of confidence in their own skills and in digital systems and the government more
broadly, as highlighted by our observations and interviews. Jip, for instance, explained that people in the
local community were often hesitant to seek help due to fear of stigmatization, especially due to the
vulnerability associated with asking for assistance in a public setting. They noted:

That’s a certain culture: People don't easily show the back of their tongues. They are sometimes a bit
reserved and narrow-minded. And also, a bit of the culture of “keep everything behind closed doors,’
especially when things aren’t going well... That is a piece of pride that they, actually very unfortunate,
do not get over....If you then have to go to the library to ask for help, yes, | think that can be a barrier
for a lot of people.

Due to the inflexibility of current support structures, a divergence from the expected qualities and attitudes
of citizenship resulted, at best, in long-term dependence on support systems such as one’s social network, and
at worst, in complete disengagement. Bo, a volunteer at Library C, explained:

| think that is more of a fatalism, of “okay, this isn’t it anymore, | give up.” These are people who have
experienced significant innovations in their lives....And now, suddenly, the bank buildings are closing,
post offices are gone. All such things, it comes over them. And one learns to deal with it, and the other
closes himself off from it.

These barriers prevented citizens from engaging with digital government services, illustrating how the
programme’s failure to accommodate a multimodal understanding of citizenship can result in exclusion.

4.2. Navigating Practices of Digital Citizenship

Our observations and interviews revealed the ongoing efforts of public libraries in assisting citizens with basic
digital skills training and digital government services through the Digital Inclusion programme. While each
library had its own approach, all three featured digital skills courses and IDOs where citizens could inquire
about the participating digital government services. As public libraries have become a key mediator between
citizens and digital government services, librarians play a crucial role in facilitating the interaction between
citizens and the digital government.
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According to our informants, many of the questions they address revolve around navigating government
websites, such as logging in with DigiD, completing tax forms, or applying for benefits. Additionally,
librarians assist with questions about specific government documents, including unclear letters, tax returns,
and driver’s licences, helping citizens understand and act on these matters. While this support is essential for
enabling participation in the digital society, it addresses only a fraction of the broader demand for assistance.
The information points were set up to provide basic information or guidance. When citizens face greater
challenges or require more in-depth support, librarians are instructed to refer them to relevant courses or
external partners.

In practice, librarians frequently faced situations that extended beyond the scope of their official duties.
Questions from visitors did not only pertain to digital government services, but often addressed broader
cultural, social, and economic needs. This underscores the complexities of offering comprehensive support
for the multifaceted challenges of digital citizenship. As Max pointed out:

It is a drop in the ocean, right?..The questions you get are often not from IDO partners. They are
websites from a government, or a semi-government, or an organization....That patch is so much bigger
than just the [participating] government agencies.

For example, cultural participation is an integral part of the digital society, enabling people to access digital
resources for personal enrichment. Our informants regularly received questions about online library services,
such as downloading e-books and audiobooks, using e-readers or platforms like YouTube, as well as using
library computers to learn Dutch and gain a deeper understanding of the local culture. In Library B, for instance,
we observed how a couple signed up for a library subscription and, with a staff member’s guidance, learned
how to download an app for reading e-books (fieldnotes, 15-10-2020, Library B).

In the context of social participation, librarians helped citizens stay connected through digital tools like email,
social media, and video calling software. In Library C, Sacha, a 59-year-old volunteer, shared the story of an
elderly woman who sought help after losing her husband, who had previously managed their digital needs.
According to our informants, many citizens in similar situations rely on librarians to navigate technology for
maintaining social connections. Furthermore, librarians promoted the social participation of citizens by
offering digital skills courses, which typically had a strong social component. Jamie, a 45-year-old volunteer
at Library C, said: “There are many people who visit us who are often alone and truly enjoy spending a
morning at the library.” Indy, a 44-year-old programme officer, noted: “It is the social [aspect] that is the
starting point, not really because they want to become more digitally proficient.”

Finally, economic participation in the digital welfare state increasingly relies on digital components. Librarians
assist citizens with processes such as online banking, managing finances, creating CVs, and starting businesses.
As Chris, a 39-year-old basic skills advisor at library A, noted:

Itis not just about language or digital skills; it is about empowering self-reliance and addressing specific
questions, like, indeed, “how to become self-employed.”

Our findings show that to effectively support the wide range of participatory practices displayed in the
public library, librarians must go beyond simply providing information on government services and offer
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practical help, such as navigating websites or correctly filling out forms. Such support is vital for citizens who
cannot independently use digital services that are not covered by the Digital Inclusion programme. Based on
our observations and interviews, librarians are dedicated to meeting the needs of citizens by providing
support and guidance in navigating digital services. However, they also faced four major challenges that
make fulfilling these responsibilities difficult: limited resources, gaps in required skills, regulatory barriers,
and issues with referrals.

In all three public libraries, ongoing austerity policies have led to a shortage of resources, such as suitable
equipment, spaces for courses and consultation, and staff shortages. This has resulted in the overburdening
of permanent staff and an increased dependence on volunteers, which has affected the quality of service
delivery. Billie, a 63-year-old domain specialist at Library C, explained:

The cuts went so far that the only thing left to reduce was the permanent staff, and as a result,
volunteers have been recruited who are now heavily involved in day-to-day operations. And you can
really feel the effect now, as there are very few well-trained professionals on the floor to address
these issues.

In the same library, we observed that the central desk was largely understaffed. Staff were only briefly present
when they needed to attend to something at the desk, leaving visitors waiting for help. Many considered
pressing the bell on the desk but hesitated and ultimately decided against it, likely due to the quiet atmosphere
in the library (fieldnotes, 05-10-2020, Library C).

A lack of skills and expertise is another major challenge for public libraries, especially as the sector is aging
and has undergone significant changes in recent years. Jip noted: “Many colleagues came to work at the
library when we still had our old role, and [they] do not know very well whether they have the expertise for
this new position.” Dominique, a project officer at library A, said: “There is a very big shift involved...and that
is scary for many people. Because now, after so many years, they are asked to do something quite different.”
Although training is provided through the Digital Inclusion programme to prepare librarians to support
citizens, librarians note that they often lack digital literacy, technical knowledge, and practical experience,
which prevents them from addressing citizens’ needs. In Library C, for instance, one staff member
mentioned that they sometimes receive questions when they are near the printers or computers. Recently,
they were asked about donor registration, but they felt unqualified to help, as it was something they weren'’t
familiar with. (fieldnotes, 05-10-2020, Library C)

Thirdly, privacy regulations, such as the GDPR, can severely limit direct assistance, as librarians are not
authorized to handle inquiries involving personal information. Librarians told us they felt conflicted in cases
where citizens needed help but were prohibited from providing assistance despite being able to do so.
Dominique said:

That is one of the main issues I'm still dealing with, actually, privacy. When people come in with a letter
saying, “Look, I've received this,” you're immediately faced with: “Sorry, | can’t help you."

This leads to frustration, as Kim, a 41-year-old librarian from Library A pointed out: “We are not allowed to do
anything at all. It is really hard to work like that.”
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Finally, although librarians were expected to refer citizens to other institutions when questions went beyond
their formal duties, in practice, these referrals were challenging. Librarians mentioned that citizens often face
urgent deadlines and need immediate assistance. As Remy explained:

There is someone in front of you who is often completely desperate, and it is always something that
they would prefer to solve today or yesterday, and otherwise they really need it tomorrow. So, there is
always pressure behind it.

Billie (63, Library C) explained that local collaborators “fish in the same pond, as they must also guarantee their
right to exist” to receive funding. According to the librarians, this competition, driven by limited government
resources and overlapping service scopes, led to strained relationships between public librarians and local
social domain collaborators. Staff also mentioned poor communication and ineffective collaboration between
organizations as major reasons for inadequate referrals. Jip said that, as a result, people have “been sent
from pillar to post,” leading to frustration and declining trust among citizens. To prevent this, librarians often
preferred to handle questions internally, as Noah, a librarian from Library A, explained: “You want to help from
start to finish and answer the question completely.”

5. Discussion

Conceptualisations of digital citizenship embedded in the Dutch national Digital Inclusion programme
conflict with the practices of librarians, as key mediators between citizens and the digital welfare state.
The programme envisions an idealized citizen who is capable, self-reliant, and fully equipped to navigate a
digital society. This meritocratic vision links shared prosperity in society to individual self-sufficiency, leaving
little room for those unable to meet these expectations due to a range of intersectional and structural
factors that are often beyond the individual’s control. By applying this normative, one-size-fits-all approach
to citizenship, the programme risks excluding the people it aims to support. Moreover, the programme’s
limited focus on digital government services overlooks the broader spectrum of practices that support
citizens’ participatory capacities. This limits the programme’s potential for citizens to enrich their digital
citizenship through the Digital Inclusion programme. Consequently, the digital citizenship conceptualisations
embedded in the programme run the risk of hindering its goal of bridging the digital divide, and in some
cases, may even deepen societal marginalization for those who are already disadvantaged.

Librarians play a critical role in bridging gaps in digital citizenship in the Netherlands, offering support that
goes beyond the transactional and instrumental focus of the programme. In essence, the involvement of public
libraries in digital support is a fairly innovative idea, building on the renewed social relevance and contemporary
purpose public libraries have been seeking due to a decline in traditional readership. Historically, libraries
have been associated with access to information and literacy, making the shift to becoming a digital literacy
supporter a logical extension of their role. However, it is important to note that although libraries are framed
by the programme as low-threshold, trusted, and informal spaces associated with accessibility and public
support, this new image has not yet fully taken hold in broader society. Moreover, as a public institution,
the library is not necessarily well-equipped to handle sensitive information or to guarantee the protection of
personal privacy.
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We find that the efforts of the programme are particularly hampered by systemic constraints in its
implementation, such as resource shortages, inadequate digital expertise, and limited collaboration with
other organizations in the social domain. These limitations make it challenging to provide the comprehensive
assistance necessary for meaningful participation in the digital society. The rigid expectations of the
programme fail to account for the diverse social, cultural, and economic contexts in which citizens operate,
highlighting the inadequacy of a one-dimensional and one-size-fits-all model of digital citizenship. Instead,
digital citizenship must be reimagined as a dynamic, intersectional, inclusive concept, one that acknowledges
and addresses the differences, inequities, and complex realities of citizens' lives and enables a more
equitable and participatory digital society.

Paradoxically, current Dutch digital inclusion policy lacks explicit definitions of digital citizenship, yet embeds
high expectations of an idealized citizen. Our observations show that this is problematic, as it fails to address
and may even exacerbate marginalization in initiatives meant to promote inclusion and bridge societal
divides. The experiences of our interviewees show that true self-reliance is a myth: All citizens depend, to
varying degrees, on structures beyond themselves. This interdependence should be acknowledged and
integrated into policies and practices. Consequently, our study demonstrates an urgent need for redefining
digital citizenship in a way that adequately reflects the complexities, differences, and inequalities among
citizens to enable effective interventions. We propose that a reconceptualization of digital citizenship must
take an intersectional approach, designing interventions with the most vulnerable citizens (those facing
multiple, compounding disadvantages) as the starting point to ensure that all citizens can benefit from digital
inclusion initiatives. This shift requires viewing digital inclusion not as a technical or instrumental issue, but
as a social challenge, where dismantling structural barriers requires addressing social inequalities.

The design and implementation of the Dutch digital inclusion policy serve as a cautionary example for digital
inclusion initiatives worldwide. As one of the forerunners in digitalization across the globe, the Netherlands
demonstrates a rising tension between technological advancement on one hand, and the challenge of social
inclusion on the other. While leveraging and repurposing public libraries for digital support is a smart way
of using existing infrastructures and repurposing them to fit a new role in an advancing welfare state, there
leaves much to be desired in terms of implementation to ensure that public libraries are adequately equipped
to take on their new role as intermediaries of the digital welfare state.

The observations across the three libraries were largely consistent, with the notable exception of the job title
and role of the librarians at Library B. These librarians were designated as “community librarians,” and their
role was deliberately situated at the intersection of library work and social work. In contrast to the other two
libraries, where staff adhered more closely to traditional forms of librarianship, the employees at Library B
appeared more aware of the competencies required for their evolving role and were better equipped to fulfil
it. While this study provides insights into the realities of digital citizenship policies, it was subject to several
limitations due to the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. Restrictions imposed during this period significantly
reduced opportunities for direct observations of interactions between citizens and librarians, as fewer citizens
accessed library services due to public health measures. This also hindered our efforts to gather input from
citizens themselves, as researchers sought to avoid putting visitors at risk. Post-pandemic research can explore
citizens’ own conceptualizations of digital citizenship more directly.
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6. Conclusion

This article contributes to the digital divide literature by advancing two key arguments. First, it underscores
the pivotal role of librarians as intermediaries in increasingly digitalized welfare states. These digital care
workers not only assist individuals in navigating digital services but also embody the human infrastructure
required to make digital inclusion a reality. Second, the article critiques prevailing conceptions of digital
citizenship, revealing their limitations in everyday practice. Current policies often presuppose an idealized,
self-sufficient citizen, which risks excluding precisely those populations that digital inclusion initiatives
are meant to support. A more effective approach requires reimagining digital citizenship in ways
that acknowledge social interdependence, structural inequalities, and the varied realities of everyday
digital engagement.

As welfare states become digital-by-default, digital citizenship plays an increasingly important role.
The relationship between the digital welfare state and digital citizenship shapes access to rights and services,
and increasingly defines what it means to participate fully in digital societies. It is vital that both academic
research and policymaking pay close attention to the reciprocity of this relationship. On one hand, access to
technology, digital literacy, and online public services has become essential for full participation in public life.
On the other hand, active engagement in public life and access to public services can, in turn, strengthen an
individual's development as a citizen and their inclusion in society. As a result, these two dimensions
reinforce each other (both positively and negatively). Understanding how digital citizenship and welfare
structures interact enables the development of initiatives and programmes that foster mutual reinforcement,
ultimately promoting social inclusion. Enhancing digital support for citizens requires a comprehensive and
equity-focused approach that addresses both structural and individual barriers. Based on the experiences of
librarians as human interfaces of the digital welfare state, key areas for improvement include better access
to technological resources, such as user-friendly public devices, private rooms for handling personal
information, and well-equipped course spaces. Equally important is the ongoing development of digital
competencies and language skills, supported by trained staff with both technical knowledge and the agency
to guide citizens through challenging digital environments.

The authorization function of national identification and verification systems should also be redesigned to
allow citizens to easily and securely authorize others to manage their administrative tasks, ideally through
non-digital methods. This would enable digital care workers to provide practical, secure, and privacy-friendly
support to individuals who struggle with digital services.

To make support truly inclusive, it must be flexible and extend beyond rigid frameworks, offering personalized
assistance, support closer to home, and programmes tailored to specific users, with content, formats, and
availability that match their needs. Alternative forms of support must be developed for citizens who are not
mobile enough to visit public spaces, preferably through home visits to ensure a private and safe environment
with all documents available. Information should be made available in multiple accessible formats, with simpler
language and greater language support for individuals with low literacy or limited Dutch proficiency.

Crucially, digital inclusion policy must recognize that not everyone will achieve full digital independence; for
some, ongoing support will be necessary. This support should build on strong social ties, trust, and positive
reinforcement, and offer meaningful alternatives to purely digital participation. Moreover, digital inclusion
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efforts should expand beyond access to digital government services to promote broader forms of digital
citizenship, including social, cultural, economic, and political practices.

To realize these goals, sustained investment is needed in hiring trained professionals (besides volunteers), in
purchasing appropriate equipment, and in building strong local networks and referral systems. Finally, to
ensure these interventions are truly effective, more research is needed into citizens’ own perspectives,
experiences, and needs (especially those in disadvantaged positions) to inform just and responsive digital
inclusion policy.
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Abstract

This article introduces the regime of self-optimization, a theoretical framework to understand how
disadvantaged citizens are compelled to continually improve their digital skills and capacities to meet the
demands of an increasingly digital welfare state. Consequently, we ask: How do low-literate Dutch citizens
experience the regime of self-optimization in their everyday lives? Drawing on historical and discursive
underpinnings of governmentality, responsibilization, and standardization, we propose a conceptual
framework to examine how top-down digital norms impose moral and practical obligations for
self-optimization. We distinguish two dimensions of self-optimization: a vertical and horizontal mode.
The first emphasizes extrinsic norms, efficiency, and personal responsibility, effectively attributing digital
exclusion to personal failure while overlooking more profound structural barriers. The latter centers around
intrinsic motivations, social support structures, trust, and context-sensitive adaptation, thereby fostering
inclusion and agency, although its effectiveness depends on social resources. Drawing on a longitudinal
ethnographic study conducted in libraries, a community center, and a vocational school in the Netherlands
(41 participant observations; 23 semi-structured interviews), our findings show how these competing
dimensions collide in the everyday lives of low-literate Dutch citizens, revealing frictions that highlight
broader socio-political tensions in digitized welfare systems. These tensions highlight how the mechanisms
intended to foster digital inclusion, by encouraging citizens to optimize themselves, can instead reinforce
marginalization. By centering the experiences of marginalized groups, researchers and policymakers can
more effectively address socio-economic, linguistic, and cultural barriers to digital inclusion. This challenges
the assumption that universalized digital inclusion initiatives are sufficient for all citizens. The regime of
self-optimization, thus, provides insights for designing human-centered, context-sensitive digital inclusion
interventions in rapidly digitizing societies.
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1. Introduction

Societies worldwide are rapidly digitizing public services under the promise of greater efficiency, flexibility,
and cost savings (European Union, 2024). In digitized welfare systems, this techno-solutionist logic can
overshadow the complex ways digital infrastructures intersect with issues of inequality and sustainability
(Ruiu & Ragnedda, 2024; Saikkonen & limakunnas, 2024). Despite growing concerns about ever-expanding
digital ecosystems, many national and supranational policies still endorse digital-first or digital-by-default
models that ignore social-digital equity (European Union, 2024). For marginalized groups, such as
low-literate adults, this approach can exacerbate existing socioeconomic vulnerabilities and lead to new
forms of exclusion (Choroszewicz & Maihaniemi, 2020; Goedhart et al., 2019). Instead of alleviating life
circumstances, whether shaped by unemployment, low-literacy, or broader societal issues, digitized welfare
systems can become mechanisms of inequality that require individuals to self-optimize, navigate complex
interfaces, and adopt prescribed technological norms. This effectively shifts the burden of digital inclusion
onto those least equipped to bear it (Goedhart, 2021; Helsper, 2021; Notley & Aziz, 2024). This is
particularly true for disadvantaged or marginalized publics, for whom such individual self-optimization tends
to be impossible due to socio-economic, linguistic, cultural, affective, and digital barriers (Buddeberg, 2019;
Friemel et al., 2021). This article presents a conceptual framework for analyzing the lived experiences of
top-down-imposed digital norms and assumptions through the lens of the regime of self-optimization.

To show the value of this conceptual framework, we analyze the case of low-literate citizens in the
Netherlands, where despite a high level of digitalization almost one in six adults is considered to be
low-literate, and one in four lack sufficient digital skills to safely participate in a digital society (Buisman et al.,
2024; European Union, 2023). Consequently, a significant portion of the Dutch population faces
fundamental linguistic and digital barriers to digital inclusion (Smit et al., 2024b). Meanwhile, little is known
about how imposed digital inclusion is experienced from the perspective of these disadvantaged individuals
with limited linguistic proficiency. Studying these experiences contributes to several persistent research
gaps. First, while studies show that literacy is a foundational competence for participating in society
(Carpentieri, 2015), there is still much unknown about the relationship between low literacy, low digital
literacy, and how this affects digital inclusion and exclusion (Buddeberg, 2019; Grotliischen et al., 2019).
Although frameworks on the digital divide have made significant strides in highlighting disparities in access,
skills, and outcomes (Helsper, 2021; van Deursen et al., 2017), they risk obscuring structural factors by
treating individual development and improvement as the primary remedy to digital inequalities (Alper, 2017).
Second, despite previous findings that literacy supporters (Buddeberg, 2019) and digital care workers (Kaun
& Forsman, 2024) play a significant role in promoting digital inclusion, little is known about how social
resources are enacted in the everyday lives of low-literate citizens to foster digital inclusion (Asmar et al.,
2020). Third, self-optimization has received limited attention in digital inequality research (Nehring & Rocke,
2023) and even less attention concerning digital citizenship (Ceccarini, 2021). It is primarily described in
relation to, for example, academic debates about the quantification of social life (Lupton, 2021) or self-help
culture (Nehring, 2024).
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Consequently, this study argues for a socio-political paradigm to understand self-optimization as a potential
vehicle of marginalization. The term “regime” enables us to conceptualize self-optimization as “more or less
stable socio-material assemblages that surface as coherent patterns of thinking and acting in the world”
(Deleuze & Guattari, 1972/1977, p. 503). Thus, it enables us to highlight the top-down, hierarchical nature
of development, sustainability, and inclusion, rooted in historical efforts to govern citizens through
governmentality and responsibilization (Foucault, 1991; Juhila et al., 2021). Self-optimization is an
assemblage of discourses and practices that encourage individuals to pursue the optimal, imaginable version
of their identities, bodies, and citizenship in relation to their everyday lives (Nehring & Rocke, 2023).
Moreover, this understanding highlights the material and discursive practices that shape knowledge, steer
behavior, and impose normative logic. Examining how the regime of self-optimization unfolds in everyday
practice reveals the frictions and resistances of marginalized groups, which they use to challenge and
counteract its embedded strategies and norms. Rooted in neoliberal ideals of personal responsibility,
autonomy, and self-reliance, the regime prioritizes standardized digital access and literacy frameworks,
ultimately placing the responsibility of inclusion on those least equipped to bear it. Consequently, we ask:
How do low-literate Dutch citizens experience the regime of self-optimization in their everyday lives?

Drawing on historical and discursive underpinnings of governmentality and responsibilization, we propose a
theoretical framework to examine how top-down digital norms impose moral and practical obligations for
self-optimization. Building on a longitudinal ethnographic study conducted in libraries, a community center,
and a vocational school in the Netherlands (41 participant observations; 23 semi-structured interviews), we
distinguish two dimensions of self-optimization: a vertical and horizontal mode. The first emphasizes
extrinsic norms, efficiency, and personal responsibility, effectively attributing digital exclusion to personal
failure while overlooking more profound structural barriers. The latter centers around intrinsic motivations,
social support structures, trust, and context-sensitive adaptation, thereby fostering inclusion and agency,
although its effectiveness depends on social resources. This study resonates with ongoing scholarly debates
about digital inequalities and the digital divide, which often attribute individuals’ responsibility for
overcoming digital barriers solely to them (Goedhart et al., 2022). In doing so, they divert attention from
collective and policy-level imperatives to enhancing individual skills. Failing to do this exacerbates
socio-digital vulnerability and simultaneously widens social and digital inequalities, as enforced digitization
renders especially disadvantaged citizens vulnerable to exclusion and further social and digital inequalities.
Hence, the regime of self-optimization enables scrutiny of how top-down imposed norms, values, and
assumptions foster socio-digital inequalities and vulnerability by neglecting structural barriers and making
low-literate Dutch citizens responsible for their digital inclusion and exclusion.

2. The Regime of Self-Optimization

Based on neoliberal ideals of responsibilization and self-management (Juhila et al., 2021), and the
underpinnings of Foucault’s (2008) governmentality theory, we introduce the theoretical framework of “the
regime of self-optimization.” This framework is developed to understand how disadvantaged citizens must
continually improve their digital skills and capacities to meet the demands of an increasingly digital welfare
state. The regime of self-optimization can be theoretically situated within neoliberal governance and digital
welfare studies. Under neoliberal governmentality, state policies increasingly cultivate self-governing
subjects, citizens who regulate and improve themselves to participate and meet institutional aspirations
(Nehring & Rocke, 2023). The regime epitomizes this: It imposes extrinsic norms of digital competence and
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shifts responsibility for inclusion onto the individual (Juhila et al., 2021). In a digital context, the “ideal”
citizen is an active, self-reliant user of e-services, requiring minimal state intervention (Henman, 2010).
In this sense, neoliberal rationality produces citizens as rational actors and “entrepreneurs of the self,” whose
moral worth is measured by their capacity for self-care and self-management (Nehring, 2024). Drawing from
this theoretical perception, the regime of self-optimization advances digital welfare and digital inequality
studies to show how enforced digital inclusion manifests as a regime for disadvantaged citizens to forcefully
optimize their digital competencies and compliance with e-governmental systems (Henman, 2010; Nehring
& Rocke, 2023). In doing so, the regime of self-optimization highlights how what might be framed as
empowerment or digital inclusion can, in practice, become a mandate to legitimize exclusion and potentially
become a vehicle of marginalization.

Self-optimization has become a pervasive cultural narrative, emphasizing continuous self-improvement across
various domains, such as health, productivity, and social relationships (Nehring, 2024; Nehring & Rocke, 2023).
It promotes the belief that individuals must refine and enhance their capacities to meet societal demands,
often framed as personal responsibility or self-reliance (Juhila et al., 2021). This emphasis intersects with
digital inclusion efforts, particularly for disadvantaged, low-literate citizens, who are increasingly expected
to adapt to digital environments and acquire skills to navigate digitized public services (Notley & Aziz, 2024).
The concept of self-optimization, therefore, provides a critical lens for examining the socio-political dimensions
of digital citizenship.

The neoliberal focus on self-optimization related to class, ethnicity, gender, education, and income (Helsper,
2021). Digital policies often mirror these expectations by placing the burden of digital inclusion on
individuals, particularly through the promotion of skills training or access to digital tools. However, such
frameworks often overlook the socio-economic, cultural, and infrastructural disparities that hinder genuine
inclusion. The “belabored self” (McGee, 2005) exemplifies this contradiction, as individuals are encouraged
to embrace digital skills not as a pathway to empowerment but as a necessity to remain competitive and
employable within a digitized economy (Nehring & Roécke, 2023). Moreover, self-optimization operates
within a ‘therapeutic culture’ that commodifies self-improvement, framing digital inclusion as both a moral
obligation and a gateway to modern citizenship (lllouz, 2007; Rimke, 2000). This narrative often depoliticizes
digital inclusion and exclusion, presenting them as failures of individual effort rather than addressing
systemic barriers, such as insufficient infrastructure or inaccessible digital platforms. By examining
self-optimization as a socio-political construct, this framework connects digital inclusion with broader
debates on individualization, responsibilization, and the shifting nature of self-identity under neoliberal
capitalism (Beck, 2000; Giddens, 1991).

The institutional embrace of the regime of self-optimization as a universal ideal often obscures the deeper
issues of social justice. In neoliberal discourse, civic obligations to be “productive” and “self-sufficient”
reinforce power differentials, making it difficult for low-literate and low-digital-literacy citizens to acquire
skills on their terms (Juhila et al., 2021). This lies at the basis of the regime of self-optimization, rooted in a
logic of meritocracy. It delineates an apparent dichotomy between the economically and politically dominant
“haves” and the disenfranchised “have-nots.” This suggests that battling inequality and exclusion by the latter

requires adopting the wealth accumulation strategies of the former (van Assche & Hornidge, 2015).
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From a political-economic perspective, the self-optimization of the citizenry emphasizes individuality,
autonomy, self-reliance, and active participation (Newman & Tonkens, 2011). This logic suggests that people
can empower themselves and others, add value to society, and enhance their societal position by developing
themselves via practices of self-management and self-optimization (De Brabander, 2014). According to
neoliberal discourse rooted in Western ideas of “modernization,” such a development logic entails an
ideology centered on social change, where new ideas are introduced into a social system to produce higher
per capita incomes and living standards through more modern production methods and improved social
organization. This paradigm consequently emphasizes that the primary manner in which “vulnerable,’
“disadvantaged,” and “underdeveloped” people can improve their standard of living is by following the steps
of the ideology of the homo-economicus (Weber et al.,, 2006), centralizing active socio-economic
participation in an individualized configuration rooted in meritocracy. Digitization fosters an additional layer
of expectations and norms, as citizens must appropriate their capabilities and preferences to fit within the
“digital mold” (Broersma et al., 2024). However, this neoliberal paradigm often overlooks critical social
dimensions, including human rights, environmental sustainability, and community empowerment (Newman
& Tonkens, 2011).

2.1. Neoliberal Discourse as Hegemonic Practice

Discourses centering on autonomy, self-reliance, resilience, empowerment, self-management, and similar
concepts have become part of institutions’ hegemonic practices (Weber et al., 2006). This hegemonic
practice discursively construes implicit neoliberal norms, civic duties, values, and interests as universal,
projecting civic normativity (Smit et al., 2024a). Underneath this practice lies a regime of self-optimization
that frames inclusion, participation, and development as universal, unambiguous, and inherently positive.
The strength of this ideal lies in its ability to be discursively framed as inherently positive for democracies,
underpinned by a range of political and economic agendas. Simultaneously, citizens are held responsible for
their successes and failures (Juhila et al., 2021), and the ability to appropriate this regime of self-optimization
to personal conditions is considered in terms of vulnerability, capability, and (dis-)advantage. Thus,
self-optimization relates to both online and offline contexts, as it entails how digital access and usage are
operationalized in terms of capabilities and limitations. This logic promotes neoliberal ideals for digital
inclusion by emphasizing individual responsibility and self-improvement. Citizens are expected to internalize
these ideals, adapting to fit the organizational norms without questioning the underlying structures
(van Assche & Hornidge, 2015). This logic does not accommodate personal circumstances or foster mutual
understanding; instead, it perpetuates a system in which individuals must continually optimize themselves to
meet institutional demands.

The key aspect within these power mechanisms is the demand that individuals take action themselves
through self-management services and, to a certain extent, govern themselves on the premise of having
access to information on what is legitimate and their rights. Such operational aspects in digital public sector

practices draw upon the preference for agentic, ideologically constructed concepts, such as “self-reliance,
“self-optimization,” and “self-efficacy,’ reflecting active citizenship ideals.

Although often framed as empowering citizens, such ideologies paradoxically emerge from positions of
dominance and privilege. We understand this discursive dynamic as “bureaucratese” (Watson, 1997).
Bureaucratese operates through analogical reasoning, meaning it remains bounded by internal logic and the
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constraints of institutional political discourse. According to Hummel (1994), bureaucratese represents a
distinct institutional language that imposes ideological frameworks onto citizens. Contrasting bureaucratese
with everyday societal communication, Hummel (1994) highlights that institutional language is inherently
one-dimensional, enforcing conformity rather than enabling reciprocal dialogue.

Central to bureaucratese is the institutional context itself, rather than the lived experiences of citizens or the
broader social environment (Hummel, 1994). This language imposes an idealized institutional form on
real-world interactions, embedding neoliberal ideologies, such as self-optimization, into daily communication
practices (Watson, 1997). Unlike ordinary communication, where meaning emerges through shared contexts
and mutual experiences, bureaucratese enforces its predefined context. Consequently, citizens interacting
with institutions must adapt to predetermined norms and expectations. In essence, bureaucratese
communicates at citizens rather than engaging with them in dialogue (Watson, 1997).

Political discourse, expressed through bureaucratic language, functions as a tool for disseminating and
reinforcing neoliberal ideologies. Consequently, it reproduces societal and digital norms that presuppose
citizens possess adequate socio-economic capital for digital access, basic functional and digital literacies for
practical use, and physical and cognitive abilities to articulate and overcome barriers encountered in digital
media. Disadvantaged citizens often find their circumstances misaligned with one or more of these
expectations, creating tensions between institutional norms and their actual daily practices and capabilities.
This discrepancy highlights the neoliberal emphasis on self-optimization, fostering a techno-solutionist logic
wherein citizens are expected to manage and resolve civic matters independently through digital
technologies perceived as efficient, effective, and accessible (Schou & Pors, 2018).

2.2. The Self-Service Turn

While self-optimization is commonly associated with the quantified self (Lupton, 2021), this article adopts a
political-economic perspective, defining how individuals enhance their abilities to access, utilize, and benefit
from digital media. This concept aligns with neoliberal ideologies emphasizing self-management, self-service,
and individual responsibility (Juhila et al., 2021). Under such frameworks, disadvantaged citizens are often
positioned as personally accountable when they fail to meet digital expectations, for instance, when they
struggle to access public services such as social housing or welfare through e-government platforms.
Consequently, their inability to navigate these infrastructures results in further marginalization and exclusion
(Goedhart, 2021; Smit et al., 2023).

Critically examining the principles underpinning the regime of self-optimization sheds light on its
implications for digital inclusion and civic participation (Ceccarini, 2021). These principles outline the skills,
knowledge, behaviors, and conditions necessary for digital inclusion, embedding assumptions about the
competencies required of citizens in a digital-by-default society (Mensonides et al., 2024). Additionally, this
framework highlights the crucial roles of confidence, trust, and articulatory power in shaping experiences of
digital marginalization. It emphasizes how disadvantaged individuals bear responsibility for their digital and
social inclusion, reinforcing self-optimization as both a personal mandate and structural expectation (Juhila
et al., 2021).
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While examining the regime of self-optimization is especially pertinent today, as key societal functions
increasingly adopt digital-by-default approaches, this concept itself is not entirely new. In the 1990s, the
shift towards self-service highlighted elements of responsibilization and self-optimization. Henman (2010)
describes this transition as part of a neoliberal approach that merges cost efficiency with customer-oriented
service, fundamentally altering the relationship between citizens and welfare services. Unlike traditional
welfare states, which position individuals as passive recipients, the self-service model expects citizens to
actively engage with welfare institutions independently, ensuring they secure the benefits to which they
are entitled.

More recently, this self-service trend has expanded significantly through digitalization initiatives, digital
education, and digital policy frameworks, laying the groundwork for contemporary understandings of
self-optimization. Central to this development is the concept of responsibilization, which underscores the
transactional relationship between individuals and the state. Current policy documents, such as the Dutch
government’s “digital agenda” (State Government of the Netherlands, 2024), explicitly reinforce these
neoliberal values by expecting citizens to proactively seek assistance through institutional channels, such as
libraries or government service points: Citizens “must take the initiative themselves to visit a service
provider” (State Government of the Netherlands, 2024, p. 18). This requirement poses additional challenges
for disadvantaged or digitally low-literate individuals, as it burdens them with the responsibility of improving
their digital competencies and navigating complex digital infrastructures independently (Bovens et al., 2017).

To examine how individuals cope with these demands and limitations imposed by the self-optimization
regime, we utilize the concept of self-efficacy (Maddux, 2016). Self-efficacy refers to an individual's
confidence in their ability to handle various situations effectively. This is crucial for understanding how
individuals perceive and navigate digital barriers related to their capabilities and limitations, such as digital
access and literacy (Kappeler, 2024). Self-efficacy correlates closely with perceived competence (Ryan &
Deci, 2000) and perceived behavioral control (Ajzen, 2020), both of which significantly influence an
individual's digital engagement (Fathali & Okada, 2018). By applying self-efficacy as a lens, we can better
comprehend the tensions arising from imposing self-optimization strategies on disadvantaged individuals
and how they experience and reflect upon these socio-digital power dynamics concerning their practical
needs and capabilities.

2.3. Making Citizens Do More

Research since the 1990s has addressed issues of autonomy, participation, and the digital divide (Norris,
2000; van Dijk, 2020). However, less attention has been given to how disadvantaged citizens experience
and perceive the digitization of essential democratic processes tied to digital self-optimization, despite
evidence that digital means often perpetuate existing social exclusions and inequalities (Helsper, 2021).
Imposing digitalization on citizens through frameworks of self-optimization can exacerbate feelings of
alienation among disadvantaged groups, thereby reinforcing socio-digital vulnerability and contributing to
the formation of a digital underclass (Helsper & Reisdorf, 2017). Helsper and Reisdorf (2017) highlighted
that social inequalities have intensified over time, increasingly concentrating digital exclusion within
vulnerable groups such as the elderly, individuals with lower education, and isolated populations. This trend
has a significant impact on institutional roles, transforming social workers into digital care workers (Kaun &
Forsman, 2024), where efficiency-driven austerity measures increasingly overshadow traditional social
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support systems (Ceccarini, 2021). While efficiency arguments frame digitalization as a mechanism to
support citizens’ transition into a digital-by-default society, in practice, it simultaneously accelerates
inequality and marginalization.

In the Dutch context and comparable European democracies, policies are increasingly focused on
automating public administration and digitizing public services to empower citizens to use self-service
(Margetts & Dunleavy, 2013). Digital and functional literacies have thus become essential prerequisites for
citizen participation, interaction with public administration, and access to essential services, such as social
welfare, online banking, and tax services, all of which are becoming predominantly digital (European Union,
2023; Frau-Meigs et al., 2017; Smit et al., 2025). Recent Dutch regulations permit institutions to conduct
interactions exclusively through digital means, without providing non-digital alternatives (State Government
of the Netherlands, 2024).0n the one hand, the Netherlands portrays itself as a welfare state built on the
principle of meritocracy, promoting autonomy and individual development. This national identity suggests
that every citizen has the freedom and opportunity to realize their ambitions (De Brabander, 2014). On the
other hand, the Dutch government actively promotes neoliberal norms and values, such as individualization
and personal responsibility (Ballin, 2021), particularly among disadvantaged groups, creating tension
between institutional ideals and practical realities (Juhila et al., 2021).

For example, the Dutch digital inclusion policy frequently presumes that providing digital access and training
citizens in digital literacy will naturally reduce digital inequalities and promote inclusion (Ballin, 2021). This
perspective overlooks the heterogeneity among digitally excluded groups, ignoring their varying degrees of
access, skills, and socio-affective capabilities (Goedhart et al., 2022; Leurs, 2016). Moreover, it overlooks the
significant impact of individuals’ social environments on their use of ICT (Friemel et al., 2021) and the crucial
role that social support structures play in promoting digital inclusion (Smit et al., 2024b). Third-party support
actors are seldom incorporated into mainstream conceptualizations of digital divides and inclusion (Smit et al.,
2023). Therefore, the regime of self-optimization encompasses political strategies aimed at integrating diverse
social groups under the principles of autonomy, empowerment, self-reliance, and personal responsibility; yet,
it often overlooks the practical complexities of citizens' lived realities.

3. Methodology

To understand how low-literate Dutch citizens navigate literacy barriers and experience digital citizenship in
everyday life, we applied a grounded theory-inspired approach (see Charmaz, 2021). We conducted weekly
participant observations in three libraries, a vocational school for adult education, and a community center
across the Netherlands. From March 2022 to October 2023, we observed 41 participants and conducted
23 follow-up semi-structured interviews. These venues, located in two regions with higher poverty rates
affecting between 10% and 24% of the population (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2024), offered digital
literacy courses and technical support for digital devices.

By combining observations with interviews, we witnessed digital interactions as they occurred, while also
gathering participants’ reflections, thereby enhancing the richness and reliability of our findings. Participants
were recruited through a combination of snowball sampling, where participants recommended others facing
similar language and digital challenges, and purposive sampling, targeting low-literate citizens via educational
staff, library workers, social service personnel, and community center volunteers who had previously assessed
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the literacy levels of potential participants. Assessments of literacy were based on national benchmarks for
both native (NT1) and non-native (NT2) Dutch speakers, using specific linguistic proficiency levels (A2 for
NT2 and 1F for NT1) as inclusion criteria (Stichting Lezen en Schrijven, 2017). Generally, NT2 participants
had higher educational achievements and digital literacy but lower Dutch language proficiency, whereas NT1
participants exhibited the opposite.

During participant observations, we engaged with 41 individuals aged between 31 and 73 years (M = 54,
SD = 5.2), comprising 56% women and 44% men from 10 different nationalities. These settings enabled us to
examine how low-literate adults navigate digital technologies on a daily basis. From this group, 23 individuals
were interviewed to gain a deeper understanding of their experiences with digital inclusion and exclusion.
Participants needed to be adults (18+) to be included in the sample. Due to the limited availability of interview
participants, they ranged in age from 37 to 71 years (M = 53, SD = 5.1), with 61% female and 39% male,
representing three nationalities.

Participants were selected through a combination of snowball sampling, where respondents referred us to
others who were willing to discuss challenges in language competence and digital skills, and purposive
sampling, where organizations, partners, and individuals directed us to low-literate adults. Low-literate
citizens were identified with the help of educational practitioners, library staff, social workers, and
community center volunteers, who were already familiar with the individuals’ literacy levels through
previous assessments. These evaluations utilized the national NT2 reference framework for non-native
speakers and the official language proficiency levels for native Dutch speakers (NT1; see Stichting Lezen en
Schrijven, 2017). We applied the same linguistic proficiency levels (A2 and 1F, respectively; see Stichting
Lezen en Schrijven, 2017) as a criterion for participant inclusion.

Interviews, lasting approximately 45 minutes, were conducted in various locations and explored daily digital
practices and media usage, focusing on how participants adapt their digital literacies amidst linguistic
challenges. Topics included digital media habits, device and app preferences, usage frequency, and
motivations. The interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim, and subjected to thematic analysis
using Atlas.ti, following Clarke and Braun's (2017) iterative coding methodology. This process involved
generating initial codes, re-examining transcripts for refined coding, and iterative re-coding to explore the
contexts in which socio-digital dispositions were analyzed. Through this analytical process, we identified the
horizontal and vertical dimensions of self-optimization and how our participants experienced them.

All data were anonymized to ensure privacy, and pseudonyms were used for any names cited in our findings.
Informed consent was consistently obtained, although challenges arose with participants with limited
reading and writing skills, particularly those who did not speak Dutch or English. In such cases, oral consent
was carefully obtained, often using translation software to ensure clarity. The lead researcher introduced
himself, explained his role, and outlined the study's focus to ensure participants were fully informed.
Individuals who could not comprehend the research objectives or provide informed consent were excluded
from the study. The research received ethical clearance from the Ethics Board of the University of
Groningen (CETO) on 17 May 2023, under reference number 572-93593093.
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4. Findings

The vertical dimension within the regime of self-optimization is characterized by extrinsic, top-down
institutional demands prioritizing standardized norms of digital competence, digital access, and digital
literacy over situated individual circumstances. On the contrary, the horizontal dimension reflects socially
situated and context-driven learning processes facilitated by social support networks. Frictions arise when
these dimensions with their differing norms and values collide in the everyday practices of disadvantaged
citizens, undermining intrinsic motivations, needs, and rights, and exacerbating digital exclusion and
inequality. The dynamics in both dimensions are examined through the lived experiences of our participants.
This highlights the tensions between institutional demands and personal needs, providing a valuable
conceptual framework for studying vernacular instances of digital inclusion and exclusion.

4.1. Vertical Self-Optimization

The vertical dimension of self-optimization is deeply rooted in top-down expectations that frame digital
inclusion as a universal necessity based on the assumption of a homogeneous baseline of skills, resources,
and access. The vertical mode is essentially an instantiation of the neoliberal citizenship ideal in the digital
arena: Individuals must continuously upgrade their skills, devices, and literacies to remain included and not
be seen as burdensome to the state (Schou & Pors, 2019). These assumptions create significant barriers for
disadvantaged individuals, who, in practice, face complex interfaces and inaccessible processes. At the same
time, implicit norms burden the individual with digital participation. Importantly, the vertical dimension
builds on existing digital inclusion and governance paradigms by emphasizing standardization and efficiency.

By centering the regime's demands on conformity and compliance, individuals are expected to align their
capabilities and behaviors with standardized norms, irrespective of their socioeconomic, linguistic, or
emotional realities. This approach often fails to account for the systemic and structural barriers that prevent
disadvantaged groups from meeting these expectations. As a result, those unable to conform or develop
themselves in alignment with these demands face exclusion and disempowerment. The implications of this
exclusion are profound, as individuals who cannot meet these imposed requirements are often excluded
from participation, thereby exacerbating their marginalization. The neoliberal ideology driving this vertical
dimension of the regime of self-optimization reinforces the belief that everyone must contribute to society,
perpetuating a system where failure to comply equates to failure to contribute. This framing neglects the
structural inequalities and systemic barriers that disadvantaged groups face, making digital inclusion a
burden rather than an opportunity.

Barbara (57, F) illustrates how vertical self-optimization can exacerbate exclusion by shifting the burden of
digital inclusion onto individuals without adequate support. Her social worker advised her to request a free
laptop and attend digital literacy courses to manage e-governmental services independently:

My social worker advised me to ask for a free laptop from the municipality and follow educational
courses to become [digitally] literate enough to make use of those [e-governmental] services and
arrange my affairs from my own home [the participant is partially disabled]. | didn't really want to do
this, but | accepted his proposition because | thought it would make things easier. However, it made it
way more difficult. Everything went fine when a social worker came by once a week and helped me

Social Inclusion ¢ 2025 « Volume 13 o Article 10052 10


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S cogitatio

with those difficult digital things in person, and | also very much liked to talk with that person, as I'm
not able to go outside much. Now | have to do it on my own, and if | need help, | need to call
someone, which often makes things even more difficult.

This case highlights a key aspect of vertical self-optimization: the reliance on top-down directives prioritizing
individual responsibility over tailored support. Barbara’s limited mobility and lack of digital skills were not
adequately considered, and the withdrawal of personal visits resulted in the loss of both practical assistance
and meaningful social interaction. The institutional focus on cost-cutting measures and digital self-reliance
imposed unrealistic expectations on Barbara, leading to dual exclusion: digitally, due to insufficient resources
and education, and socially, as the reduced support further isolated her. Her experience highlights the
limitations of vertical self-optimization in addressing structural barriers and individualized needs, ultimately
reinforcing exclusion and inequality rather than fostering inclusion.

Carlos's (61, M) experience resembles Barbara’s: In his case, structural and infrastructural spatial barriers
contributed to the feeling of imposed digital inclusion and being a burden instead of an opportunity. Living
in a rural area with unreliable internet connectivity, Carlos was unable to participate in online courses or
access virtual communities. Unlike Barbara, whose burden stemmed from withdrawing personalized support,
Carlos faced external barriers that rendered self-optimization impossible. These spatial challenges evoked
feelings of helplessness and frustration, as Carlos lacked the agency to overcome the infrastructural
limitations. His case highlights the systemic inequalities that are often overlooked when digital inclusion
policies assume uniform access to and availability of resources.

In addition, Asaf’s (43, M) experience echoes Barbara’s and Carlos’s perceptions in terms of emotional
burden but differs in the specific affective consequences. Feeling coerced into acquiring digital skills for
e-governmental services, Asaf struggled with the complexity of online courses and digital portals. While Asaf
had access to the e-governmental services, he was unable to use them due to limited digital literacy, a lack
of confidence in his capabilities, and fear that he would make a mistake. Hence, the enactment of
e-governmental services is not solely determined by access or skills. His failure to meet institutional
expectations led to shame, anxiety, and withdrawal from social participation. Unlike Barbara, whose burden
was amplified by a lack of direct assistance, or Carlos, whose negative experience was affected by spatial
issues, Asaf’s challenges were compounded by internalizing his struggles as personal failures. This erosion of
self-esteem and avoidance of further engagement illustrate how vertical self-optimization undermines
self-efficacy and perpetuates exclusion.

In all three cases, institutional presuppositions of universal digital competence clashed with individual
circumstances. Barbara's physical disability, Carlos’s infrastructural limitations, and Asaf’s low digital literacy
were not accommodated, reflecting a failure to align policies with diverse user needs. Each case reveals the
affective toll of enforced digital inclusion. Barbara experienced isolation from reduced social interaction,
Carlos felt helpless due to spatial constraints, and Asaf internalized shame and frustration. These emotional
responses underscore the limitations of policies that prioritize compliance over individual well-being.

Thus, the vertical dimension of the regime of self-optimization imposes rigid expectations on individuals,
assuming they possess the necessary skills, devices, and agency to navigate increasingly digitized systems.
This assumption systematically undermines the self-efficacy and agency of disadvantaged individuals,
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creating a disconnect between institutional norms and personal realities. Bianca’s (57, F) story exemplifies
how this has a significant effect on participants’ sense of competence:

To register for a digital course, the municipality of [redacted] asked me to download a form from their
website, fill in my personal information, and upload it. | tried it on my phone, but | couldn't open the file.
| called the help desk, and the person advised me to open the file on a computer or access it through
Gmail. However, | don’t have a computer or a phone with Gmail. | did not tell this to the employee, as
this isn't something I'm proud of. | just said thank you and hung up.

Ashamed to admit her limitations, Bianca ended the conversation by feigning gratitude, leaving the issue
unresolved. Bianca’s experience underscores how the vertical dimension reduces agency by framing failure
to meet digital expectations as a personal inadequacy. Her inability to articulate her challenges reflects how
the affective burden of shame inhibits participants from seeking further assistance. Rather than feeling
empowered, Bianca's encounter left her feeling disengaged and unsupported, revealing the alienation
caused by institutional frameworks that prioritize efficiency over empathy.

The internalization of struggles with imposed digitalization as personal failure harms citizens’ self-esteem
and contributes to a loss of trust in institutions, as seen in the case of Carla (53, F). Similar to Bianca, she felt
the pressure of conforming to digital norms that she was ill-equipped to meet. For Carla, the vertical
demands of self-optimization magnified her exclusion and created a psychological barrier to re-engaging
with institutional systems. Hence, while the language of self-optimization may appear uplifting, it can mask
systemic and affective barriers that disproportionately affect those already marginalized.

Feelings of shame are central to how vertical self-optimization undermines agency, as seen in Karim’s (45, M)
case, who was unable to navigate his child’s school portal. This excluded him from participating in his child’s
education and amplified his sense of inadequacy as a parent. This highlights how the vertical dimension imposes
normative expectations that individuals internalize, eroding their ability to challenge or negotiate these demands.
This has profound consequences for affective dispositions, such as shame and distrust, fostering a sense of
unbelonging and a lack of agency and control, which can potentially result in social exclusion.

Ella (63, F) experienced a similar loss of agency, as her inability to keep up with her friends’ online
interactions left her feeling isolated and guilty. Unlike Bianca, who faced direct material and systemic
barriers, Ella’s exclusion was relational, as her digital illiteracy severed her from social networks. Both cases
illustrate the broader impact of vertical self-optimization, where systemic assumptions about digital
competence lead to affective exclusion and a diminished sense of self-worth.

These examples collectively reveal how the vertical dimension of the regime of self-optimization
disempowers individuals by imposing unrealistic expectations of independence and competence, where
digital-by-default is the norm. The presumption of a homogenous baseline of digital skills and access ignores
the structural and personal disparities marginalized groups face. For Bianca, Carla, Karim, and Ella, these
expectations eroded their confidence, created feelings of inadequacy, and diminished their ability to assert
agency within institutional systems. Addressing these issues requires a paradigm shift in digital inclusion
policies, focusing on fostering self-efficacy and supporting diverse capabilities, rather than perpetuating a
one-size-fits-all approach that marginalizes those unable to meet the regime’s demands.
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4.2. Horizontal Self-Optimization

By contrast, the horizontal dimension within the regime of self-optimization aligns with theoretical approaches
that emphasize social context, collective support, and user-centric adaptation in digital inclusion (Goedhart,
2021). Rather than seeing the citizen as an isolated rational actor, the horizontal perspective sees them as
embedded in a social fabric where learning and inclusion occur through relationships and trust. This resonates
with socially situated understandings of learning and digital inclusion, for example, the notion that people learn
more effectively in community-based practice contexts (Goedhart, 2021). The horizontal dimension builds
on this by framing such peer or community support as an intrinsic mode of self-optimization: Individuals
are motivated to improve their skills not just to meet an abstract standard, but to connect with others, to
achieve personal goals, or to alleviate immediate fears (such as the fear of “feeling stupid” with technology) in
a supportive environment.

Sylvia's (54, F) account illustrates how self-optimization in the horizontal dimension is deeply social and
situated. She relies on her daughter’s smartphone for essential digital interactions:

| don’t have any digital device, I'm afraid I'll do something wrong and lose my income or get scammed or
something. Still, if | want to send a picture, call someone, or check the weather, I'll borrow my daughter’s
phone. First, she had to do all these things for me, but now that I've seen her do it hundreds of times,
I know how to do it myself....But only the simple things. If you ask me to do those things with taxes or
online banking, that's impossible for me to do by myself. | need my daughter or someone else for that.

Over time, Sylvia observed her daughter performing various tasks, gradually gaining the confidence to
handle more complex functions independently. However, she continues to rely on her daughter for complex
digital tasks, such as managing taxes or online banking. Sylvia's intrinsic motivation to learn emerges not
from imposed institutional expectations but from the immediate practical needs she encounters in her daily
life. Her dynamics of self-optimization reflect an interplay between her desire for independence and the
safety net provided by her daughter’s support. This highlights how horizontal self-optimization enables
individuals to develop digital competencies at their own pace and within their context, fostering a sense of
agency that acknowledges both their capabilities and limitations.

Safety and familiarity are essential for these social dynamics to foster a positive affective experience, as shown
by Ellen (59, F):

All the time | hear that | need to go to school or develop all these digital skills. But why? | like to have
my sister beside me helping me out, and as far as | know, she likes it too. We view it as a social activity,
a bonding experience. We laugh about the mistakes | make, and then she helps me. | never feel stupid
in front of her when | don’t know how to do something. However, when | go to a school or something
and make a mistake, that is when | feel stupid, and that anxiety pops up again.

Ellen’s experience further exemplifies the relational nature of horizontal self-optimization. Her sister’s
involvement in teaching her to use a smartphone transforms digital learning into a shared activity that
strengthens their bond. Ellen values this collaborative process, which alleviates her anxiety about making
mistakes and helps build her confidence. For Ellen, the presence of a trusted social resource enables her to
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acquire the skills she needs to use applications like WhatsApp for social interaction. Her intrinsic motivation
stems from her desire to connect with friends and family, not from external pressures. This alignment with
her needs and preferences fosters a sense of self-efficacy, as Ellen feels capable of navigating digital tools
within the safety of her social network. Her experience underscores how horizontal self-optimization
prioritizes equity by tailoring digital participation to the individual’'s circumstances and leveraging social
resources to mitigate affective barriers.

In contrast, Andre’s story highlights the challenges faced when social support is insufficient or unavailable:

People told me that having a smartphone was beneficial and easy. My neighbor even gave me one for
free and showed me how to use it. Initially, | was able to open apps, use WhatsApp, and make calls.
However, soon messages about the memory being full stopped me from updating or using it properly.
Eventually, | couldn’t even start it. | gave it back, saying, no thanks.

While his neighbor initially helped him learn basic smartphone functions, Andre struggled to maintain access
independently. Messages about memory storage overwhelmed him, and without the vocabulary or confidence
to articulate the issue, he returned the phone and disengaged entirely. Unlike Sylvia and Ellen, Andre lacked
sustained social resources to guide him through these challenges, leading to a diminished sense of self-efficacy.
His case illustrates the fragility of self-optimization when social support is limited or temporary. The absence of
ongoing assistance and the lack of intrinsic motivation to prioritize digital tools contributed to his withdrawal
from digital engagement. For Andre, the potential of the horizontal dimension remains unrealized because the
social resources needed to foster sustained inclusion were insufficient.

Implicit norms of self-optimization, framing digital participation as inherently valuable, also shape the attitudes
of individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds. Participants, such as Sylvia, questioned the utility of digital
inclusion in their lives. Sylvia doubted whether owning a smartphone would enhance her sense of belonging,
echoing Andre’s sentiment. For both, the perceived value of digital access did not outweigh the economic
and technological constraints required to sustain it. This reliance on informal social support structures fosters
vulnerability. When such resources are unavailable, individuals face increased risks of exclusion.

Sylvia, who accessed digital tools through her daughter’s phone, and Andre, who learned basic smartphone
skills from his neighbor, illustrate adaptive forms of self-efficacy. Their experiences highlight how
disadvantaged individuals creatively navigate digital barriers, leveraging their specific capabilities and
limitations. These cases collectively highlight the central role of personal needs, motivations, and social
contexts in the development of digital literacy. Consequently, policies and educational programs should
focus on cultivating robust social infrastructures to support disadvantaged individuals. Digital inclusion
efforts must move beyond mere access and usage, acknowledging the inherently relational and personalized
aspects of self-optimization.

An apparent tension exists between institutional expectations of uniform digital competence (vertical
dimension) and the personalized, socially driven methods disadvantaged citizens employ (horizontal
dimension). Institutional frameworks typically hold individuals accountable to standardized digital
requirements without sufficiently considering their limited resources, connectivity issues, or emotional and
physical barriers. When these individuals struggle to meet these standards, they are often blamed for their
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perceived shortcomings. In contrast, the horizontal dimension emphasizes reliance on social networks,
where support from peers, family, and neighbors helps mitigate fear and shame associated with digital tasks.
Despite their practical value, these collaborative, context-sensitive learning approaches are often
undervalued by institutional systems that prioritize efficiency, cost-effectiveness, and measurable outcomes.

5. Discussion

The findings demonstrate that employing the regime of self-optimization as a theoretical framework effectively
reveals the experiences of disadvantaged citizens within socio-digital infrastructures. This approach highlights
the tensions arising from interactions between the vertical demands imposed by institutional structures and the
horizontal, socially embedded practices employed by individuals. Such frictions often undermine the intrinsic
motivations, needs, and rights of disadvantaged citizens, thereby intensifying digital exclusion and inequality.
By closely examining the lived experiences of low-literate individuals, the framework offers nuanced insights
into how digital exclusion is intertwined with e-government systems. Additionally, the results highlight how the
meritocratic principles embedded in self-optimization narratives shift responsibility to individuals, exacerbating
feelings of shame and vulnerability when expectations, such as adequate broadband coverage, user-friendly
interfaces, and personalized guidance, are not met. Conversely, community support networks help mitigate
these adverse effects, allowing digital tasks to be perceived as collective challenges rather than solitary burdens.
This finding does not romanticize informal support, as such networks are often unstable; instead, it emphasizes
that digital inclusion policies focused exclusively on vertical performance metrics risk perpetuating inequalities
without sustained investment in horizontal support systems, such as care, translation, and mentoring.

The dual structure of the regime of self-optimization refines traditional governmentality theory (Foucault,
2008; Henman, 2010), which predominantly emphasizes the internalization of top-down power dynamics.
By incorporating the horizontal dimension, the framework reveals that outcomes are not uniform and that
individual agency and social interactions significantly mediate the effects of institutional power. This
perspective addresses recent critiques in social theory and digital welfare studies, advocating for a more
complex understanding of neoliberal governance beyond simplistic, one-dimensional representations
(Nehring & Rocke, 2023; Schou & Pors, 2019).

This perspective aligns with recent discussions on the digital welfare state, emphasizing the ambivalence
inherent in digitally transforming public service provision (Kaun & Forsman, 2024; Zakharova et al., 2024).
While digital technologies promise to streamline welfare services by enhancing efficiency, personalizing care,
and reducing bureaucratic burdens, these technologies simultaneously introduce new surveillance and
control mechanisms (Kaun & Liminga, 2023; Zakharova et al., 2024). For example, Kaun and Forsman (2024)
document how public librarians undertake digital care work, revealing hidden administrative responsibilities
and gendered labor divisions embedded within digitalization processes.

Our framework critically examines this context, highlighting how digital welfare policies often impose
self-regulation expectations ill-suited to the realities of disadvantaged citizens. Such individuals are
frequently required to adopt self-management practices that presuppose a level of digital competence they
lack, exacerbating exclusion and systemic vulnerabilities.
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The vertical dimension of self-optimization translates traditional self-service expectations into digital
contexts, framing compliance with digital norms as a civic obligation. According to this view, being a “good
citizen” equates to digital capability and autonomy (Nehring & Récke, 2023). Noncompliance, such as failing
to submit online applications on time, is treated as a personal failure, reinforcing a moral discourse that
blames disadvantaged citizens for their exclusion rather than addressing structural inequalities (Henman,
2010; Kaun & Forsman, 2024). Consequently, administrative systems promoting standardized digital
interactions inadvertently marginalize citizens with diverse capabilities.

In contrast, the horizontal dimension emphasizes relational approaches characterized by empathy,
community support, and context-specific learning. Participants reported greater comfort and confidence
when developing digital skills alongside trusted individuals, such as friends or family, rather than in
impersonal, standardized training environments. These relational methods align with self-efficacy principles,
enhancing empowerment through tailored, individualized support. However, the effectiveness of such
approaches depends significantly on the availability of reliable social networks. Recognizing this variability
highlights the importance of institutional policies that actively facilitate community-driven interventions,
rather than relegating them to secondary roles. Institutions can better support individuals’ self-efficacy and
achieve more equitable digital inclusion outcomes by formally integrating these horizontal strategies.

Our findings challenge the assumption that digital inclusion is universally advantageous and equally relevant
to all. Many low-literate individuals perceive digital inclusion initiatives as burdensome, creating additional
barriers rather than mitigating existing ones. Attributing digital marginalization to personal resistance unfairly
places responsibility on individuals, neglecting broader structural, political, economic, and cultural factors that
perpetuate digital inequality. This argument aligns with Riddell's (2009) critique of the “moral underclass’
discourse, cautioning against attributing social problems solely to individual attitudes without considering

J

external influences. Indeed, digital exclusion cannot be reduced solely to personal choice, as technological
access, educational resources, and socioeconomic conditions have a profound impact on it. This resonates with
humanistic and communitarian perspectives on digital inclusion, emphasizing bottom-up, context-sensitive
solutions (Alper, 2017; Helsper, 2021).

This clash intensifies when the top-down expectations of universal digital literacy implicitly treat the horizontal
modes of learning and support as deficient or transitional rather than recognizing them as vital, context-specific
strategies for coping with digital demands. Disadvantaged individuals often rely on trusted family members
or neighbors to navigate online forms, e-government portals, or other complex digital services. While such
support networks foster confidence and reduce feelings of isolation, they starkly contrast institutional logics
that valorize self-reliance and measure success primarily through standardized metrics.

Additionally, research indicates that social and digital vulnerabilities are unevenly experienced, influenced by
cultural, legal, policy, and technological factors (Alper, 2017; Helsper, 2021; van Dijk, 2020). Disadvantaged
individuals often struggle to fully leverage the potential benefits of digital technologies, thereby limiting
their effectiveness as tools for achieving equity and inclusion (Goedhart, 2021). Access and basic digital skills
alone do not guarantee meaningful participation; instead, they represent an initial step toward
comprehensive engagement within digital societies (Ragnedda, 2020). Thus, this study refines the notion of
self-optimization by illustrating how its outcomes depend critically on the interplay between institutional
structures and the availability of social support.
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The regime of self-optimization framework can be extended to other marginalized groups, such as elderly
populations who often face pressure to adopt digital technologies ill-suited to their needs. Friemel et al.
(2021) illustrate how digital inequalities among older adults involve intersecting challenges related to
age, skills, and motivation. These can be seen as conflicts between institutional expectations (e.g., using
online banking) and practical realities (e.g., relying on relatives for assistance). Thus, the assumption that
self-optimization inherently reduces inequalities merits scrutiny. The framework effectively identifies the
balance—or imbalance—between horizontal social support and vertical institutional pressures in
various contexts.

6. Conclusion

This study investigated how disadvantaged, low-literate citizens experience enforced digital inclusion within
a regime of self-optimization that frames digital participation as both a moral duty and a practical necessity.
To explore the tensions between these citizens and the socio-technical policies embedded in the regime of
self-optimization, we identified two dimensions that structure their experiences: a vertical and a horizontal
mode. The vertical mode emphasizes individual responsibility and compliance with institutional norms, thus
potentially reinforcing neoliberal assumptions and overlooking structural inequalities. In contrast, the
horizontal mode emphasizes community support, empathy, and culturally sensitive approaches, factors
often absent in mainstream digital inclusion policies. Thus, the horizontal dimension serves both as a
complement to and a challenge for the vertical dimension, emphasizing the importance of socially supported
and empathetic interventions.

By clearly defining these vertical and horizontal dimensions, the study bridges macro-level critiques of
neoliberal governance with micro-level lived experiences. While traditional governmentality theory
predominantly emphasizes top-down control (Foucault, 2008), our findings reveal that horizontal
relationships can mediate, modify, and sometimes mitigate these power dynamics, contingent upon the
availability and institutional recognition of supportive social networks. For policymakers, this indicates that
sustainable digital inclusion requires not only promoting individual self-reliance but also actively
incorporating collective learning and supportive community practices. Practically, this involves developing
accessible digital interfaces, ensuring non-digital alternatives remain available, and providing institutional
support for community-based digital training.

The regime of self-optimization thus bridges critical perspectives on digital governance and more
constructive aspirations for digital empowerment. Its analytical structure effectively integrates macro-level
policy critique and micro-level lived realities, enhancing our understanding of digital inclusion processes.
By operationalizing abstract concepts into tangible, empirically grounded dimensions, this framework offers
valuable insights into the complexities of digital inclusion, highlighting the interplay between institutional
power (vertical) and everyday practice (horizontal). Our findings also reveal that standardized digital
demands clash with the everyday realities of low-literate individuals who rely on social networks to navigate
technology, confront affective challenges, and mitigate shame or anxiety. This tension highlights how the
very mechanisms intended to foster inclusion, by urging citizens to “optimize” themselves, can reinforce
marginalization when structural supports are inadequate. We argue that recognizing and engaging with
these experiences is crucial for designing equitable digital policies.
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Although the regime of self-optimization was formulated based on research with low-literate adults in the
Netherlands, its relevance extends far beyond this specific case. The framework addresses phenomena that
are common across many countries and diverse populations in an era of digital transformation of public
services. Many advanced welfare states are undergoing a similar shift toward digital-by-default governance,
as seen in the Netherlands. The European Union's Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) and national
digital strategies consistently push for more online services and citizen e-participation. This suggests that
vertical-horizontal tension is not unique to a country’s bureaucratic culture, but rather a general feature of
digitizing welfare systems. Researchers and policymakers in other countries can apply the regime of
self-optimization as a lens to examine their digital inclusion challenges. For instance, one might investigate
whether strong social safety nets and community programs (horizontal strengths) mitigate the pressures of
digital-by-default (vertical demands) better than in other places.

The study’s scope is necessarily bounded. It centers on a purposive sample of low-literate adults in the
Netherlands; other welfare regimes, linguistic contexts, or demographic groups may display divergent
constellations of vertical pressure and horizontal support. Nor does the analysis account in depth for
intersecting factors such as disability, migration status, or racialization, which could compound or reshape
digital vulnerability. Longitudinal data would also be required to gauge whether shifts toward participatory
co-design or simplified bureaucratic procedures translate into enduring improvements in self-efficacy
and inclusion.

Future work can address these limitations by applying the vertical-horizontal schema in comparative
settings, examining its relevance for other marginalized constituencies, and testing interventions that
combine accessible design with durable social support. Such research will refine understanding of how
digital power operates and, crucially, how it might be redirected.

Addressing digital inclusion and exclusion from the perspective of disadvantaged, low-literate Dutch citizens
necessitates a critical reevaluation of existing policy frameworks, educational methods, and local support
systems. Central to this approach is developing inclusive policies that validate informal and
community-based learning methods, rather than viewing them merely as transitional steps towards
institutional compliance (Goedhart et al., 2019). Equally crucial is the provision of continuous,
context-sensitive support through accessible digital tools, simplified interfaces, and supportive
environments that enable individuals to develop digital skills without fear of judgment. Community-oriented
and peer-learning strategies involving families, friends, or neighborhood organizations should be
systematically integrated into formal educational programs. These practices help bridge the gap between
institutional expectations and the realities of daily life experienced by disadvantaged groups. Additionally, it
is vital to establish robust channels for dialogue and feedback between disadvantaged citizens and
policymakers, ensuring that lived experiences, emotional well-being, and localized digital practices inform
inclusive digital policy-making. Prioritizing these areas can effectively mitigate tensions between vertical
institutional requirements and horizontal social support mechanisms, fostering a self-optimization regime
that genuinely empowers individuals rather than marginalizing them.
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Abstract

The digital welfare state has been transforming into a type of state structure in which the citizen no longer
faces the official in person, but interaction instead occurs with system-level bureaucracy, and
decision-making takes place in an algorithmic system'’s frame. This article aimed to determine what kind of
burden digital self-service and algorithmic decision-making poses to people with mental health problems.
The article contributes to the social sustainability literature by introducing the concept of digital
administrative burden and how it can create social exclusion and distrust in public administration among
vulnerable citizens. Drawing on social representation theory and the concept of social identity, we examine
how the digital administrative burden faced by mental health rehabilitees affects their identity and
self-perception. The data gathered comprises audio-recorded group discussions with mental health
rehabilitees. Based on the data, it can be demonstrated that digital citizen-state encounters create subject
positions for mental health rehabilitees that portray them as dispossessed, unreliable, insignificant, and
inferior. The positioning of mental health rehabilitees highlights how administrative burdens in digital
citizen-state encounters contribute to social exclusion, preventing the full realisation of their citizenship.
It can be stated that digital burdens imposed by automated administration on those dependent on social
benefits can endanger society’s social sustainability. This is particularly irritating because the welfare state’s
capability and commitment to social sustainability are crucial in preventing development of inequality and
polarisation between different population groups.
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1. Introduction

The digital welfare state describes a type of state structure in which diverse digital technologies—such as
automated systems, algorithms, big data analytics, and artificial intelligence (Al)—are incorporated into
government agencies’ management and delivery of welfare services. In some instances, these services are
provided through a network of contracted providers, a concept known to social policy scholars as “the mixed
economy of welfare” (van Toorn et al., 2024). Thus, the state's operations have changed through
digitalisation. Bovens and Zouridis (2002) described a transition from “street-level bureaucracies,” in which
citizens engage directly with public officials in physical offices, to “screen-level bureaucracies,” in which
interactions occur in person, over the phone or through online chat with bureaucrats who are working
behind screens, and ultimately system-level bureaucracy, in which decision-making on welfare benefits takes
place in an algorithmic system frame. In many areas of social services, citizens are engaging more frequently
with governments via digital platforms and mobile applications (Henman, 2019; Schou & Hjelholt, 2018).
The goal of digital welfare states is to enhance access and efficiency in service delivery while significantly
cutting costs. This is achieved by minimising reliance on manual human tasks and administrative work, and
by using algorithms to automate decisions regarding eligibility, service levels, and other aspects of social
resource distribution for individuals and their families (van Toorn et al., 2024).

The rise of algorithmic systems and self-transactions in digitalized public services has included the
promise of providing services more efficiently, with more transparent, value-neutral, impartial, and fair
decision-making (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002; Casey, 2022; Wirtz et al., 2019). While it commonly is
believed that digital technology’s main advantage is its ability to automate tasks and improve efficiency,
several extant studies have pointed out that human involvement is crucial for its functioning (Le Ludec et al.,
2023; Pinchevski, 2023). In practice, citizens, as benefit claimants, operate as human co-producers of
public information systems, requiring citizens to provide all necessary information, verify calculations, and
present evidence to contest algorithmic decisions. This has shifted the burden of proof, which, in cases of
alleged debts, has been described as a form of extortion (Carney, 2020). In digital welfare states, it has
been observed that automation leads to greater administrative burdens as agencies become more
data-hungry to support complex eligibility testing, verification and compliance (Madsen et al., 2022;
Peeters, 2023).

Bureaucratic processes associated with automated systems are likely to shape barriers that citizens face
when interacting digitally with the state. According to Peeters (2020), these barriers are unlikely to be
intentional but may arise from the complexity of service systems that cannot be adapted to simple
rule-based automation (Larsson, 2021). Thus, administrative burdens can be unintended results of
large-scale digitalisation and algorithmic decision-making processes in which some citizens do not fit into
predefined boxes and stereotyped categories (Peeters & Widlak, 2018). For example, Griffiths (2024)
demonstrated how people with irregular pay dates risk missing out on benefits for which they are eligible
because automation processes do not account for irregular cases. Similarly, Widlak and Peeters (2020) have
stated that some citizens face various administrative burdens in correcting errors made by these algorithmic
systems. Administrative burden originally was defined as citizens’ onerous experiences with policy
implementation (Burden et al., 2012; Halling & Baekgaard, 2024). In the field, administrative burden has
been thought to materialise as compliance, learning, and psychological costs that citizens experience in
citizen-state encounters (Halling & Baekgaard, 2024). Although administrative burden increasingly is being
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examined in the context of algorithmic administrative systems, only a few scholars are using the concept of
digital administrative burden in their research (Peeters, 2023).

This article is motivated by the question of what kinds of costs people with mental health problems incur
due to the digital administrative burdens of self-service and algorithmic decision-making. Extant research
has suggested that compliance costs (meeting requirements to access government services or benefits),
learning costs (the effort required to understand bureaucratic processes), and psychological costs (e.g., stress
or frustration) may be prevalent in digital bureaucratic encounters, as citizens require skills to navigate the
digital administrative encounters and often are blindsided as citizens confront information sources and a lack
of algorithmic transparency (Larsson, 2021; Madsen et al., 2022). In our novel formulation of the digital
administrative burden, research on cost is combined with an examination of social identities formed by the
mental health rehabilitees’ experiences with the digital administrative burden, potentially influencing how
they position themselves as citizens and members of society. Drawing on social representation theory
(Moscovici, 1976/2008, 2000) and the concept of social identity (Duveen, 2001; Duveen & Lloyd, 1986;
Howarth, 2002), we examine how mental health rehabilitees’ understandings of digital administrative
burdens encompass discourses about their identity and what kinds of effects digital administrative burdens
and their costs may exert on the development of social sustainability in digital citizen-state encounters.
The article contributes to the social sustainability literature by introducing the concept of digital
administrative burdens and how they can create social exclusion and distrust towards public administration
among vulnerable citizens. To accomplish this objective, we analyse (a) mental health rehabilitees’
experiences through citizen-state interactions in digital encounters and (b) how administrative burdens and
their costs shape mental health rehabilitees’ identity from such encounters.

2. Social Sustainability in the Digital Welfare State

Extant research has demonstrated that mental iliness is associated with low household income, poverty, and
long-term unemployment (e.g., Knifton & Inglis, 2020; Lund et al., 2018). Many individuals with mental illness
have less access to modern technologies, such as smartphones and the internet, compared with the general
public (e.g., Spanakis et al., 2021). Thus, use of online services requires additional mental and financial effort
from them. Furthermore, many people with mental iliness possess limited digital skills. The most commonly
missing skills were handling passwords, using device settings, and solving online problems (Spanakis et al.,
2021). Along with material deprivation (e.g., personal finances and living situation) and lack of digital skills,
various aspects of mental health are identified as barriers to engaging with online services. Thus, compared
with other population groups, people with mental iliness are at greater risk of potential unfair treatment by
automated systems, as they need public services more than the average population segment. Extant research
conducted with individuals with mental health backgrounds in Finland has found that although high-level
digital skills were observed, trust in providers of digital services within the healthcare and social welfare sector
remained low, particularly among younger participants (Tetri et al., 2024).

As many vulnerable groups of citizens, such as mental health rehabilitees, are both targets of implementation
of automated systems and the largest user group for public benefits, the dynamics of trust primarily concern
how mutual trust is built between public authorities and these citizens. The dynamics of trust between public
authorities and vulnerable citizens is crucial, particularly in the context of implementing automated systems
and providing public benefits.
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As citizen-state encounters increasingly take place digitally, and authorities operate through automated
systems, digital platforms become important sites for enacting one'’s citizenship and living out social
sustainability. Digital social sustainability has been discussed in the corporate world and at the community
level, including in cities (Osburg & Lohrmann, 2017). When discussing sustainability in the digital welfare
state, we need definitions in which social sustainability operates on a full societal level. In extant digital
transformation research, digital social sustainability refers to “the ways in which digital technology is
designed and used to support and promote social equity, fairness and well-being, as well as to address social
challenges, such as inequality, poverty and social exclusion” in society (Nosratabadi et al., 2023, p. 11). There
has been increasing critical discussion about “the dark side” of algorithmic governance in liberal democracies,
casting doubt on whether algorithmic systems can follow the principles of good administration (e.g., Oswald,
2018; Veale & Brass, 2019). Equity, fairness, and well-being in the definition can be thought to refer to
principles of good administration, such as equality of treatment, transparency, and responsiveness to
citizens’ needs (Roehl, 2023). Social sustainability intersects with institutional and social trust, and in this
article, we focus in particular on experiences in which the digital administrative burden causes or affirms
potentially socially exclusive identities for marginalised citizens as users of algorithmic systems. These
systems’ design has been known to be motivated often by policymakers’ distrust towards marginalised
citizens, treating them as potential fraudsters (Parviainen et al., 2025), whereas recurring experiences with
digital exclusion among citizens can rupture social cohesion over time, resulting potentially in more basic
distrust between citizens and the state, threatening the entire society’s social sustainability. When digital
citizen-state interactions are placed at the heart of the welfare state’s sustainability, algorithmic governance
can maintain citizens’ trust only if people feel that they are being treated fairly, with dignity and respect.
We argue that the welfare state’s capability and commitment to these principles are crucial in preventing the
emergence of inequality and polarisation between different population groups.

As noted, automated systems are viewed as increasing government efficiency and reducing compliance
costs for citizens, but a growing body of literature suggests that citizens in vulnerable situations may incur
costs caused by digital administrative burdens (Moynihan et al., 2015; Peeters & Widlak, 2018). Herd and
Moynihan (2018) highlighted these burdens’ consequential, distributive and constructed nature, arguing that
failure to overcome these burdens can lead to citizens’ exclusion from rights, benefits, and services to which
they are formally entitled. A key insight into administrative burdens is that their consequences are not
equally distributed across the population. Similarly, digital burdens are likely to affect certain target groups
more than others, leading to distributive effects from government digitalisation. For example, vulnerable
groups have been known to be affected disproportionally by burdensome procedures, which often arise
because of decisions related to resource allocation and the design of policies, programmes, and
administrative procedures (Peeters, 2020).

3. Data, Methods, and Ethical Considerations

The research data were gathered in Finland from a centre that provides training for experts by experience.
The role of experts by experience, as former service users, is to support the rehabilitation of substance users
and those suffering from mental health problems by drawing on their experiential knowledge. The Ethical
Committee of the Tampere Region approved the present study (decision 49/2022), which followed ethical
guidelines from the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity (2023).
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The research data were generated from audio-recorded group discussions involving mental health
rehabilitees and experts by experience. Seven two-hour group discussion sessions were conducted in
autumn 2023 and spring 2024. These group discussions served as forums for mental health rehabilitees and
experts by experience to come together and share their experiences with digitalised public services when
claiming social benefits, searching for a job, and/or dealing with social and health services. Altogether, the
group discussions comprised 35 participants, who were either on disability pension or unemployed job
seekers, ranging in age from 28 to 55. All the participants had experience with digital citizen-state
encounters, having claimed welfare benefits when their income and assets did not cover their essential daily
expenses. Most of the participants used digital services provided by the Social Insurance Institution of
Finland (Kela), which is responsible for implementing basic social and disability benefits, as well as basic
unemployment allowances in Finland. Kela uses automation in routine tasks and when decisions are
completely undisputable (Kela, 2025). The Finnish government has designed new legislation to make
electronic notifications of public administration the primary option for citizens in administrative
communication, but the objective is a gradual transition to digital services as the primary channel for
accessing public services in general (Ministry of Finance Finland, 2025).

The topics of the group discussions fell under two main themes: (a) experiences that people with mental
illness have in digital citizen-state encounters and (b) how algorithmic decision-making, which is used in
benefit eligibility, affect people with mental illness. In the analysis of the group discussions, we used two
parallel analytic strategies to examine social representations and identities: thematic content analysis
(Vaismoradi et al., 2013) and discourse analysis (Hall, 2001; Potter & Wetherell, 2002). Initially, the
group discussion data were classified using thematic content analysis (Vaismoradi et al., 2013).
The content-analytic reading method served as a preliminary tool for examining the research material.
The analysis began by reading the data set regarding mental health rehabilitees and experts by experience.
The text then was condensed and grouped into subcategories based on how they described the
administrative burdens that the interlocutors experienced. The subcategories were grouped further into
main categories, which represented the views of experts by experience and mental health rehabilitees
regarding administrative burdens in digital citizen-state encounters. Table 1 illustrates how the interlocutors’
experiences with digital citizen-state encounters create various subject positions and ultimately lead to
social exclusion.

Table 1 indicates that learning costs create the subject positions of an unreliable person, an insignificant person,
and an inferior person for mental health rehabilitees and that this positioning engenders socially excluded
citizenship among these individuals.

After using the content-analytic reading method, we analysed the group discussion material by relying on
social representation theory (Moscovici, 1976/2008, 2000) and the concept of social identity (Duveen,
2001; Duveen & Lloyd, 1986; Howarth, 2002). Social representation theory enables us to study the
relational and symbolic dimensions of interaction (Campbell & Jovchelovitch, 2000) and, thus, helps in
understanding citizenship as an “interactional matter” (R. Barnes et al., 2004) realised in the intersubjective
space between policymakers and citizens in digital public service contexts.

Social representations are systems of social knowledge collectively constructed and reconstructed through
communicative interactions and social practices (Moscovici, 1976/2008). In digital citizen-state encounters,
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Table 1. Analysis of the mental health rehabilitees’ experiences with administrative burdens, termed “learning
costs,” in digital citizen-state encounters.

Learning costs

Original expression

Condensed expression

Subcategory

Main category

We are just cases on paper,
and that’s why | feel mistrust
towards decision-making,
which is happening
somewhere online by
anonymous and

faceless people.

We are just cases on paper.

The subject position of an
insignificant person

The term “insignificant”
refers to something or
someone that is not
important, notable,

or influential.

The people from the job
market service who make
decisions about my ability to
work or other things do not
trust me; they want to know
about me and ask for
information because they
think I'm cheating.

The people from the TE
service...don'’t trust me.
They think I'm cheating.

The subject position of an
unreliable person

The term “unreliable”
refers to something or
someone that cannot be
depended on for
consistent accuracy,
truthfulness,

or performance.

I always encounter such
pitfalls in the system that
are not even there in Kela, so
no one can advise me on
what should be done next;

...no one can advise what
should be done because | am
an unemployed job seeker
who is unable to work.

The subject position of an
inferior person

The term “inferior person”
refers to someone who is

Socially excluded
citizen

perceived to have lesser
qualities, abilities, or value
compared with others.

it'’s probably because when
there is an unemployed job
seeker who is unable to work
and when there is no direct
position for such a person in
the system...

common symbolic resources are shared by mental health rehabilitees and the benefits system to give
meaning to rehabilitees’ social and material worlds, and to help them navigate in these worlds, social
representations inform the group’s behaviours (Moscovici, 1984). Identities become meaningful in social
interactions and practices through processes of positioning the self in relation to social representations that
circulate in our environment, and by appropriating, reworking, and/or contesting these representations
(Duveen, 2001). Various identity positions’ availability within these networks of meaning is framed and
constrained by contextual norms and values (Duveen, 1993).

The relationship between how others represent the groups to which we belong and how we construct
ourselves becomes clear in the case of minority and socially excluded groups (e.g., Hodgetts et al., 2007;
Howarth, 2002), such as people with mental illness, who are vulnerable to specific kinds of epistemic
injustice, such as testimonial injustice, stigmatisation, and discrimination. Furthermore, self-distrust felt by
vulnerable people based on their experiences and knowledge as epistemic agents is a complex combination
of shame, self-accusation, feelings of oppression, and lack of proper concepts to express their feelings
(Auvinen et al., 2021). In the case of digital citizen-state encounters, interactions between mental health
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rehabilitees and public administrators in decision-making are asymmetrical in terms of symbolic and material
power (e.g., status, access to information), thereby preventing mental health rehabilitees from participating
in ways that adequately reflect their own concerns and needs (see also Ansell & Gash, 2008; M. Barnes &
Coelho, 2009).

4, Results

We examined digital administrative burdens’ impact on citizen-state encounters among mental health
rehabilitees by (a) analysing mental health rehabilitees’ experiences with these interactions and
(b) examining how administrative burdens shape mental health rehabilitees’ identity and contribute to social
exclusion. We analysed the data in terms of costs caused by digital citizen-state encounters. These costs
can manifest in various ways, including compliance costs (meeting requirements to access government
services or benefits), learning costs (the effort required to understand bureaucratic processes), and
psychological costs (e.g., stress or frustration). However, our analysis did not focus on these costs
themselves, but on how they construct mental health rehabilitees’ identity as members of society.

Our analysis found that learning costs and psychological costs in particular were prevalent in digital
bureaucratic encounters, as mental health rehabilitees require skills to navigate these encounters and often
are blindsided by information sources and a lack of algorithmic transparency. Aside from digital proficiency,
mental health rehabilitees struggle with navigating complex bureaucratic processes due to opaque
information sources and a lack of algorithmic transparency. Although extant studies have found that many
people with mental health problems have difficulties using digital tools (cf. Spanakis et al., 2021), the mental
rehabilitees who participated in the group discussions did not mention this, except for a few older
participants. Our results support Tetri et al.s (2024) research on mental health backgrounds in Finland, which
found that although high digital skills were observed, trust in providers of digital services within the
healthcare and social welfare sector remained low, particularly among younger participants. In our research,
participants in the group discussions noted that they find it difficult to trust benefit processors because they
do not interact with them face-to-face. The participants suspected that the distrust was mutual in digital
encounters regarding benefit processing.

Compliance costs, learning costs, and psychological costs produced a marginalised position for vulnerable
mental health rehabilitees. Based on the data, it can be demonstrated that all three cost categories create
the subject positions of a dispossessed person, unreliable person, insignificant person, and inferior person
among mental health rehabilitees. Mental health rehabilitees’ positioning demonstrates how digital
administrative burdens in citizen-state encounters build social exclusion and produce a socially excluded
citizenship. Our analysis indicates that mental health rehabilitees, as social security recipients, are punished
for needing to access services. This does not mean that punitive experiences with social security and
employment services are new or caused by the adoption of automated technologies in service delivery.
Many writers have chronicled social services delivery experiences as being punitive, from the 19th century
to the present in America and in South Africa (Headworth, 2021; Super, 2021; Trattner, 2007). Similarly,
Carney (2020) pointed out that, in Australia, social security recipients historically have been treated like
economic scapegoats. According to Sleep (2024), what is new is the link between this punitive manifestation
and the technological promise of efficiency, particularly in welfare compliance.
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4.1. Being Dispossessed

Our analysis found that the compliance costs produced by administrative burden are common among the
mental health rehabilitees who participated in the group discussions. In their case, economic factors, such as
poverty, create exclusion because they cannot afford to acquire and maintain the digital tools needed to apply
for financial benefits in the digital welfare state. Compliance costs particularly create the subject position of
a dispossessed person among mental health rehabilitees. Being “dispossessed” means being deprived of land,
property, or other possessions. It often refers to situations in which individuals or groups have had their homes,
possessions, or security taken away from them. In Excerpt 1, a mental health rehabilitee, MHR1, highlights the
contradiction that affects vulnerable people in the digital welfare state in particular, namely that one should
be able to afford digital tools and maintain an internet connection to apply for financial support, but when no
money is available—not even for food, housing or health services—the internet can be out of reach:

MHR1: “But | always ponder and wonder how it can be made possible for everyone, meaning that to
do something in the digital service system, you need to have an internet connection and the equipment
to access it. So, | find it unlikely that such discretionary social assistance would pay for these devices
for people.” (Excerpt 1)

MHR1’s turn highlights the necessity of having both an internet connection and the appropriate equipment
to access digital services. Digital inclusion is a fundamental issue in ensuring that everyone can benefit from
digital advancements. MHR1 expressed scepticism about whether discretionary social assistance would cover
these devices’ costs. This reflects a concern about current social support systems’ adequacy in addressing
digital inclusion. Ultimately, their pondering suggests a need for more inclusive policies that ensure everyone,
regardless of their economic status, can access digital services. This might involve government or community
initiatives to provide necessary equipment and internet access to those in need. Overall, MHR1's statement
underscores the challenges of digital equity and the importance of addressing these barriers to creating a
socially sustainable digital society.

Excerpt 2 highlights how the poor financial situation often experienced by mental health rehabilitees also
can contribute to vulnerability, as individuals may rely heavily on public benefits and need to trust that they
will receive the necessary support. MHR2 emphasised the importance of addressing both mental health and
practical barriers to improve daily functioning and access to necessary resources, as well as their determination
and resourcefulness in overcoming these obstacles:

MHR2: “When the ability to function varies greatly between days, sometimes the technology itself
causes difficulties. | didn’t have an internet connection, | didn’t have a laptop, | didn't have money, so
| had to get myself five kilometres away to the local library and then from time to time to take care of
these things.” (Excerpt 2)

MHR2'’s statement highlights several challenges that stem from both mental health issues and practical barriers
in digital citizen-state encounters. First, the interlocutor’s ability to function varies greatly from day to day
due to mental health issues, which can be unpredictable and challenging. Second, the lack of an internet
connection and a laptop creates significant obstacles to managing benefit encounters, which require digital
access. Third, limited financial resources complicate the situation further, making it difficult to afford necessary
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technology. Despite these challenges, the interlocutor demonstrates resilience by traveling five kilometres to
the local library to access resources and manage tasks.

Excerpt 3 reflects a sense of exclusion and difficulty in adapting to digital advancements. The interlocutor
acknowledged the risk of being left behind in the digital era, stemming from a lack of early exposure to
technology. They expressed a feeling of not having a natural inclination towards or interest in information
technology, which makes it challenging:

MHR3: “And somehow, | recognise it. | have been at a big risk of being excluded from this digital
development. Yeah. When we were young, we didn’t have any computers at home, nothing...but
| don't have it naturally either. | feel like | don't have the same interest in anything related to
information technology, that it is in principle it is always a bit challenging.” (Excerpt 3)

MHRS3 feels they are at risk of being excluded from digital development, highlighting a gap between their
experiences and the rapid pace of technological advancement. Growing up without computers at home has
contributed to their current challenges with technology. The interlocutor does not have a natural interest in
information technology, which adds to the difficulty faced in engaging with it. Regarding the digital welfare
society’s social sustainability, MHR3 seems to suffer from digital exclusion, passed on from one generation
to the next, in which difficulties in using digital devices manifest as a transgenerational problem. Thomas
et al. (2020) found that it is a key concern within the sector that increasing reliance on digital services
excludes those with limited access to digital devices, data or reliable internet coverage. Our analysis also
found that digital exclusion is particularly prevalent among the most vulnerable service users, such as mental
health rehabilitees.

4.2. Being Unreliable

Research data from the group discussions indicated that mental health rehabilitees’ experiences with digital
citizen-state encounters are determined by perceptions that they are unreliable individuals. The term
“unreliable” refers to something or someone that cannot be depended on for consistent accuracy,
truthfulness or performance. For example, an unreliable source might provide incorrect information, or an
unreliable person might fail to fulfil promises. Digital public services often are designed to contain
algorithmic tools for tracing potential fraudsters (Parviainen et al., 2025), so interlocutors obviously sense
the basic distrust towards citizens targeting them behind the system. The following excerpts reveal a
phenomenon that we defined as digital administrative burden in the Introduction. Due to the transition to
self-service and automation in decision-making, citizens increasingly are required to act as advocates for
their own affairs but cannot be sure how officials will respond to their arguments or pleas about their own
situations. This uncertainty causes stress and anxiety for many.

In Excerpt 4, the psychological costs produced by the digital administrative burden are well-highlighted and
arise from how MHR4 must send documents about his income and expenses electronically. MHR4 described
themself as a person without privacy because they are not trusted. They must prove their eligibility every
month because they are viewed as an unreliable person. This incurs a psychological cost for MHR4, which
they expressed as sadness. Furthermore, the excerpt portrays MHR4’s frustrations with the lack of privacy,
limitations, and conditions on their access to social assistance and the repetitive process they must endure

Social Inclusion ¢ 2025 « Volume 13 o Article 9950 9


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S cogitatio

each month. It conveys a sense of disappointment and stress that accompanies the application process and
the outcomes’ uncertainty:

MHR4: “I| have no privacy when | apply for basic social assistance. Everything must be delivered,
including bank account statements. Although it is promised there that you could get social assistance
for six months, but when it is affected by certain other benefits, it saddens me that | will never get it
for that long. | must make a new application every month. And always the stress of getting through it
and what comes out of it...” (Excerpt 4)

The interlocutor expressed their frustration with the lack of privacy they have experienced when applying
for basic social assistance. The expression stated that they are required to share personal information,
including bank account statements, as part of the application process. This suggests a lack of confidentiality
and boundaries between the individual and the aid agency. The interlocutor’s disappointment stems from
being promised social assistance for six months, but this promise is affected by certain other benefits. This
implies that their access to social assistance is contingent on meeting specific criteria or having a limited
eligibility period. The interlocutor expressed sadness at the realisation that they may not receive this
assistance for an extended period of time due to these factors. The burden of the process is highlighted
when the interlocutor mentions the need to file a new application every month. This suggests a repetitive
and time-consuming task that adds stress to the interlocutor’s life. The stressfulness of the system is
highlighted by the fact that Kela has access, for example, to national income register. Moreover, the system
could probably be much less repetitive for the benefit claimants than it is. The interlocutor's anxiety is
emphasised further when they mentioned the uncertainty of the application process, indicating a lack of
transparency and control over their situation and outcomes.

Excerpt 5 illustrates the learning costs that mental health rehabilitees face in digital citizen-state encounters.
The excerpt ties into the phenomenon described by Bovens and Zouridis (2002) concerning the transition from
“street-level bureaucracies,” in which citizens engage directly with government officials in physical offices, to
“screen-level bureaucracies,’ in which interactions occur in person, over the phone or through online chat
with bureaucrats who are working behind screens. This rehabilitee, MHRS5, described how they often need
assistance on what information to disclose or withhold to survive within the system. To receive their entitled
welfare benefits, they must learn to act correctly from the system’s perspective:

MHRS5: “The fact that you have somehow had to survive this way and ask for help so much, and then
always thought about what it is worth to tell someone about yourself to get that help. When you
have learned the system that if you tell someone about something, it prevents someone from getting
a certain social benefit, that you must be alert.” (Excerpt 5)

The experiences shared by MHR5 in Excerpt 5 prove that digital welfare services are less accessible to some
citizens, leading to new discriminatory effects on low-income and underserved populations. The interlocutor
reflected on mental health rehabilitees’ experiences regarding their reliance on assistance and the constant
evaluation of the value of sharing personal information electronically to receive this help. The interlocutor
stated that they have had to survive in a particular manner and frequently asked for help, implying that they
have faced challenging and difficult circumstances. The interlocutor’s thought process revolves around
weighing the costs and benefits of disclosing personal information in the pursuit of receiving assistance.

Social Inclusion ¢ 2025 « Volume 13 o Article 9950 10


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S cogitatio

The interlocutor was cautious about sharing personal details, having learned that disclosing certain information
may prevent others from receiving social benefits. This suggests that the interlocutor is aware of a competitive
element within the system, in which resources or benefits are limited and potentially could be capped through
disclosure of personal information. The interlocutor’s statement that “you must be alert” indicates a sense of
vigilance or caution that has developed within her due to these experiences. This highlights the interlocutor’s
perception that navigating the system requires constant awareness of how disclosing personal information
can impact both her own access to benefits and opportunities available to others.

The commitment of another rehabilitee, MHR6, in Excerpt 6 continues to express the interlocutors’ mistrust
in the decision-making process that occurs online, conducted by anonymous and faceless people. The excerpt
highlights the interlocutor’s sense of being dehumanised and doubted by the employment service. They feel
that their individual circumstances and integrity are not being considered, and that their trustworthiness is
being questioned without proper cause. This contributes to their overall lack of trust in the decision-making
process and a perceived need to provide documentation continually to validate his legitimacy:

MHRé6: “So, maybe it's because we are just cases on paper, and because of that, | feel mistrust in
this kind of decision-making, which takes place somewhere online by anonymous and faceless people.
And I’'m thinking that, in the same way, these people from the employment services who make decisions
about my ability to work or other things don’t trust me. They want to know about me and are fishing for
information, thinking that I'm cheating. That's why | must deliver all kinds of files to them.” (Excerpt 6)

In this excerpt, the interlocutor begins by acknowledging that people who have to apply for benefits feel like
mere “cases on paper,’ suggesting that they are reduced to impersonal, bureaucratic documentation, rather
than being viewed as individuals with unique circumstances. This depersonalisation contributes to their overall
mistrust of the decision-making process conducted by anonymous and faceless individuals online. For the
interlocutor, screen-level bureaucracy creates a system that is onerous and more burdensome than street-level
bureaucracy. The interlocutor believes that these decision-makers from employment services do not trust
them, as evidenced by their persistent “fishing for information.” The interlocutor suspects that this lack of
trust stems from an assumption that they are engaged in some form of dishonesty or cheating. The mention
of having to deliver “all kinds of files” implies that the interlocutor is required to provide various forms of
documentation or evidence to prove his compliance or eligibility for certain benefits or assistance. This adds
further to the interlocutor’s frustration and suggests an excessive burden of proof being placed on them.

Tetri et al. (2024) found that digital proficiency alone did not bring trust in digital welfare systems with it,
particularly among younger generations of marginalised people, who did not trust service providers. The digital
welfare state is not operating in a vacuum, and mental health rehabilitees have faced several reductions in
welfare services and benefits in recent years (Ahonen, 2022). More basic distrust towards the state may stem
from previous negative experiences in interpersonal relationships, or from a general sense of social disconnect
caused by former reductions, undermining trust in public welfare systems in general.

4.3. Being Insignificant

The group discussions with mental health rehabilitees paint a picture of individuals feeling insignificant.
The subject position of an insignificant person created by the digital administrative burden becomes

Social Inclusion ¢ 2025 « Volume 13 o Article 9950 11


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S cogitatio

particularly evident when interlocutors express their frustration with digital benefit transactions. The term
“insignificant” refers to something or someone that is not important, notable or influential, suggesting a lack
of significance, meaning, or impact. When applied to a person, it may indicate a feeling of being unimportant
or unnoticed. Excerpt 7 highlights the interlocutor’s dissatisfaction with their experience applying for
disability and national pensions, particularly due to the reinitiation of the matter by Kela, the Finnish
pensions and social security organisation, without their involvement. The excerpt appears to examine the
interplay between mental health, self-awareness, and the complexities of modern communication,
particularly in sharing personal information online:

MHRY7: “I applied for a disability pension from limarinen after being ill for 300 days, and at the same
time, a national pension application was pending with Kela. limarinen rejected my application, and so
did Kela, but without asking me, Kela started this matter again.” (Excerpt 7)

In this excerpt, the interlocutor discusses their experience applying for a disability pension and a national
pension. They mentioned that after being ill for 300 days, they applied for a disability pension from
lImarinen, a presumably relevant organisation. However, it is not explicitly stated whether this application
was accepted or rejected. The interlocutor also mentioned that they have a national pension application
pending with Kela, another private organisation that deals with pensions and social security in Finland.
It remains unclear from the excerpt whether this application was initially accepted or rejected.
The interlocutor expressed frustration because despite both limarinen and Kela rejecting her application(s),
Kela reopened the matter without consulting or informing them. This could imply a lack of communication or
transparency in the process, as the interlocutor seems surprised by Kela's actions.

Based on Excerpt 8, it appears that citizens are experiencing difficulties within the digital benefit system.
The excerpt reflects the psychological costs caused by the digital administrative burden. The interlocutor
seems frustrated because they cannot find guidance or advice on what to do next. This situation possibly
stems from a situation in which an unemployed job seeker is unable to work, and the system does not have a
specific position to accommodate them:

MHRS8: “Yes, you see, these kinds of unreasonably burdensome situations, | would say, they happen
constantly. | don’t know, that might be the main reason why | always encounter such pitfalls in the
system, where even at Kela [the Social Insurance Institution of Finland], no one knows what to advise
next. It probably stems from being an unemployed job seeker who is also unfit for work, and since
there’s no direct category for that in the system....So, you have to adapt, now it's an unemployed person,
but they’re unfit for work. And what on earth, they've done volunteer work? Weren't they unfit for
work? Actually, even now, is this the fourth or fifth time I've applied for a permanent disability pension,
and yesterday was the deadline at Kela, the 11 weeks it has to be processed. | had other matters with
Kela yesterday. | clicked onto their pages, and they keep you in suspense until the last moment. There’s
the national pension issue, and it’s just, poof, disappeared, and there's nothing about it anywhere.”
(Excerpt 8)

The digital benefit system poses a few potential implications, as discussed in Excerpt 8. First, there is a lack of
support, i.e., the system in question may not provide appropriate support or solutions for individuals in unique
situations, such as unemployed job seekers who are unable to work. This situation could leave people feeling
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lost and without guidance. Second, the limited options and the absence of a direct position within the system
suggest potential limitations or shortcomings in available opportunities. It implies that the system does not
account for people with specific circumstances or challenges. Third, frustration and confusion are evident in
the interlocutor’s use of terms such as “pitfalls” and their expression regarding a lack of advice, highlighting
their frustration with the situation. They feel that they are encountering obstacles or difficulties within the
system that they cannot navigate on their own. Their bewilderment was strengthened by finding out that their
case had disappeared from their list of open cases in OmaKela service (e-service for social welfare services in
Finland). The subject position of an insignificant person produced by the digital administrative burden proves,
in part, that the promise of enhancing access and efficiency in service delivery of the digital welfare state does
not apply to vulnerable people (van Toorn et al., 2024).

4.4. Being Inferior

The interlocutors often pointed out that they view themselves as inferior in digital interactions. The term
“inferior person” typically refers to someone perceived as having lesser qualities, abilities, or value compared
with others. This perception can be based on various criteria, including social status, intelligence, skills, moral
values, or even personal traits. However, it should be noted that labelling an individual as inferior can be highly
subjective and often reflects the biases or prejudices of the person making the judgement. Using such labels
can foster negative attitudes and discrimination. It is essential to appreciate each person’s individuality and
unique contributions, recognising that everyone possesses inherent worth regardless of their perceived status
or abilities. Compassion, empathy, and understanding are crucial in promoting a more inclusive and respectful
view of others.

Excerpt 9 provides insight into the experiences of individuals receiving social assistance, highlighting a complex
interplay between financial realities, societal perceptions and personal agency. The excerpt encapsulates the
struggles faced by these individuals as they navigate their daily lives under the weight of societal judgement
and stigma. It also emphasises the emotional and psychological burden that comes with financial oversight and
the ways in which individuals reconcile their needs with others’ perceptions. This dynamic invites a broader
reflection on how society views and treats those reliant on others:

MHR9: “As a social assistance client, I've done that sometimes, and I'll probably do it in the future
because | have to deliver my account statements to Kela. So, I've withdrawn cash from the ATM when
| go to a restaurant to eat a hamburger. Because I've had such a strong feeling like that, | don’t want it, it

shows on my account statement that |, as a social assistance client, go to Hesburger to eat a hamburger’
(Excerpt 9)

Excerpt 9 highlights the learning costs of the digital administrative burden. MHR9 is concerned about how
their spending habits, specifically dining out, may reflect poorly on their status as a social assistance client.
This indicates a broader societal stigma that equates social assistance with poverty and restricts individuals’
freedom to enjoy basic pleasures without judgement. The mention of the requirement to submit account
statements to Kela highlights the oversight faced by social assistance clients. This monitoring system can
create pressure to justify personal expenditures, leading to a feeling of being constantly scrutinised. The phrase
“such a strong feeling like that” suggests an internal conflict. The interlocutor wants to enjoy experiences such
as eating out but feels constrained by the social implications of his financial status. This reflects a sense of
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guilt or shame associated with relying on social assistance. The act of withdrawing cash for a meal, despite
possible judgement, signifies an assertion of personal agency. The interlocutor acknowledges that they might
continue these behaviours, indicating a desire to assert normalcy in their life despite the label of being a social
assistance client.

Excerpt 9 clearly illustrates how the design has moved towards increased self-service, requiring citizens to
provide all necessary information, verify calculations, and present evidence to contest algorithmic decisions.
This has shifted the burden of proof, which, in cases of alleged debts, has been described as a form of extortion
(Carney, 2019). The interlocutor’s digital literacy demonstrates how by switching to cash, they want to prevent
the authorities from seeing and collecting information about their daily private life. According to Griffiths
(2024), automated systems that impose greater compliance and administrative demands on benefit claimants
can undermine the traditional democratic notion that the state is accountable to its citizens, and not vice versa.

Excerpt 10 offers poignant insight into the interlocutor’s internal struggles with self-esteem and feelings of
inferiority, particularly concerning her understanding of digital technology. The excerpt encapsulates the
complexities of self-perception within the context of modern technology and personal struggles.
It demonstrates how unfamiliarity with digital interactions can exacerbate feelings of inadequacy and hinder
self-esteem. This reflection highlights the emotional and psychological barriers that many individuals
encounter when navigating a rapidly evolving digital landscape:

MHR10: “Then | always feel a little inferior because of not knowing how to do things or having to ask
for help, and | feel stupid and like that, when I've had to struggle with self-esteem anyway and feelings
of inferiority, weakness...so it somehow amplifies the fact that you don’t know or don't understand
digital interaction, and you can’t familiarise yourself with it, so...” (Excerpt 10)

The interlocutor explicitly states that they “feel a little inferior,” suggesting a pervasive sense of inadequacy.
This reveals how their lack of knowledge about digital interactions affects their self-perception, exacerbating
existing insecurities. The act of asking for help is portrayed as a source of embarrassment, as the interlocutor
feels “stupid” for not knowing how to navigate digital spaces. This highlights a fear of judgement or criticism
from others, which often serves as a barrier to seeking assistance. The mention of struggling with self-esteem
reflects deeper psychological issues. The interplay between feeling weak and not understanding technology
contributes to a cycle of negative self-assessment, in which one issue compounds the other.

The struggle to familiarise oneself with digital interactions may represent broader societal shifts towards
technology in which those lacking the necessary skills can feel increasingly left behind. The interlocutor’s
acknowledgment of this disconnect suggests a feeling of isolation in a tech-driven world. The phrase
“somehow amplifies the fact” indicates that the interlocutor's existing struggles with digital literacy,
combined with an already-complicated web of emotional challenges, can magnify feelings of inadequacy.
The excerpt’s tone conveys a mix of frustration and resignation. There is a sense of defeat in acknowledging
one’s limitations while wishing for understanding and improvement. The repetition of negative
self-descriptors such as “inferiority” and “weakness” intensifies the emotional weight, revealing these
feelings' profound impact on the interviewee’s daily life.
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5. Discussion and Conclusions

Digital citizen-state encounters have become important sites for enacting citizenship and living out social
sustainability, particularly for those who rely more on public services or benefits. This article has addressed
an underexamined aspect of digital administrative burdens and their costs in citizen-state encounters,
particularly regarding their implications for people with mental illness. The mental health rehabilitees
struggled with problems of digital inclusion, problems with transparency in digital and bureaucratic
processes, and lack of support. Mental health rehabilitees’ digital proficiency varied. We investigated how
people with mental illness experience digital administrative burdens and how these experiences produce
socially exclusive identities. By analysing excerpts from discussions, we demonstrated how digital
citizen-state encounters, particularly when claiming welfare benefits, create subject positions of feeling
dispossessed, unreliable, insignificant, and inferior among mental health rehabilitees—qualities that shape
how rehabilitees define themselves as citizens. This illustrates how digital administrative burdens in digital
citizen-state encounters create or affirm identities, resulting in social exclusion.

The rise of automated systems and self-transactions in digitalised public services has included the promise of
providing services more efficiently, with more transparent, value-neutral, impartial, and fair decision-making
(Bovens & Zouridis, 2002; Casey, 2022; Wirtz et al., 2019). However, our research results do not support
this promise from the perspective of vulnerable people. In a socially sustainable digital welfare state,
algorithmic systems promote social equity, fairness, and well-being, and are designed to address social
challenges in particular, such as inequality, poverty, and social exclusion. Our research results indicate that
digital public services are not socially sustainable for mental health rehabilitees even though public services
are associated with the social consensus that certain basic services should be available to all, regardless of
income, physical ability, or mental capacity. For example, poverty creates exclusion because vulnerable
people rarely can afford to acquire and maintain the digital tools needed to apply for financial benefits in the
digital welfare state.

Mental health rehabilitees cited lack of face-to-face interaction as a problem with digital citizen-state
encounters, as it made the digital welfare system appear onerous. Mental rehabilitees have
expectations—such as confidentiality, reciprocity, and predictability—from citizen-state encounters. These
expectations, which they carry over from face-to-face to digital citizen-state encounters, are often unmet
by digital platform procedures. Extant research on successful face-to-face encounters between mental
health rehabilitees and authorities in different Scandinavian countries indicates that positive experiences
correlate with feelings of confidence and security in interactions between mental rehabilitees and
professionals. These experiences are also linked to the continuity of the process and the ability to foresee
future steps, the ability to build trust in the relationship, professionals’ responsiveness to individual needs,
and treatment of rehabilitees as unique individuals, rather than mere users of mental health services (Nouf &
Ineland, 2023). The participants in the group discussions repeatedly highlighted the emotional impact of
digital administrative burdens.

Mental health rehabilitees have experienced frustration and disappointment due to a lack of trust and faith
in their integrity. They feel that their privacy is being invaded when they are constantly monitored or
evaluated. They also feel disappointment and stress due to a lack of confidentiality and boundaries
between the individual and the aid agency. They found claiming welfare benefits to be a repetitive and
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time-consuming task that adds stress to their lives. They also experienced uncertainty about the outcome of
the application process, indicating a lack of control over their situation and a sense of vigilance or caution.
These experiences produce a sense of being dehumanised and doubted by society, contributing to an
overall lack of trust in the decision-making process and society, which should care for people in
vulnerable positions.

Digital welfare state information systems might be overly complicated or not user-friendly, causing frustration
for individuals who already struggle with cognitive functioning or focus. They may be automated systems
that do not provide adequate human interaction, leaving individuals feeling isolated, particularly if they need
personalised assistance for their financial or mental needs. There is evidence that a lack of support when using
digital services can trigger existing social distrust and revive memories of negative experiences that were not
originally caused by digital services (Andersen et al., 2020). The mental health rehabilitees who participated in
the group discussions often cited heightened concerns about data privacy, fearing that sensitive information
could be misused or lead to stigmatisation. Generic or robotic responses to enquiries are distressing for them,
leading to further disengagement from essential services.

The pressures of poverty exacerbate mental health conditions, making it even harder for mental health
rehabilitees to use digital tools. Improving digital citizen-state encounters for people with mental illness
involves addressing these challenges through better access, tailored communication, and supportive
infrastructures. Most participants in the group discussions viewed themselves as somehow irregular and
exceptional cases, i.e., automated systems did not provide enough human discretion and professional help to
meet their needs. As demonstrated, digital services have difficulties reaching out to mental rehabilitees who
are in the worst and most complicated situations (Virtanen et al., 2021). Our results suggest that digital
public services and automated systems are unable to correct existing problems of exclusion in society or the
underlying causes of distrust between citizens and the state. Instead, they tend to reproduce these issues in
digital form or, at worst, exacerbate the problems further.
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Abstract

Algorithmic decision-making (ADM) is increasingly used by public organizations to allocate social benefits.
However, it remains unclear whether ADM leads to more harmonized decisions, especially in multi-level
governance contexts like Belgium. Therefore, we ask whether, and to what extent, ADM is linked to the
harmonization of welfare decisions across local social agencies. More specifically, we analyze decisions
related to additional financial support in terms of (a) the likelihood of granting monthly financial support
compared to other types of support, and (b) the amount of monthly support granted. In doing so, we focus
on REDI, a digital rule-based algorithmic system designed to assess families’ financial needs in Belgium.
We draw on an online survey with respondents from 344 public centers for social welfare (PCSW),
40 interviews with respondents from 20 PCSWs, and policy guidelines from 86 PCSWs. Our findings
demonstrate that the adoption of REDI can be linked to harmonization, yet only regarding the form and
height of support, with users being more inclined to grant support monthly and provide a higher amount.
Nonetheless, variance in welfare decisions persists, indicating a half-hearted harmonization. With both
financial and normative considerations at the local level playing a significant role in how the ADM system is
shaped and implemented, this study highlights the importance of examining the organizational and political
context in which ADM systems are deployed to understand their influence on welfare decisions.
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1. Introduction

Algorithms are nothing new. In fact, evidence for the first algorithm dates from 2500 BC (Chabert, 1999),
and the first algorithm to operate a computer stems from the 19th century (Bolter, 1984). Yet, since the
fourth industrial revolution, the scale and extent to which digital algorithms are used to support human
decision-making have rapidly increased, and welfare practices are no exception. Digital algorithmic
decision-making (ADM; for a conceptualization, see European Parliamentary Research Service, 2019) is an
increasingly common feature of public organizations involved in the allocation of benefits or the provision of
services (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002; Van Gerven, 2022). In Norway, for instance, applications for social
security benefits (such as child benefits or unemployment benefits) are automatically processed, sometimes
even “without a person having been involved” (Nav, 2024). Another example is Finland, where the decision
to assess eligibility for social assistance was centralized to address unequal treatment across municipalities
and was later supported by ADM (Algorithm Watch, 2020; Varjonen, 2020).

This evolution brings about opportunities and risks for our welfare states. For instance, some argue that
digital ADM can decrease the non-take-up of social rights, as it enables the automatic allocation of welfare
benefits and minimizes shame and stigma linked to applying for such benefits in face-to-face contact
(Madsen et al., 2022; Van Lancker, 2020). In contrast, it is demonstrated that the rise of ADM and digital
technologies broadens the digital divide and creates administrative burdens, especially for people who are
already vulnerable (Algorithm Watch, 2020; Eubanks, 2018). A further illustration of the ambivalent
effects of ADM concerns the role of discretion. Discretion can be defined as the freedom public officials
have when interpreting and implementing regulations (see Evans & Hupe, 2020; Lipsky, 1980 for commonly
used definitions and conceptualizations). On the one hand, ADM may decrease the number of arbitrary or
discriminatory decisions caused by public officials’ large discretionary powers (Arvidsson & Noll, 2023).
On the other hand, empirical evidence suggests the opposite since practices of discrimination can become
embedded within ADM systems, or systems running on or being trained by biased data (Larson et al.,
2016). Furthermore, it is argued that the diminished capacity for case-by-case policy implementation
due to ADM systems disproportionately affects those who are already vulnerable (Germundsson &
Stranz, 2023).

In this article, we zoom in on what seems to be another puzzle: the harmonization of policy outcomes across
local social agencies when ADM is used to assess eligibility for welfare benefits. Some authors expect ADM
systems to harmonize policy implementation since they might reduce the discretion of public officials
(Bovens & Zouridis, 2002), make public officials adhere to regulation, whilst focusing on routines in their
enforcement style (de Boer & Raaphorst, 2023), and streamline decision-making processes (Germundsson &
Stranz, 2023). Other scholars emphasize that professionals’ willingness to adopt ADM, along with the
organizational context and culture in which they operate, significantly influences how such technologies are
accepted and implemented in practice (Venkatesh et al., 2003). Indeed, public officials are reported to
deliberately oppose the digital systems they are requested to use, sometimes precisely to provide individual
assistance to clients (Jargensen & Schou, 2020). And so, the extent to which ADM leads to harmonization of
welfare decisions across local social agencies, as well as the conditions under which such decisions
materialize, remain open questions. Additionally, the impact of ADM on the autonomy of lower-level
governments is still under-examined. This is, however, crucial, since in the majority of welfare states, social
assistance policies are executed at the municipal level (Kazepov & Barberis, 2013). Understanding the
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harmonizing effects of ADM is key to designing socially just and sustainable welfare states, as it affects both
citizens’ social rights and the multi-layered governance of social policies directly.

In Belgium, a digital system called REDI (shorthand for References Budgets for a Decent Income; Frederickx
et al., 2022) was implemented at the local level on a large scale. REDI is a rule-based algorithm that allows for
evaluating and calculating the need for additional financial support of welfare clients, based on a fine-grained
assessment of their household and employment situation. The responsibility to determine whether, and if
so, how much, additional financial support is provided to clients lies fully within the discretion of the public
centers for social welfare (PCSW). In contrast, legislation governing social assistance benefits is determined
at the national level. REDI is meant to evaluate clients’ living standards and calculate the resources they need
to sustain a decent minimum, running counter to the usually idiosyncratic rules and guidelines of local social
agencies. In 2023, the Belgian federal government encouraged local governments to adopt REDI through a
full, but temporary, reimbursement of the financial support given, with the only requirement being that social
agencies use REDI for the specific clients to whom they decide to grant additional financial support. In doing
so, they expected an increase in equal treatment of clients across local social agencies (PSS Social Integration,
n.d.-a, n.d.-b). Local governments still had the autonomy to determine how they incorporated various factors
into the system, such as savings, debts, or the income of children. And so, while the implementation of REDI
at a large scale was meant to streamline local policies to grant additional financial support to welfare clients,
at the same time, it did not change the autonomy of local authorities regarding additional financial support
and allowed them to use REDI in line with local practices.

The Belgian case is a prime example of how ADM is used with the expectation of harmonizing welfare
decision-making in a multi-level governance context. Using unique data to evaluate the implementation of
REDI at the local level, we ask whether, and to what extent, the use of ADM in welfare decision-making is
linked to the harmonization of welfare decisions across local social agencies. An online survey including five
vignettes with responses from 344 local governments allows us to assess welfare decisions in specific cases
with and without REDI, and before and after REDI was implemented. To contextualize these decisions, we
draw on qualitative analysis of 40 semi-structured interviews with frontline workers and managers from
20 PCSWs, along with an assessment of policy guidelines from REDI-users from 86 PCSWs, allowing us to
explore why harmonization might (not) be linked to REDI.

2. Literature Review

Previous research shows contradicting findings and perspectives on whether ADM harmonizes welfare
practices, and various perspectives on how technology brings about societal change.

Applied to public administrations and welfare states, the impact of ADM on discretion is often framed as a
shift from street-level bureaucracies, where street-level bureaucrats have degrees of freedom when
implementing regulation in their direct interactions with citizens (Lipsky, 1980), to system-level
bureaucracies, where discretion is completely abolished or shifted to the designers of ADM systems (Bovens
& Zouridis, 2002). Zouridis et al. (2020) highlight how this shift not only occurs by directly replacing human
decisions with ADM but also by the mere use of software programs as they prestructure processes.
Empirical evidence is found to support the claim that ADM can limit discretion and streamline practices
(e.g., de Boer & Raaphorst, 2023; Ranerup & Henriksen, 2022). Buffat (2015) refers to this stance, reflecting

Social Inclusion ¢ 2025 « Volume 13 o Article 10289 3


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S cogitatio

the expectation that ADM limits human discretion, as the “curtailment thesis” Such technological
determinism expects technology, by itself, to bring social or behavioral change (although various variants
and nuances exist; for that, see Lauwaert & Chomanski, 2025). In legal philosophy, this argument is derived
from the idea that both computational code and law regulate and affect human behavior—e.g., Lessig’s
(1999) “code is law” stance or Diver’'s (2021a, 2021b) concept of “digiprudence.” Furthermore, policy
outcomes are framed as inherently present in, or directly caused by ADM (Diver, 2021b; Grimmelmann,
2005). These studies articulate a clear causal relationship (Kling et al., 2000): As code regulates, the
discretion of public officials decreases, with more harmonized policy outcomes as a result.

Technological determinism is challenged both in theory and by empirical evidence. Social scientists especially
criticize a deterministic approach to technology, as it neglects the human and societal influence in both the
design of ADM systems and their practical effects. Social construction of technology, in particular, questions
digital ADM systems as external objective realities by framing them as human constructs, shaped through
social actions (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Actor-network theory also highlights the interactions between
technology and humans, expecting a two-way relationship (Michael, 2017; Orlikowski, 2000). In line with
this, Venkatesh et al. (2003) developed a unified theory of acceptance and use of technology, describing how
individual characteristics and social contexts influence how technologies are accepted and used in practice.
With humans shaping technology, and thus ADM systems, they are also expected to influence the effects
ADM might bring to society. Consequently, authors call into question whether ADM in itself will ensure policy
harmonization. Indeed, empirical evidence shows how public officials working with digitalized systems oppose
them (Baines et al., 2010; Devlieghere & Roose, 2018, 2020) and develop parallel ways of working to still be
able to individually assist clients (Jgrgensen & Schou, 2020) or keep the relational aspects of social work
practices (De Witte et al., 2016). In the literature, these ideas are reflected in the “enablement thesis” (Buffat,
2015) or the “continuation thesis” (Marienfeldt, 2024), showing ADM systems do not automatically or just
curtail human discretion, but can bring about new ways for public officials to use discretion. Adding to that, it
is contested that the creation of more rules (Evans & Harris, 2004)—for example, through code (Diver, 2021a,
2021b; Lessig, 1999)—or the standardization of practices (as shown by Nordesjo et al., 2020; even though
this study did not cover standardization through ADM), actually lead to public officials having less discretion
in practice.

Not only is there disagreement in the literature concerning the harmonizing effects of ADM, but the
desirable extent of harmonization versus discretion also remains a subject of debate. Stances about (limiting)
discretion in welfare practices are often based on normative assumptions about what public officials should
be or do and what desired levels of discretion might be (Brodkin, 2016). For instance, Molander et al. (2012)
frame discretion as a threat to equal treatment in welfare states, whereas Lipsky (1980, p. 161) underlines
the importance of discretion in service provision. The same goes for the desired level of (de)centralization in
multi-level governance welfare states. Where Frederickx et al. (2022), for instance, mention the risk of the
fulfillment of social rights becoming dependent on the place of residence when local practices differ, Sellers
and Lidstréom (2007) highlight the importance of strong local governments to counter spatial inequalities.
Yet, Evans and Harris (2004) underline that discretion is neither “good” nor “bad.” Whatever the desired
amount of discretion in welfare decisions, when discretion becomes systematized to decide “who gets what,
when [and] how,” it becomes political (Brodkin, 2020, p. 64). This is particularly salient in multi-level
governance contexts, where the authority to design anti-poverty policies is distributed across various layers
of policymaking and political institutions, as in the case of Belgium. Moreover, given the diverse policy
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challenges and political dynamics at the local level, the federal government and local social agencies may
pursue different interests when designing and implementing supplementary support measures. As a result,
they may aim for divergent objectives in the deployment of ADM systems. In sum, the extent to which ADM
leads to harmonized decisions across different organizations, especially in a multi-level government context,
invites further examination. Moreover, the expected outcomes of ADM in welfare practices are often
normatively framed, driven by a tension between local autonomy and centralized legislation. In what follows,
we discuss the Belgian case in which an ADM system is implemented to streamline local decisions on
additional financial support in a multi-level governance context.

3. Additional Financial Support in Belgium: The Role of ADM

In Belgium'’s multi-level governance system, local PCSWs serve as the final safety net. Each municipality has a
PCSW that provides financial support in the form of social assistance benefits on the one hand, and can provide
additional cash and in-kind support on the other hand. While the first task is subject to federal legislation in
terms of entitlement conditions and amounts, PCSWs are fully responsible for defining the type of additional
support as well as its conditions. For example, local social agencies can autonomously decide on the type
of support they provide for each client, ranging from rent allowances and medical bill contributions to food
bank vouchers and cultural activity discounts. Given the full autonomy of local authorities to determine who
is financially in need, various practices exist (Van Mechelen & Bogaerts, 2008). Examples derived from our
interviews include using standardized Excel files to calculate financial needs, whereas other PCSWs do not
adhere to such quantifications and discuss cases at team meetings.

In Belgium, some PCSWs use the digitalized rule-based algorithmic system REDI to assess the needs of
vulnerable clients. REDI was developed by scientists of the Centre for Budget and Financial Well-Being
(CEBUD) and is based on the reference budget method. Reference budgets are developed to determine the
minimum household income necessary for social participation in a given context. Theoretically and
conceptually, they are based on the theory of human need (Doyal & Gough, 1991; Goedemé et al., 2019).
While reference budgets are based on “model family types” and assumptions about health and housing,
REDI draws on the reference budget method to allow social professionals working in PCSWs to determine
whether a specific client’s household has sufficient financial resources to live a decent life (Frederickx et al.,
2022). Reference budgets represent the minimum costs to fulfil 12 basic needs, including elements as having
access to healthy food, basic hygiene, sufficient relaxation, and being able to maintain social relationships.
Different parameters influence the height of the reference budget. On the one hand, they are based on
(inter)national guidelines, focus groups with citizens, and budget checking in stores. Every six months, the
budgets are indexed. Every two and a half years, budgets are re-evaluated. On the other hand, personal
characteristics, such as age and gender of family members, and socio-financial elements, such as renting on
the private or social market and the source of income (work or social security), influence the height of the
reference budgets (CEBUD, n.d.-a, n.d.-b).

In encouraging PCSWs to adopt REDI, the federal government aimed to ensure “equal treatment of client
situations across PCSWSs and social professionals” (PSS Social Integration, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). The federal
government provided a temporary subsidy—fully reimbursing REDI-based financial support—from 2023 until
the end of 2024. In turn, 424 of 581 PCSWs (73%) started using it in 2023 and 45 (8%) were already using
REDI before.
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When using REDI, social workers start by inputting the personal information of their client, such as their
national registration number, sex, and date of birth. Next, information about financial needs and household
budget is added. This information is structured in four different categories of expenses: fixed costs, living
expenses, savings for future expenses, and additional costs. For each of these categories, social workers can
choose to use reference budgets as calculated in REDI or enter the real expenses of clients. Different types of
income, stemming from both work and social security, can be registered as well. REDI then calculates a monthly
amount by comparing the family income to the (adapted) reference budgets. If the result is negative, the
household income is insufficient to live a dignified life (Frederickx et al., 2022). REDI provides an overview of
the incomes and expenses of the household, which may prompt a response to reduce expenses that are (much)
larger than the reference budgets, and reveal potential sources of income, such as allowances that are not yet
claimed. Most importantly, it provides a benchmark of clients’ financial needs, which can be used to determine
the type and level of additional support. According to the REDI-philosophy, the entire negative balance should
ideally be granted to the client every month if the budget allows, replacing other ad hoc additional types of
support (CEBUD, 2024, p. 28).

Importantly, the federal government did not impose strict regulations on local governments regarding the
use of REDI. The only requirement for reimbursement was that social assistance agencies use REDI for the
specific clients they support with financial aid. As a result, local governments retained autonomy to determine
how they incorporated various income and expense factors into the calculation, such as savings, debts, or the
income of children, and hence could easily deviate from the REDI calculations. Yet, while there was no formal
change in the local authority to provide additional financial support, the implementation of REDI still meant to
streamline how client cases were evaluated by different PCSWs. This provides an excellent case to assess the
competing expectations about the harmonization effect of ADM systems in a context of almost full discretion
at the local level. Given the objective of the federal government, we will test whether the implementation
of REDI in local social welfare agencies has led to harmonization in terms of the decision to grant monthly
financial support and the amount of support provided.

4. Data and Methodology

To answer our research question, we used both quantitative and qualitative methods. We draw on an online
survey filled in by 344 representatives of PCSWs, 40 semi-structured interviews with frontline workers and
managers across 20 PCSWs, and policy guidelines from 86 PCSWs. Data were gathered in a project funded
by the Belgian federal government (no. MI1S2023 06) to evaluate how PCSWs have implemented and used
REDI and how their experience and decisions compared with non-users.

4.1. Quantifying Case Variation and Harmonization

All 581 PCSWs were invited to take part in the research. Each participating PCSW delegated one respondent to
fill in the online survey, someone who is aware of the local policies that apply in the PCSW regarding granting
additional (financial) support, and knows how these policies are applied in specific cases. Of 344 participants,
320 observations without missing values on the variable indicating the type of support for all client cases
(vignettes) were retained.
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To evaluate whether the use of REDI would lead to harmonization in client case assessment, we included five
vignettes in the online survey. For each of these vignettes, we asked respondents if and how additional support
would be granted in their PCSW. What follows is a short description of these client cases. A detailed overview
of how the vignettes were presented to the respondents in their original languages (Dutch and French) can
be found in the Supplementary File.

Vignette 1 (Jens): Jens, a single homeless man in his 30s, stays either at a friend’s place or at his brother's.
He has children, but does not have contact with them. Jens works as a bartender, which grants him a
low and fluctuating income of approximately €1,220 a month. Jens contacted a PCSW because of
his accumulating debts. His monthly costs include a limited compensation to cover board and lodging
(€250), child support (€280), and repaying his debts. He has monthly repayment plans for a telecom
provider (€50), lawyer’s fees (€100), and bailiff fees (€100).

Vignette 2 (Anne): Anne is a young female student who has a history in youth care. Due to traumatic
events in the past, she no longer has contact with her parents. She contacts the PCSW because she
can't pay her medical bills. Anne receives a social assistance benefit. Her monthly costs include rent for
a studio (€500), water and energy bills (€145), and psychiatric therapy (€300). She has unpaid hospital
bills accumulating up to €1,500.

Vignette 3 (Fatima): Fatima is 40 years old and a single mother of three kids. She has no contact with the
father of her children, who she believes to be in jail. She has two minor children, who are twins, and one
son who is 19 years old. Her oldest son just started a handyman business, from which he receives an
irregular income. Fatima became unemployed six months ago due to cut-offs at her previous job. Fatima
contacts the PCSW because her savings are running out, and she wants to avoid being unable to pay her
monthly costs. Her income includes an unemployment benefit and child support (€2,095). Her savings
are €6,504. The fluctuating income of her son is approximately €700. Her monthly costs include a loan
for her home (€844), water and energy bills (€216), her car (€410 ), and a fitness subscription for one
of her twins (€30).

Vignette 4 (Valerie): Valerie is a woman in her 30s. She has a partner, Tuur, who is in his 30s as well.
The couple has four children, all of whom are minors. Valerie is a stay-at-home mom and volunteers by
taking in stray cats. Tuur is employed and has an income. Valerie is contacting the PCSW because they
report having insufficient means. The couple flags that their relationship suffers from their financial
situation. Their monthly income is €2,190, including Tuur’s salary, child support, and Valerie’s volunteer
allowance. Their monthly costs include rent (€925), water and energy bills (€230), and pets (€120). They
also pay a monthly rental deposit (€100). Apart from his deposit, they have no debts.

Vignette 5 (Marc): Marc is a single middle-aged man. After quitting his job due to excessive stress,
he has been receiving a social assistance benefit. Marc contacted the PCSW again because he is still
unable to make ends meet. Marc is reported to give the impression of being very stressed or under the
influence of drugs. His monthly costs include rent (€612), water and energy bills (€161), smoking (€70),
and a subscription to his favorite football team (€34).
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All respondents were asked to assess these vignettes as they would do today, with REDI for the users and
without for the non-users. Respondents of the user group were asked how they would have assessed these
client cases before they adopted REDI. Respondents could indicate whether they would grant additional
support and also which types they would grant. They were allowed to indicate multiple responses and we
provided open text fields in which respondents could give more details on the specifics of the support on
offer. We operationalized the responses into four categories: (a) no additional support; (b) in-kind support;
(c) non-recurring financial support; and (d) monthly financial support. While respondents opting for financial
support could also include material support, the category in-kind support excludes financial support.

In order to evaluate whether client decisions are more harmonized linked to the adoption of REDI, we define
harmonization as an increase in similar outcomes of welfare decisions for similar cases across PCSWs. Note
that we focus on harmonization, which we define as the reduction in variation, compared to standardization,
which is related to the removal of variation altogether. We first focus on the type of additional support
provided for each case, with a particular focus on monthly financial support. For those respondents, we
subsequently assessed the amount of monthly financial support proposed. In doing so, we compare these
outcomes for REDI-users and non-users and users before and after the implementation of REDI.

Given the literature review and the explicit expectations of the federal government, we hypothesize that
harmonization will occur in two ways. The first is what is commonly referred to as sigma-convergence, a
reduction in the cross-sectional dispersion of outcomes. Sigma-convergence is usually measured by a
statistical measure of dispersion, such as the coefficient of variation. In our analysis, we assume
harmonization if the coefficient of variation in the outcomes of the different vignettes is lower in the users
compared to the non-user group, and becomes smaller after the adoption of REDI compared to before the
adoption of REDI. A reduction in the coefficient of variation means that the variation in the decisions of
respondents declines. Since REDI imposes an explicit standard, we also expect decisions to be more in line
with the REDI norm. In this specific case, this would entail that (a) respondents are more likely to provide
monthly financial support and (b) the amount of the benefits moves upward (also known as an anchoring
effect; Tversky & Kahneman, 1974). We measure upward convergence through delta convergence, a
concept capturing changes in the distance between the outcome and an exemplary model (Starke et al.,
2008). In doing so, we ran our five vignettes through REDI to have a benchmark of how these client cases
are assessed using the budget standard method (Table 1). We will analyze to what extent the amounts of
additional financial support proposed by respondents are closer to the standard set by REDI.
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Table 1. Overview of the client cases and their corresponding calculation in REDI.

Case description Monthly income Monthly costs Savings Debts REDI's output
Vignette 1: Jens Single man Wage: €1,220 Drinking fee subtracted None Payment plans for debts: €519.90
34 years old from wage: €80 o bailiff fee: €100 (€2,430
Homeless Living cost: €250 in total)
Child allowance: €280 e telecom: €50 (€2 00
in total)
e lawyer fee: €100
(€1,720.16 in total)
Vignette 2: Anne Single girl Social assistance Rent: €500 €407.30 Hospital debts without €417
Student benefit: €1,263.17 Train and bus payment plan: €1,500
20 years old Child benefit: €168.96 subscription: €30
No contact with parents Utilities: €180
Psychiatrist: €300
Vignette 3: Fatima  Single mother of three kids, Unemployment Mortgage: €844 €6,504.12 None €1,571. 69
two minors benefit: €1,705. 08 Fitness subscription: €30
40 years old Child benefit: €389.57 Utilities: €216
Income of son: €700 Car: €410
Vignette 4: Valerie  Mother of four minor kids Wage of partner: €1,880 Rent: €925 €54 Payment plan for rental €1,423.94
Has a partner Child benefit: €1,210 Utilities: €230 deposit: €100
32 years old Volunteering fee: €100 Pets: €120
Vignette 5: Marc Single man Social assistance Rent: €612 None None €260
52 years old benefit: €1,263.17 Utilities: €161
Smoking: €70

Football subscription: €34
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4.2. Contextualizing and Explaining Case Variation and Harmonization

Besides measuring harmonization in welfare decisions quantitatively, we draw on a qualitative analysis of
policy documents and in-depth interviews to contextualize these findings and explain the remaining
variation that our quantitative data show. The online survey included questions about how additional
financial support is granted in PSCWs, with or without REDI. Adding to that, we analyzed policy documents
of 86 PSCWs that use REDI to assess similarities and differences in rules regarding how additional support
should be granted. To do so, we compared policy documents and the recommendations of the developers of
REDI (CEBUD, 2024), focusing on rules stipulating eligibility criteria for additional financial support and rules
indicating the amount of financial support. An overview of the specific parameters used can be found in
Table Al in the Supplementary File. Finally, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 40 respondents
from 20 PSCWs in Brussels, Flanders, and Wallonia. More information about the respondents and
interview conditions can be found in Table A2 in the Supplementary File. All agencies were selected to
ensure geographical representation, based on a socio-economic typology of Belgian municipalities
(Belfius-indicators). In each PCSW, we aimed to select one case manager responsible for assessing eligibility
for additional support and one respondent at the management level of the organization. In these interviews,
we discussed local policies regarding additional support with or without REDI and client vignette 3 (Fatima)
in depth, as it was reported to show the most variation in our preliminary results. The interviews were
analyzed thematically, according to the staged process of Braun and Clarke (2006). After familiarization with
the data, the qualitative researchers jointly identified key topics. Relevant topics include ways of granting
additional support and perceived advantages and disadvantages of REDI. All topics are included in Table A3
in the Supplementary File. Next, they summarized the main findings in a thematic grid. This process allows
for structuring similarities and differences between PCSWs in how they allocate additional support and why,
allowing the researchers to agree on findings that represent all cases and finally identify arguments
explaining variation. During that process, additional insights emerged about the different normative
assumptions about welfare support, which are discussed in Section 5.3.2. This research was approved by the
ethical commission of the KU Leuven with references G-2023-7204-R4(MAR) and G-2023-7204-R6(AMD).

5. Results

We examine whether the use of REDI in welfare decision-making is associated with greater harmonization in
case assessments among PCSWs. We structure our results by first discussing harmonization in case
assessment between REDI-users and non-users, and second, by comparing case assessment before and
after the implementation of REDI. We first examine differences between REDI users and non-users
regarding the decision to provide support. Next, we look at harmonization by means of the coefficient of
variance to assess whether users are more likely to provide monthly financial support (sigma-convergence).
Finally, for those PCSWs who provide monthly financial support, we evaluate whether the level of support is
closer to the benchmark amount provided by REDI (Table 1; delta-convergence).
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5.1. Comparing Users and Non-Users
5.1.1. Variation and Harmonization in the Type of Additional Support

In Table 2, we compare the responses of REDI-users and non-users on the question of what type of
additional support they would grant for the different client cases. Generally speaking, we find similar degrees

Table 2. Frequency of the choice between granting no support, in natura support, one-off support, and monthly
recurrent support for each client situation.

Non-users Users

N % N %
Vignette 1: Jens
No support 16 28.1 97 36.9
In kind 23 40.1 68 259
Financial support, once 14 24.6 49 18.6
Financial support, monthly 4 7.0 49 18.6
X2 (3, N = 320) = 9.1433, p = .027
Vignette 2: Anne
No support 4 7.0 12 4.6
In kind 1 1.8 5 1.9
Financial support, once 16 28.1 42 16.0
Financial support, monthly 36 63.2 204 77.6
X2 (3,N =320)=5.6513, p =.130
Vignette 3: Fatima
No support 31 544 131 49.8
In kind 7 12.3 18 6.8
Financial support, once 7 12.3 34 12.9
Financial support, monthly 12 211 80 30.4
X? (3, N = 320) = 3.3027, p = .347
Vignette 4: Valerie
No support 12 211 48 18.3
In kind 15 26.3 48 18.3
Financial support, once 16 28.1 47 17.9
Financial support, monthly 14 24.6 120 45.6
X2 (3,N = 320) = 9.1838, p = .027
Vignette 5: Marc
No support 12 211 45 171
In kind 10 17.5 38 14.5
Financial support, once 10 17.5 49 18.6
Financial support, monthly 25 43.9 131 498

X? (3, N =320)=1.078,p = .782
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of consensus in the type of support chosen by respondents. Across users and non-users, we see that Fatima
(vignette 3) is least likely to get any support at all, while Jens (vignette 1) is least likely to get financial
support. In contrast, Anne (vignette 2), Valerie (vignette 4), and Marc (vignette 5) are most likely to receive
financial support. Only in the cases of Jens and Valerie, a significant difference in the proportion of the
response categories is observed. In the case of Jens, a homeless man with debt, REDI users are more inclined
to forego any support, but among those who provide support, the type of support differs. For Valerie, we see
substantial shifts in the categories of in-kind support and monthly financial support. However the adoption
of REDI did not lead to a substantially different pattern of decisions to provide additional support or not.

In Table 3, we focus specifically on differences between users and non-users in the probability of providing
monthly financial support for each vignette, for those who opted to provide additional support. While Table 2
indicated that there are significant shifts in the type of support in only one out of five cases, here we ask a
different question: if PCSWs decide to grant support, are they more likely to provide monthly financial support?
The results provide evidence for sigma convergence since the coefficient of variation across all vignettes is
lower for REDI users than for non-users. For all cases, a higher share of users opts for monthly financial
support, with substantial and significant differences for the vignettes of Jens, Anne, and Valerie. For Jens,
for instance, the share of respondents increases by 20 p.p., and the coefficient of variation declines by 50%
from 3.08 to 1.55. While REDI-users are more likely to opt for no support for Jens, at the same time, they
opt much more often for monthly financial support when they do choose to provide support. For Anne and
Valerie, respondents were more likely to provide monthly financial support to begin with, but here too we see
substantial differences between users and non-users of 15 and 25 p.p., respectively, with a strong decline in
the coefficient of variation. For Fatima, the decline in the coefficient of variation is smaller, and the difference
between users and non-users in the probability of providing support is not significant. For Marc, differences
are negligible.

Table 3. Variation in the decision to grant monthly financial support for users and non-users.

Case Share of respondents granting t-value  p-value Ap.p. Coefficient of variation
monthly financial support

Non-users (n) Users (n) t p Non-users Users
Jens 10% (41) 30% (166) -2,6269 0.0093 20 3.08 1.55
Anne 68% (53) 81% (251) -2,1760 0.0303 13 0.69 0.48
Fatima 46% (26) 61% (132) -1,3652 0.174 15 1.10 0.81
Valerie 31% (45) 56% (215) -3,0576 0.0025 25 1.50 0.89
Marc 56% (45) 60% (218) -0,5745 0.5622 4 0.90 0.82

5.1.2. Variation and Harmonization in the Amount of Support Granted

In Table 4, we show the level of monthly financial support provided by non-users and REDI-users.
For vignettes 1 (Jens) and 3 (Fatima), the sample was too small to provide meaningful results since not all
respondents filled in the question about the amounts. Notably, we only observe a decline in the coefficient
of variation for the case of Marc, indicating sigma convergence and a more similar evaluation of client cases.
In the case of Marc, however, mean amounts of support are lower amongst users than amongst non-users.
This is in line with the results in Table 3, where Marc was less likely to receive monthly financial support.
In this case, there is sigma convergence but no delta convergence. The differences in the amounts are not
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significant, except for the case of Valerie (p = 0.02). Here we see a much higher mean amount in the users
group, but also an increase in the coefficient of variation, meaning that there is less agreement amongst
REDI users on the amount provided compared to non-users. In the cases of Anne and Valerie, we do see
some evidence for delta convergence, since monthly amounts are closer to the norm set by REDI. At the
same time, the levels of support remain (far)below the REDI benchmark. For instance, while the mean
amount of support for Valerie is over twice as high in the users group, it still only covers 30% of the financial
need identified through the REDI tool. Where REDI proposes to grant most support to Valerie (€1423.94),
she receives proportionally less compared to Marc and Anne. For them, the differences between users and
non-users are small, however. This indicates harmonization with the REDI norm regarding the height of
support, but not regarding its assumptions about neediness.

Table 4. Variation in the amount of monthly financial support for users and non-users.

Case Mean amount of REDI- Support as t-value p-value A€ Coefficient
monthly financial benchmark % of REDI of variation
support benchmark
Non- Users (n) Non-  Users t p Non-  Users
users (n) users users
Jens €519.90

Anne €238 (31) €251(188) €416.97 57% 60% -0,5300 0,55966 €13 0.47 0.49
Fatima €1571.69

Valerie €197 (12) €428(105) €1423.94 14% 30% -2,3258 0,0218 €231 0.61 0.80
Marc  €173(21) €166(118) €260 67% 64% 02822 0,7782  €-7 0.73 0.53

Notes: The monthly amount of monthly financial support includes the amounts indicated by local social welfare agencies
as monthly additional financial support, plus specific recurring amounts for rent and utilities; for Jens and Fatima, the
number of respondents in the non-users group is too small to make any meaningful comparison.

5.2. Variation and Harmonization Before and After Adopting REDI

To make a comparison on the levels of variation and harmonization before and after the implementation of
REDI, we compare case assessments of REDI users before and after they started using REDI. Here, we include
only respondents who provided information about how they assess clients’ needs before the adoption of REDI
(with a smaller number of observations across cases as a result). To gauge the situation before adopting REDI,
we asked respondents to assess these cases a second time, taking into account the practices and guidelines in
place before the implementation of REDI. Table 5 shows the share of respondents granting monthly financial
support compared to all decisions (including no support), while Table 6 shows the mean level of monthly
financial support for those who opted for monthly financial support.

For the subsample of PCSWs who use REDI and provided full information on their decisions before adopting
REDI, we see a reduction in the coefficient of variation across all cases, suggesting sigma convergence.
For all cases, we also notice an increase in the probability of support, although the differences are small and
insignificant in the case of Jens and Fatima. For Anne, we see a substantial increase in the probability of
granting monthly financial support (22 p.p.) and a large reduction of the coefficient of variation (—40%).
Across cases, we observe that the patterns of agreement remain similar before and after adopting REDI, with
most agreement on the type of support in the case of Anne, and least agreement in the cases of Jens
and Fatima.
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Table 5. Variation in the decision to grant monthly financial support, before and after REDI.

Case Share of agencies granting t-value p-value Ap.p. Coefficient of variation
monthly financial support

Before After n t p Before After
Jens 13% 17% 159 -1,6140 0,1085 4 2,64 2,22
Anne 56% 78% 154 -5,0798 0,0000 22 0,88 0,53
Fatima 28% 32% 133 -1,0919 0,2769 4 1,62 1,48
Valerie 37% 49% 150 —-2,7827 0,0061 12 1,30 1,03
Marc 43% 52% 153 -3,0656 0,0026 9 1,15 0,96

Note: Only includes local social welfare agencies that adopted REDI and provided full information on how they evaluated
requests for additional financial support before, including agencies that provided no support.

Table 6. Variation in the amount of monthly financial support, before and after REDI.

Case Mean amount of monthly financial support  t-value p-value A€ Coefficient of variation
Before After n t p Before After

Jens

Anne €211 €258 77 -1.2988 0.0025 €47 0.70 0.54

Fatima €243 €318 28 -1.2659 0.2164 €75 1.11 1.01

Valerie €272 €369 43 -24778 0.0173 €97 0.84 0.84

Marc €161 €176 59 -0.8961 0.3739 €15 0.78 0.61

Notes: Only includes local social welfare agencies that adopted REDI and provided full information on how they evaluated
requests for additional financial support before; the amount of monthly financial support includes the amounts indicated
by local social welfare agencies as monthly additional financial support plus specific recurring amounts for rent and utilities;
for Jens, the number of respondents is too small to make any meaningful comparison.

Finally, regarding the level of monthly support, our data shows significant and substantial upward changes
for Anne (with on average €47 more support granted) and Valerie (with on average €97 more support
granted) after the adoption of REDI, moving closer to the benchmark set by REDI (Table 4). Across all cases,
we observe that mean amounts tend to be higher after adopting REDI (delta convergence), while in most
cases the coefficient of variation decreases (sigma convergence). However, in the case of Mark, the
difference in mean amounts is small, and the disagreement in the amount given to Valerie is similar before
and after the adoption of REDI.

5.3. Qualitative Contextualization Explaining Half-Hearted Harmonization
5.3.1. (Variation in) Making Rules About Using ADM

While our quantitative analyses do suggest that the use of ADM harmonizes outcomes in welfare decisions
to a certain extent, at the same time, it is clear that there is still substantial variation within and across cases.
How can we understand such half-hearted harmonization? In this section, we provide more evidence on this,
drawing on policy documents of REDI users, and interviews with managers and frontline workers.

Once PCSWs decided to use REDI, most of them (79%, n = 288) made agreements on how to do so. Written
agreements often stipulate detailed rules regarding (a) the target audience of the policy measure, (b) how the
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REDI-benchmark should be calculated, i.e., what kind of expenses should be included, and (c) the amount of
support to grant when REDI indicates clients have insufficient means. Whereas differences in the second type
of rules result in differences in how the REDI-benchmark is computed, differences regarding the third type of
rules result in what support is provided when the REDI-benchmark indicates a client does not have sufficient
means at their disposal.

In the agreements we analyzed (n = 86), many PCSWs deviate from the recommendations provided by REDI’s
developer. For example, the recommendation of granting the full negative result generated by REDI was only
found in 15% of the analyzed policy documents. In fact, none of the recommendations were adopted as rules
in the majority of our sample, and, more importantly, a wide range of different practices were found regarding
all three types of rules. Some policy documents even explicitly mention the (continued) use of alternative tools
or calculations to decide whether a specific client has sufficient means.

5.3.2. Reasons to Use Local Autonomy When Deploying ADM in Welfare Practices

The policy documents revealed substantial variation among PCSWs concerning the formal rules governing
the use of REDI. During the interviews, respondents in management positions elaborated on the reasons why
they chose to diverge from the developers’ guidelines and use their local autonomy, either by introducing
locally adapted practices or by maintaining pre-existing procedures. Two primary lines of argumentation can
be identified.

First and foremost, respondents report that financial uncertainty and the financial position of local PCSWs
play a crucial role in deciding whether or not to use REDI in the first place, and second, how to use the tool.
In fact, the subsidy was the reason most reported (80%, n = 290) by REDI-users to implement the system.
Because of the link with government subsidies, respondents reported feeling “forced” to use the tool, even
though they did not always want to integrate this new way of working into their local practice. This was
especially mentioned in municipalities facing debts or having financial problems. Adding to that, interviewees
mentioned it was unclear whether—and if so, how long—the federal subsidy would continue, which is why they
were hesitant to increase the amount of support with REDI, as it would be “unjust” to later cut back financial
support. This argument was also used to restrict the target group for REDI support in the early stage, with
the possibility of enlarging it when more clarity was provided about the continuation of the project. Adding to
that, respondents mentioned not only uncertainty about the financial aspects of the policy initiative, but also
about the policy aims of the central government. More specifically, respondents from multiple PCSWs stated
it was not clear whether the federal government wanted to strengthen control over the local practices and
reduce local autonomy.

The second argument is linked to normative assumptions of local PCSWs on how welfare support should be
organized. For example, some respondents mentioned they consider the amount proposed by REDI too high
to be “fair” They refer to the fact that they believe a high amount of support would disincentivize people from
participating in the labor market and that there should be a (larger) difference between the minimum wage
and the amount of financial welfare support. Respondents also stated that they do not agree with “granting a
blank check,” without additional conditions for clients or ways to control how clients spend their money. This
way, respondents refer directly to the “philosophy” underpinning REDI: instead of granting different additional
(financial) benefits that are linked to specific costs, such as access to food stamps or paying pharmaceutical
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bills, REDI advises granting the entire negative sum that stems from its calculation of a client’s family neediness.
Yet, as one respondent states, “because of the financial situation of the PCSWs, this philosophy cannot always
be realized.”

6. Discussion

In line with the technological deterministic approach, it was expected that an ADM system as REDI would
increase harmonization in welfare decisions across PCSWs. However, in our case, characterized by strong
local autonomy, REDI appears to foster a partial, half-hearted harmonization. REDI users are not more likely
than non-users to provide support, but when they do provide support, they are more likely to provide
monthly financial support (sigma conversion). In other words, harmonization is primarily observed regarding
the form of support. When PCSWs provide monthly financial support, the amounts tend to be higher for
those who adopted REDI, and there is some evidence for delta-convergence towards the REDI benchmark.
At the same time, dispersion within the group of users sometimes increases, and the amounts are still far off
from the benchmark.

The qualitative part of the study reveals why harmonization appears to be half-hearted. Local welfare
agencies use their autonomy to shape welfare decisions at the organizational level, also when ADM is used.
In our case, this resulted in PCSWs both adhering to previous practices and deriving from the system’s
philosophy. Two arguments were mentioned to do so: (financial) uncertainty about the federal policy
initiative and normative considerations about welfare support. While the federal subsidy incentivized many
PCSWs to adopt the tool, its unclear continuity led to reluctance, particularly in financially constrained
municipalities. Aside from REDI not being in line with the financial reality of the local organizations, the
system was also opposed by local governments due to normative considerations, including the adequacy of
the proposed support amounts and the lack of conditionality. In line with other studies (e.g., Baines et al.,
2010; Devlieghere et al., 2020), we found that REDI was implemented corresponding to the goals and
normative beliefs of the organization. While other studies identify the relational aspects of social work to be
a driving factor to circumvent standardization (e.g., De Witte et al., 2016; Jargensen & Schou, 2020), our
qualitative findings suggest that normative beliefs of who should get what at the organizational level are
equally important to understand why ADM does not lead by default to harmonization. Our study shows that
ADM systems used to allocate welfare benefits, as REDI, are not just tools used to implement regulations;
they contain normative assumptions on how additional financial support should be provided. Thus, the
deployment of ADM cannot be separated from normative discussions about welfare and the political power
dynamics involved, showing ADM systems are indeed political (Brodkin, 2020). Consequently, our findings
problematize notions of technological determinism, demonstrating that ADM does not impose uniformity by
design but is instead mediated by organizational dynamics, financial constraints, and normative
interpretations of welfare provision. Our findings thus support the continuation and enablement thesis and
are in contrast with the curtailment thesis (Buffat, 2015; Marienfeldt, 2024). In addition, our study illustrates
how ADM does not necessarily lead to system-level bureaucracies (Bovens & Zouridis, 2002), highlighting
the importance of contextualizing both the modalities of the digital systems and their policy implementation
to fully understand their impact.

Despite showing some evidence for partial harmonization, we only studied REDI after its implementation,
which brings two limitations. First, this might prevent us from measuring policy changes, as these take time.
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Moreover, respondents were hesitant to implement policy changes due to uncertainty regarding the
program’s continuation. Second, this inhibits causal interpretation. Harmonization might stem not directly
from REDI but from the introduction of the subsidy, the policy guidelines, or the exposure to information
about REDI. We relied on respondents’ memory to compare welfare decisions before and after the adoption
of REDI, introducing risks of recall and expectation bias. Adding to that, since local social welfare agencies
were free to opt in on the policy initiative, REDI users might already favor generous, aligned interpretations
of financial need.

7. Conclusion

We present evidence of partial, half-hearted harmonization in case assessment between local agencies linked
to the adoption of an ADM system. Yet, substantial variation in local practices remains firmly in place as local
governments still use their autonomy to shape welfare decisions. They do so by either adhering to their local
practices as before the introduction of the system or by adapting the system to the financial and normative
reality of their organization. In sum, in a multi-level governance context in which a federal government aims to
streamline the autonomy of local organizations, our results suggest that the implementation of an ADM system
to standardize practices will not, by itself, lead to a harmonization of welfare decisions. This way, we show
the added value of approaching ADM systems from a socio-constructivist angle to understand the effects of
ADM on welfare decisions in a multi-level government context.
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Abstract

Finland is considered a society of high trust. Finnish citizens’ trust in public administration and institutions is
clearly above the OECD average, and there is broad consensus on the virtues of maintaining high societal
trust. As high-trust public institutions are now turning to new efficiency-promising Al technologies, it is
important to ask: “How are these [technologies] then capable of upholding that trust?” This question is a
direct quote from our fieldwork following Finnish citizens’ everyday trust-building with new Al-infused
services. Based on a trust-focused reading of our qualitative data, we propose an approach to trust that
affords greater empirical nuance than alternative conceptions, which we see as limited for following the
evolving dynamics of citizens’ trust in new technologies. The approach we are developing situates trust
within a processual conception of action and highlights the need to also grasp the “quieter"—embodied,
habitualized, and intuitive—forms of trust as part of its living dynamic. We then apply this approach to
examine the adoption of the Finnish Covid-19 tracing application and citizens’ perceptions of algorithmically
infused services provided by Finland’s social insurance institution. We highlight creative tactics that citizens
use to establish trust: the agent heuristic, the case heuristic, the social heuristic, and the interaction heuristic.
Our research contributes to a nuanced understanding of trust and its situated dynamics from the citizen
perspective, a focus we consider crucial at a time of unprecedented excitement around the transformation
of high-trust institutions through algorithmic technologies.
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1. Introduction

In March 2024, Finland’s newly inaugurated president, Alexander Stubb, took to X to celebrate another year
of Finland topping the World Happiness Report (Stubb, 2024; see also Helliwell et al., 2024):

Finland has been ranked the Happiest Country in the World, now for seven years in a row. Many reasons
for it, here are my three: 1. Nature. 2. Trust. 3. Education. There are naturally many other reasons for
collective happiness. What would be your top three?

Finland’s top ranking was followed by the other Nordic countries—Denmark, Iceland, and Sweden, in that
order—with Norway placing seventh. By highlighting trust as a key ingredient in the Nordic mix of happiness,
President Stubb echoed a long-standing discourse linking trust not only to happiness but also to broader
social goods such as cohesion, stability, and institutional legitimacy. Finnish citizens’ trust in public institutions
is well above the OECD average (OECD, 2021, 2024), and there is broad consensus on the “importance of
maintaining the Finnish trust capital as a core value of the Finnish administrative culture and a cornerstone of
institutional legitimacy” (OECD, 2021, p. 11). According to the OECD country report Drivers of Trust in Public
Institutions in Finland, “The government of Finland sees trust as a fundamental and guiding value that underpins
the functioning of the public administration and the development of people-oriented public services” (OECD,
2021, p. 16).

The development of such people-oriented public services has recently enacted a new imaginary of Al-assisted
services tailored to individual citizens' needs (R3isanen, 2024), coupled with technology-solutionist promises
of state efficiency. The current Finnish government identifies Al as a key element of its data economy strategy
and promises to “enable the use of artificial intelligence to automate decisions made by public authorities”
(Government of Finland, 2023, p. 125) as part of its larger efforts to support the “full use of the opportunities
provided by digitalisation and artificial intelligence” (p. 6). With high-trust Nordic institutions now turning to
new efficiency-promising but unstable algorithmic technologies (Kaun, 2021, p. 2047) like generative Al, it
is important to ask: “How are these [technologies] then capable of upholding that trust?” This question is a
direct quote from our fieldwork following Finnish citizens' everyday sensemaking and trust-building with the
new Al-infused services that have entered their lives in recent years.

Our study focuses on the everyday dynamics of trust-building and breakdown in citizens’ encounters with
Al-infused public services. We ask the following research questions:

RQ1: How does trust in algorithmic technologies emerge in everyday encounters with these
technologies?

RQ2: How is trust questioned and constructed in the process?

Drawing from four rounds of qualitative data collection, we develop an empirically grounded framework of
trust-affording action. We see trust as a nuanced navigational device in everyday settings, shaped by the
constant flux of new (Al) technologies that bring both promise and excitement but also lead to frequent
experiences of uncertainty. Our qualitative reading of this uncertainty is corroborated by a 2023 survey
conducted by Finland’s Digital and Population Data Services Agency (DVV), which found that “only 15% of
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Finns trust Al services” (DVV, 2023; the figure rose to 19% in the 2024 survey; see also Gerlich, 2024;
Rousku, 2024, pp. 59-62). This kind of low trust is precisely the problem that the EU's Al Act seeks to
address. According to Laux (2024), “its overarching aim...[is] to create European Union (‘EU’) citizens’ trust in
Al" (p. 1), which serves “a strategic purpose: [to] induce people to place trust in Al so that they will use it
more and, hence, unlock the technology’s economic and social potential” (Laux et al., 2023, p. 3).

We begin by looking at research on trust in social and technology studies and propose an alternative
conceptual approach that is directly motivated by our qualitative engagements with citizens, which force us
to look beyond dichotomies such as cognitive versus emotive concepts of trust. Our data unveils trust not
only in its cognitive and active form—reflective and deliberative, commonly seen as “rational”—that is
customary especially in computer science and ICT approaches but also in its intuitive, implicit, and latent
forms, which are sometimes proposed in social scientific approaches countering the assumption of rational
choice theory, something we call quiet trust. We approach trust as affecting the flow, direction, and
continuation of action processes and place its elusive varieties into a unified processual frame that enables
us to incorporate both active and quiet, or cognitive and intuitive, trust into one action-based framework.
We then apply this approach to unpack specific cases of trust formation in citizen encounters with new
algorithmic technologies. Finally, we circle back to the question of trust as fundamental to the social
sustainability of welfare states and highlight its brittle nature at a time of overwhelming societal excitement
around Al technologies. Our study contributes to the multidisciplinary research on citizens’ trust in Al by
highlighting the living dynamic and variety of trust. We propose a synthetic interpretation that integrates
different modes of trust into a unified framework of processual action, showing how citizens’ trust shifts
between quiet and active forms as they move through a dynamic of established and exploratory phases
within human-machine interactions.

2. Trust in Technology and Al

Approaching our empirical observations of people’s relationships with Al technologies, we reviewed existing
research and approaches to trust in both technological and social studies and found much of it difficult to
work with. Indeed, our participants’ relationship with new technologies called for a far more nuanced,
formative, and fluid approach to trust than the dichotomous, mechanistic models found in much of the
literature. Our search for more congruent approaches turned the research process into an open, critical
conversation between available conceptualizations and our empirical reflections, and ultimately into an
attempt to formulate a more generous approach to trust—one that allows for greater variety in how trust is
lived and enacted as part of people’s everyday experience and conduct. In our search, we draw on
multidisciplinary studies of trust. First, we conduct an overview of empirical studies mainly in information
systems, human-computer interaction, and software engineering to explore how trust in technology and Al
is studied in ICT research. Much of this research borrows approaches from the more firmly established
behavioral and social scientific studies on trust, to which we then turn in our search for alternative
conceptions from the sociology and anthropology of trust.

2.1. Antecedents of Trust

Researchers have theorized trust in technology (Gille et al., 2020) and the formation of trust (Gillath et al.,
2021; Jacovi et al, 2021), along with searching for ways to analyze trust specifically in human-Al

Social Inclusion ¢ 2025 « Volume 13 o Article 10001 3


https://www.cogitatiopress.com

S cogitatio

interactions (Ferrario et al., 2020). Some researchers have suggested that trust in Al should be considered
separately from trust in more traditional technologies due to fundamental differences in these technologies
(Bedué & Fritzsche, 2022). A literature review on the antecedents of trust in Al identified five trust
challenges “unique to or exacerbated by Al”: transparency and explainability, accuracy and reliability,
automation, anthropomorphism, and mass data extraction (Lockey et al., 2021, pp. 5463-5467). Much of
the technical research on trust also focuses on factors predicting trust. According to Li and Hahn (2022),
research has explored the effects of human characteristics (e.g., age, gender, region, and socioeconomic
factors), technological features (performance, transparency, reliability, etc.), and interactional aspects
(building process, calibration, interaction quality, etc.; see also Bao et al., 2021; Kaplan et al., 2021). Other
studies (e.g., Ferrario et al., 2020) categorize trust-affecting factors into specific characteristics at the human
(e.g., personality), environmental (e.g., culture and structural assurances such as contracts), and technological
levels (performance, process, and purpose; Siau, 2018). Trust in Al is often studied in relation to a specific
use case such as chatbots in customer service (Zierau et al., 2020), Al in financial risk management
(Fritz-Morgenthal et al., 2022), and Al in healthcare (Gille et al., 2020). Importantly, contextual factors
affecting trust include which person or organization is deploying the technology and for what purpose.
Citizen perspectives on Al have been found to be affected by the context and application of the technology
(Crockett et al., 2022; Habib et al., 2020). In the context of Al in healthcare, Baldauf et al. (2020) found
perceptions of Al trustworthiness to be significantly affected by institutional factors such as the associated
healthcare institution or medical certification. The trust-affecting sociocultural context is also related to
national institutions and differences in their cultural position (Chen et al., 2021; Julsrud & Krogstad, 2020;
B. Zhang & Dafoe, 2020). An earlier study found that citizens’ perceptions of shared values with people who
are affiliated with an institution’s services are instrumental (Warkentin et al., 2012). The relatively recent
European Al Act regulation is intended to foster trustworthy Al, and a literature review of the critiques and
challenges of the regulation paints a picture where citizens' trust in Al is actually trust that organizations and
institutions using Al are trustworthy (Vainionp3a et al., 2023). Robinson (2020) has examined how Nordic
nations have positioned themselves in national policy strategies on Al and how they emphasize democracy,
ethics, privacy, and autonomy to support trust in Al.

It should be noted that the institutional underpinnings of trust more generally have long been recognized in
sociology. In the sociology of organizations, Zucker (1986) distinguishes between three modes of trust
production: In addition to process-based trust built on past or expected exchange, Zucker focuses on
characteristic-based trust, which is tied to the individuals involved, and institutional-based trust, which is
connected to societal structures, institutions, and their intermediary extensions such as certification and
regulation. More recently, Callon (2021) highlighted similar process-based, personal, and institutional
mechanisms of trust in the context of markets: “Trust can come from repeated interactions the agents want
to prolong”; it can be “guaranteed by belonging to a group whose members are known [to] each other, are
interdependent, and share the same norms”; and it can be “encouraged by the existence of devices and ad
hoc procedures (for example, warranties, labels, or an innovation such as blockchain, which logs transactions)”
(p. 251). Studying people’s perceptions of data-driven systems in the context of public service media,
Steedman et al. (2020, pp. 823-824) find similar institutional underpinnings of trust when citizens consider
trustworthiness in terms of the institutional and organizational sources of these data-driven services.

Technical researchers have often approached trust as a problem to solve and aligned with interests to support
trust in and acceptance of Al. Trust in Al is viewed as a hurdle to successfully integrating Al into society (Li &
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Hahn, 2022), and there is extensive research on trust requirements in Al adoption and how to promote trust
in Al (Bangui & Buhnova, 2024; Bedué & Fritzsche, 2022; Ezer et al., 2019; Hasija & Esper, 2022; Knowles
& Richards, 2021; Naiseh et al., 2021; Okamura & Yamada, 2020; Rebensky et al., 2021; Weitz et al., 2019;
Zierau et al., 2020). Researchers have provided design principles for interaction design (Naiseh et al., 2021;
Zierau et al., 2020) and on crafting design dimensions for the evaluation of explainable Al approaches (Sperrle
etal., 2020). Transparency in and about Al decision making can affect how the public views its trustworthiness;
according to these studies, decision makers should provide reasons for the goals and priorities chosen for Al,
make them available to the public, and be clear about who is accountable for a decision and how to intervene
(e.g., de Fine Licht & de Fine Licht, 2020). Additionally, certification, self-imposed standards, and guidelines
are often highlighted as ways to increase trust in Al (Baldauf et al., 2020; Bedué & Fritzsche, 2022). In sum,
this research on trust in Al paints a mechanistic and instrumentalized picture of trust as a function of specific
features that can be increased or decreased. This literature can help define specific elements of people’s trust
constructs—to which we turn later in our empirical findings—but it is not especially useful for approaching the
everyday phenomenological underpinnings of lived trust as something enacted and experienced in interactions
with Al technologies. In addition, in its unreflexive approach, this research does not reveal a great deal about
what trust is in the first place: how we should critically understand it, how it is constituted, how it is lived, and
how we should look for and approach it.

2.2. Conceptions of Trust

The Oxford English Dictionary defines trust as a “firm belief in the reliability, truth, or ability of someone or
something; confidence or faith in a person or thing, or in an attribute of a person or thing” (Trust, n.d.). This
general description does not take any position on the constitution of this firm belief, but much of the
literature on trust in the social sciences defines it as a cognitive construct (Cook & Santana, 2020, p. 191).
To us, these definitions do not seem far removed in their activist and utilitarian orientation from how, for
example, transactional interests and calculative evaluations typically appear in rational choice theory and in
neoclassical economists’ Homo economicus models of agency (Urbina & Ruiz-Villaverde, 2019). For example,
Hardin (2002, pp. 3-7) describes trust as “encapsulated interests,” as articulated by Cook and Santana (2020,
p. 191): “A trusts B with respect to x when A believes that her interests are included in B’s utility function, so
that B values what A desires because B wants to maintain good relations with A" However, as Ramirez-i-Ollé
(2019), drawing on Misztal (1996; see also Zucker, 1986, pp. 6-7), highlights, conceptualizations of trust
vary greatly between traditions in social theory and at least three different approaches to trust can be
distinguished: trust as a predisposition enabling a “collaborative order” between calculative individuals; trust
as normatively based, enabling a “cohesive order” among functional systems in society; and trust as an
implicit background assumption enabling a “stable order” achieved in and for interaction (Ramirez-i-Ollé,
2019, p. 2). It is broadly within these two latter traditions that we find more nuanced approaches to trust, as
in Luhmann’s (1988) elaborations on the relations of familiarity, confidence, and trust (see also Seligman,
2021), according to which “a rational explanation of other people’s interests can hardly serve as an adequate
substitute for trust” (Gambetta, 1988, p. xii), and especially in the practice-oriented approaches of the
interactionists. This line of thought on trust draws on the symbolic interactionism of Erving Goffman and the
ethnomethodology of Harold Garfinkel, rendering it better suited for following trust on the ground, in its
lived natural variety as part of interactions within sociotechnical ecologies. The interactionist approach
shares roots with our approach, introduced below, in which we draw inspiration from the early 20th-century
American pragmatists.
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Another highly valuable critique of rationalistic models of trust—one that arguably comes close to the
interactionist approach—is provided in the (design) anthropology of Sarah Pink (2021, 2022a, 2022b; Pink
et al., 2018; Quilty & Pink, 2024). In Pink’s (2021, p. 193) work, trust is approached as a nonrepresentational,
affective, sensory, and anticipatory phenomenon built on the ground, in and for everyday action,
contributing to our sense of “what might be going to happen next.” Pink proposes that “trust, like hope, can
be thought of as a feeling, or category of feeling, which describes anticipatory sensations,” and that
“trust is experienced when things ‘feel right” (2021, pp. 194, 196). By contrast, “trust has been
commonly conceptualized in organization studies, and in technology design disciplines such as
human-computer-interaction research, as a rational, transactional, and interactional relationship between
two entities” (Pink, 2021, p. 194). This narrow relational approach has also been challenged in the context of
data-driven systems by Steedman et al. (2020), who highlight the “complex ecologies of trust” and the need
for a way of “conceptualising trust in data-driven systems that accounts for complexity” (p. 828), because
simplistic patterns and the human-technology interaction of trust-building and trust-breaking are difficult to
find when approached qualitatively.

At the same time, as Pink willingly admits, “trust is notoriously difficult to define, and whenever it is defined,
a competing definition is not far away” (2022a, p. 29). We agree and propose a step away from competing
definitions. As important as we find Pink’s suggestion that “to trust involves ‘a sensory experience of
feeling or disposition towards something’ rather than an explicit cognitive decision made in relation to a
specific technology” (2022b, p. 47)—and share her insistence on sensory experiences and dispositions—we
propose looking at things slightly differently: through a framework that moves away from the rather-than
and toward a pluralistic, synthetic approach combining various aspects and constituents of trust under a
single pragmatic framework that highlights the processual nature of trust-affording action. This shift has
another advantage over the aforementioned approaches in diversifying our conceptual vocabulary of trust;
because these approaches each highlight a specific character of trust, sometimes as a corrective to earlier
models, they do not show how these different elements—cognitive, affective, sensory, or otherwise—
might be connected and related. In this regard, and based on our empirical findings, we propose an
extension of these approaches as well. We now elaborate on our approach and its foundations in pragmatist
action theory.

2.3. Trust-Affording Action: A Processual Interpretation of Trust and Its Varieties

We approach trust-affording action in the context of emerging algorithmic technologies in two ways:
By examining trust as it emerges from everyday actions with these technologies, and by analyzing specific
technologically entangled everyday actions as they emerge from trust. In short, we study action as affording
trust, and trust as affording action. This is our action-based proposal for a synthetic approach that integrates
the cognitive, affective, and habitual components of trust within a unified framework of processual action.
We deliberately connect to Gibson's (1979) work by using the concept of affordances to highlight the
functions of trust for action, treating trust as a form of action possibility. For Gibson (1979, p. 127),
famously, “the affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what it provides or furnishes,
either for good or ill” Later research has reworked the concept to include mental affordances (McClelland,
2020), under which aspects like trust could be placed—though we do not confine trust merely to the
“mental,” but also acknowledge its embeddedness in the behavioral dispositions of the body.
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Trust as an affordance for action becomes more active and deliberate during moments of uncertainty.
In Callon’s (2021) formulation, “the importance of trust lies in the fact that it enables actors to make
decisions in a complex and uncertain universe” and thus continue to act:

It is not only a mental and affective disposition that influences behavior. It is also a form of knowledge
and a way of grasping reality. In the face of unknown risks, the rational behavior might be to abstain
from acting. If, however, | trust an agent or an institution offering to collaborate or transmit information,
then | can decide to commit to a course of action that | might otherwise have hesitated to undertake.
(p. 252)

This grounding of trust in conditions of uncertainty is also highlighted by Steedman et al. (2020, p. 817): “It has
been argued that trust is crucial for dealing with uncertain, uncontrollable or risky situations,” a “description
that could be applied to the data practices (that is, organisations collecting, analysing and sharing data and
the outcomes of these processes) that characterise contemporary digital life.” This certainly applies to the
fundamentally uncertain Al practices entrenched by the current sweeping enthusiasm to apply generative Al
in services across society.

Dealing with uncertainty in action was a key concern for the early 20th-century American pragmatist
philosophers William James, Charles S. Peirce, John Dewey, and George Herbert Mead. Peirce's (1877)
canonical The Fixation of Belief introduced the doubt-belief model of inquiry, highlighting the dynamic of
belief formation to replace the discomfort of doubt as generating action. For the classical pragmatists,
uncertainty was the condition of living processes in general, and the “quest for certainty” (Dewey, 1929) was
what motivated action, especially creative action. Certainty, or belief, in its pragmatist conception, is a habit,
and according to Peirce, “the world is characterized by ‘the tendency of all things to take habits™ (as cited in
Kohn, 2013, p. 59). In what follows, we propose that this is how we should approach trust: as certainty
aspiring to take the form of habit. Dewey (1920, 1929), for his part, insisted that philosophy and social
thought desperately needed a re-grounding in concrete and practical processes of life from which, and for
which, all kinds of complex and abstract human phenomena (like reflective and deliberative thought)
functionally emerge (Dewey, 1922). Grounding thought in action situates abstract ideas like generalized ends
and values—and similarly, we suggest, trust—as dispositional “instrumentalities in judgment of particular cases
as the latter arise; they are, in effect, tools that direct and facilitate examination of things in the concrete while
they are also developed and tested by the results of their application in these cases” (Dewey, 1939, p. 44).

This general pragmatist approach to action and thought was later reintroduced in the context of social theory
by Hans Joas (1996) in his foundational book The Creativity of Action, which focuses on uncertain processes of
action where crises provoked by changes in the environment spark situated creative action to establish new
habits better suited to the ever-evolving social and material conditions of action (see also Joas & Kilpinen,
2006, p. 326; Kilpinen, 2000, pp. 24, 37-39, 58-60). This kind of creativity is not free-floating but always
situated and closely tied to concrete processes of action. More recently, in the context of technology studies,
similar approaches with explicit reference to classical pragmatism can be found in Steven Jackson's (2014)
influential work on “broken world thinking,” which asserts that “breakdown, dissolution, and change, rather
than innovation, development, or design as conventionally practiced and thought about are the key themes
and problems facing new media and technology scholarship today” (p. 222) and that with the ever-present
possibility for breakdown “comes a second and more hopeful approach”:
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[N]amely, a deep wonder and appreciation for the ongoing activities by which stability (such as it is) is
maintained, the subtle acts of repair by which rich and robust lives are sustained against the weight of
centrifugal odds, and how sociotechnical forms and infrastructures, large and small, get not only broken
but restored. (p. 222)

Similarly, Ananny (2022, 2024), with reference to Dewey, has proposed studying the social entanglement of
technologies through errors and uncertainties, focusing on algorithmic mistakes as avenues for unveiling and
deliberating on public problems related to the entry of technologies into social spheres.

This approach of emanating inquiry from the dynamics of action provides a fruitful lens through which to view
trust. Below, we approach the fractures and uncertainties of the social life of technologies through citizens’
perspectives on, and practices of, making sense of and coming to terms with various kinds of Al technologies
entering their everyday lives. With this action-based framing, trust can be seen in its “normal” state as quietly
(but very actively) embedded and embodied in the agent’s generative habits of action. By connecting trust with
habit, we join a long history of sociological and economic theorizing utilizing the idea of socially embedded
dispositional regularities (Camic, 1986; Gronow, 2008; Hodgson, 2004), made perhaps most famous by Pierre
Bourdieu's theory of the habitus. For Bourdieu (2005), habitus is “a system of dispositions, that is, of permanent
manners of being, seeing, acting, and thinking, or a system of long-lasting (rather than permanent) schemes
or schemata or structures of perception, conception, and action” (p. 43):

[Slystems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as
structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate and organize practices and representations
that can be objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends
or an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them. (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 53)

We see trust as settling into these kinds of systems of organized dispositional practices that do not require
conscious reflection or articulation. Trust remains in this dispositional, quiet form embedded in practice
unless errors or uncertainties of action call for reflection on it. Reflexive, critical, and creative capacities for
deliberating on trust and trustworthiness are activated not by chance but by specific troubling and uncertain
moments in action, when things go wrong or that possibility is recognized by the agent, when action and
trust as its disposition runs into a crisis, or when something new (e.g., a new algorithmic technology or its
application) emerges in people’s lives that needs to be made sense of because there is no guidance from our
previous habits and the dispositional trust they embed. It is in these moments that habit and its
encapsulated trust can be reflexively recognized, inspected, possibly questioned, and sometimes altered.
Once made sense of, creatively reworked, and established, trust once again settles back into its quiet,
dispositional state. It is important to note that this kind of habitual trust is not blind faith but is always open
to reflexive interrogation and creative change under uncertainty; habits are reflexive and living entities
(Kilpinen, 2009). While avoiding rigid dichotomies, another point to highlight is that reflexive and
deliberative trust-building necessarily relies on habitual modes of inference or heuristics of deliberation—
something the ecological psychologist Gigerenzer (2008, p. 22) aptly calls “rationality for mortals,” defined as
“a strategy, conscious or unconscious, that searches for minimal information and consists of building blocks
that exploit evolved capacities and environmental structures”—as will become clear when we turn below to
specific tactics our interview participants use in their reflexive trust-building.
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3. Empirical Approach: Data and Methods

Our empirical analysis is based on a trust-focused reading of qualitative data collected between 2020 and
2023, consisting primarily of participant diaries, semi-structured interviews, and three rounds of follow-up
interviews. All interviews were conducted remotely using video conferencing software. In August 2020, the
first author oversaw the recruitment of ten Finnish citizens to follow their perceptions of and practices with
the Finnish Covid-19 contact tracing application, Koronavilkku. We commissioned a data collection agency
to handle participant recruitment using a screening tool designed to ensure diversity in age (21-66), gender,
geography (urban and rural), education, occupation, and household structure. We also recruited participants
to reflect differences in attitudes toward digital technologies, perceived technical skills, and views on health
and Covid-19. Participants first kept a pre-interview diary capturing daily observations, impressions, and
reactions related to the new app. This was followed by a one-on-one interview (60-90 minutes) in which
they reviewed diary entries and discussed their sensemaking of the new algorithmic technology entering
their lives. These materials were supplemented by media coverage during Koronavilkku’s launch, particularly
around trust-building and public justifications by authorities and experts. After six months, in spring 2021,
the same participants completed a second diary and interview round, now addressing broader encounters
with Al-infused services. These two rounds and the initial thematic analysis were led by the first author with
two other researchers (not listed as co-authors; see Acknowledgments Section). In the final two rounds, held
a year apart, most participants continued, and five new ones were added based on case-relevant profiles.
In spring 2022, the interviews focused on a customer-facing, Al-based banking service seen by participants
as straddling public and private sectors due to its regulatory context. This round included eight returning
participants and five new ones recruited with the help of a Finnish bank, which provided contacts from its
customer base using our screener (excluding health attitudes). The final round (spring 2023) centered on a
fictional Al use case in the provision of social assistance by Kela, Finland’s Social Insurance Institution, and
involved five returning participants with prior experience using Kela’s services. By this point, data saturation
was becoming obvious: participants’ trust-related framings, practices, and heuristics were recurring across
cases to such an extent that we decided to discontinue further interviews. The final two rounds and their
thematic analysis were conducted by the two authors with the help of a research assistant who transcribed
the interviews and assisted in early analysis. All participants gave informed consent, following the ethical
guidelines of participating organizations and the research project.

Thematic analysis across rounds was guided by two RQs:

RQ1: How does trust in algorithmic technologies emerge in citizens’' everyday encounters with these
technologies?

RQ2: How is trust questioned and constructed in the process?

Each round of analysis was conducted immediately after data collection and later revisited by the first author,
then developed jointly with the second author in 2023-2024. Our analysis began with identifying patterns in
participants’ trust-evaluating accounts and gradually organizing them into heuristics through which trust was
actively constructed. We then developed a thematic distinction between different modes of trust to better
capture its more latent forms that emerged across our data. Finally, we analyzed these modes in relation to
existing conceptualizations of trust in the literature, situating them within a synthetic framework that allowed
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for their integration under a unified conception of trust-affording action. The final round of analysis was a
theory-informed thematic analysis, drawing on the conceptual framework presented above in Section 2.3,
which was itself motivated by and developed in response to the limitations we encountered when applying
existing trust concepts to our data.

4. Empirical Findings: Trust in Action

We present our findings by connecting the empirical variety of trust in citizens’ action processes with
algorithmic technologies. We begin by discussing the challenges our participants face in reflecting on their
relationships with, and trust in, algorithmically infused tools and public services that are embedded in their
everyday lives. Trust, once established, often seemed to escape the discursive. We then examine instances
of reflective trust and heuristic tactics of trust-building in moments of uncertainty.

4.1. Ambiguity of Trust

Experiences and manifestations of trust were often difficult to situate, verbalize, or reflect upon, even as a
sense of trust appeared to guide participants’ choices and actions—quietly operating as habitual dispositions
that afforded certain paths and disrupted others. More generally, we repeatedly found our participants
struggling to reflect on and verbalize the role of Al and related risks in their everyday lives, especially during
the early interview rounds conducted between autumn 2020 and spring 2022 (before the release of
ChatGPT in November 2022). It seemed easier for participants to avoid these questions by steering the
discussion toward high-level reflections on, e.g., the importance of technological innovation for a thriving
Finnish economy, or more generally, on “efficiency and removing the risk of human errors.” Closer to
mundane, everyday encounters with Al technologies, participants often expressed technological goodwill,
highlighting personal curiosity about new Al tools, being “very positive about technology,” and willing “to
learn new things” (as exemplified here by a financial administration professional in her late forties). Most
participants initially found it difficult to spontaneously give examples of Al in their everyday lives; the
technology seemed to be experienced as everywhere and nowhere at once, diffused in digital environments
and difficult to detect. Upon prompting, Al was often described as highly advanced software, automation,
algorithms, and robots. As concrete examples of Al applications, participants frequently mentioned social
media platforms and their algorithms, Google search, chatbots, mobile applications, and smart devices such
as smart TVs.

Our questions regarding trust in Al were often initially met with varying degrees of confusion. While
understood as legitimate within the interview context, participants often found it difficult to reflect on
mundane practices involving technologies that were inconspicuously scattered throughout their material
environments. Participants grappled with expressing, or even forming, opinions about their trust or distrust
in Al, as illustrated by a retired teacher in her late sixties, who explained her hesitation:

You don't notice it in your everyday...When things go well, you don't need to think about these
things....Pretty much every process is digitalized; it is very mundane. Information technology is
assisting in everyday life, and when it is well built, you don’t even notice it.
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Here, engineered interactional fluency, combined with the habitual and dispositional nature of trust, made it
difficult to reflect or verbalize. A theology student in his mid-twenties, by contrast, explained that certain
institutions in society are so fundamentally based on trust that even their algorithmically mediated services
are, by association, granted that same trust—unless something triggers concern and disrupts this quiet
confidence (cf. Luhmann, 1988). An electrician, in his early forties, noted the seeming inconsistency with
which people extend this inherent trust across different algorithmic services and devices: “With my
workmate, we were discussing how some people worry about being surveilled by this [Finnish Covid-19
contact tracing application], but these same people have a smartphone in their pocket.”

However, in this context, the Covid-19 contact tracing application was something entirely new—introduced
abruptly and with global alarm—and as such, it called for critical reflection and sense-making. In contrast,
people’s relationships with their smartphones had formed over years and decades of gradually intensifying
data extraction and carefully engineered behavioral monitoring (Zuboff, 2019). One participant, reflecting on
her own confidence in Al technologies, concluded: “Unless one feels unsafe, there is no reason to worry,’
evoking Pink’s (2021, pp. 194-196) view of trust as anticipatory sensation—or, perhaps more relevantly here,
as the absence of anticipatory unease.

Participants also recalled moments of unease or friction in which their quiet confidence fractured and the
qguestion of trust surfaced. These moments of uncertainty were often tied to suspicions about the data
practices behind Al-infused tools and services, echoing findings by Steedman et al. (2020, p. 825), whose
participants “felt insecure, but the precise nature of their insecurities was hard to express” (see also Pink
et al., 2018). Sometimes, these fractures prompted deeper reflection, as in the case of a 33-year-old single
mother whose child played the augmented reality game Pokémon Go. A sudden change in the app’s behavior
led to her critical questioning:

It [suddenly] was focusing many times. Like when you open the camera and it looks like what you
would see through the camera...and then it appears as if the Pokémon would be there, and when you
take the picture, it looks like the Pokémon is in your home, for example. So, several times, especially
on [the child’s] phone, like, what it did was that it focused more on the environment than on the
Pokémon....Well, | had the feeling of...like what the fuck is this now! Wasn't this [game] the thing that
| thought it was....Yeah, and then when | don't even know where the pictures are going, what are they
going to take? Do they go to Niantic [the company] and what are they...like...taking? | don’t know.

It just seems weird, because yes, the picture...it goes somewhere, when you take it with the game’s
software...you take it in the game—so does the picture go somewhere? | don't know. So, then [the
question] is—what’s there in the background, so to speak?

These experiences fractured her prior dispositions and directly impacted how the now low-trust software was
used. She described adopting countermeasures to resist data surveillance:

Then | just said that I'll have it [under observation] in the future, and if you have some kind of tasks that
you have to do [in the game], then you just put it against a white wall, or you let me do it.

Participants’ critical reflections on trustworthiness were also provoked by entirely new algorithmic
technologies entering their lives—technologies for which they lacked established understandings and
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habitual orientations. One such case was the launch of Koronavilkku, the Covid-19 contact tracing
application, introduced at the very start of our data collection in autumn 2020. Others included the
widespread emergence of generative Al tools like ChatGPT during 2022 and 2023, leaving some participants
wondering whether society was placing too much trust in new, impressive, but still uncertain technologies.
These concerns were often triggered by a sense that Al was beginning to encroach upon domains of
personal autonomy and agency (Savolainen & Ruckenstein, 2022). As a law student in his early twenties put
it: “l want to use it. | don’t want it to use me.”

4.2. Action Under Uncertainty: Situated Tactics of Trust Building

Next, we examine the reflective and creative tactics our participants used in establishing or withdrawing
trust during uncertain phases in human-Al interactions. We present four recurring and intertwined trust
heuristics that participants employed in moments when trustworthiness was in question: (a) the agent
heuristic, (b) the case heuristic, (c) the social heuristic, and (d) the interaction heuristic. These include
foundational heuristics that contribute to the construction of trust by inferring qualities of the technology
itself, as well as supporting heuristics that define conditions, parameters, and case-specific standards of
trustworthiness within particular contexts. We explore these heuristics in action by analyzing the
adoption of the Finnish Covid-19 contact tracing application Koronavilkku, drawing from participant
diaries, interviews, and media coverage collected during the application’s release and dissemination.
The development of the application, published in August 2020, was led by the Finnish Institute for Health
and Welfare in collaboration with the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, and its design and technology
development were done in collaboration with private technology consultancies. The case provides a unique
lens for examining trust, as Koronavilkku became one of the world’s most widely adopted Covid-19 apps
relative to population size. We further complement this analysis with later interview data, including citizens’
reflections on fictional cases of Al-infused services at Finland’s social insurance institution, Kela. The
heuristics are not presented as exhaustive or definitive but rather as illustrative examples of the kind of
cognitive deliberation and creative trust-building that emerge through action under uncertainty. Figure 1
presents these heuristics as situated within the broader process of trust-affording action.

The agent heuristic (a) was clearly the most prominent. Here, our participants’ trust-evaluating focus was not
on the algorithmic application itself, but the agent responsible for deploying it. This was trust by association:
Institutions’ or individuals’ perceived trustworthiness was inferred to extend to associated services and their
technologies (Cook & Santana, 2020, pp. 197-199; Steedman et al., 2020, pp. 823-824; Zucker, 1986). When
the Koronavilkku application was released at the end of August 2020, the Finnish Broadcasting Company (YLE)
aired the event, during which leading public authorities from the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare and
the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health took to the stage to introduce the app. This was quickly followed
by widespread activity in mainstream and social media, where public authorities and officials were joined by
politicians, journalists, technologists, cybersecurity experts, privacy activists, researchers, and lay citizens to
encourage the downloading of the application. This diverse constellation of agents—representing a spectrum
of institutional roles and interests—collectively vouched for the app’s adoption (this broad and diverse public
deliberation process is also closely tied to the social heuristic). This discussion was not missed by our research
participants, who in interviews referred to testimonials from various agents and highlighted the application’s
close association with public authorities.
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A similar agent heuristic was repeatedly observed during our subsequent interview rounds, for example, when
participants deliberated on the trustworthiness of Al used by Kela, the Finnish Social Insurance Institution.
When presented with various possible uses of Al in its citizen-facing services, a 34-year-old animal care worker
said: “Well, Kela is owned by the government, so maybe if it [Al] is used there, it should be trustworthy in
principle.” Another participant, a graphic designer in her early forties, said how she “would trust Kela using Al
more than, say, a newly established business, like a private company.” When we met her a year later, she added:

| do think that public services like these, and agents like these—their [Al applications] are tested more
thoroughly and thought through more thoroughly, like, they must be; they maybe have a different
responsibility compared to, say, the world of business.

The electrician in his early forties, who often expressed skepticism about Al and criticized the hype
surrounding it, explained: “I trust the state more, in the sense that | believe they are more precise in how
they process information, and it's more strictly defined where they are used.” Stronger expressions of the
agent heuristic were not limited to comparisons between public and private spheres (or to recognition of
diverse social roles and identities, as seen in the testimonials above); participants expanded this relational
thinking to a broader sociopolitical and geographical scale, associating varying interests and governance

n u

orientations with the perceived trustworthiness of Al systems in Europe (“public interest,” “regulation”), the

» «

United States (“uncontrolled capitalism”), and China (“state surveillance,” “control”).

The case heuristic (b) and social heuristic (c) were strongly present in participants’ deliberations around the
launch of Koronavilkku. Here, the focus was on situational factors—such as the acuteness and severity of the
pandemic—the pressing need for safety and hope, and framings of the pandemic as a shared social condition.
One participant, writing about his elderly parents in his research diary, explained that “they said
[Koronavilkku] is a major relief for them,” and added that he felt “Koronavilkku, on its part, is about caring”
and brings “a special sense of relief” for him. It was a device of hope, “something that unites us all, a safety
net of sorts, something with which to work our way through these difficult times.” Such hopeful framings
were common immediately after the application’s release, although disappointment and critical voices began
surfacing more prominently over time. These heuristics, operating through the specific case and its social
context, illustrate how participants defined conditions and case-specific standards of trustworthiness. They
also reflect a kind of normative pressure (“If only everyone would use Koronavilkku, this could have been
avoided”) that fueled swift adoption rather than critical scrutiny. An important element of the social heuristic
was also the broader social deliberation and testimonials among diverse and trusted agents, roles, and social
positions (as noted earlier, these heuristics often appeared intertwined), not only through the media but also
among neighbors and within close communities. This is exemplified by a law student in his early twenties:

Outside, talking with my neighbor, while tamping some rugs, we were chatting this and that, then the
Coronavirus and Koronavilkku came up, because we both had heard about it in the news....I was a bit
skeptical about its functionality, but this discussion [with the neighbor] got me to finally register for
the app.

| was listening to a program on YLE Puhe [national radio]...the experts were talking about the
Coronavirus and how we might pull through and how Koronavilkku could help us get over the disease.
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Finally, the interaction heuristic (d) refers to a trust-establishing tactic that operates by negation. It is
characterized by human-machine interaction without critical awareness, and a lack of trust-reflection by
design: Sleek and frictionless usability and smooth functionality of the algorithmic service or device that
supports the habitualization of trust. This heuristic was previously illustrated by the retired teacher, who
explained: “When things go well, you don’t need to think about these things,” and “when it is well built, you
don’t even notice it In the case of Koronavilkku, participants referred to its smooth usability, the ease of
setup, and how this frictionless experience let it “sink” into the background. Others described specific
glitches and errors that forced the application back into reflective awareness, sometimes prompting them to
reconsider its trustworthiness more broadly.

Under uncertainty or risk: reflective trust activated

2. Friction
Quiet trust as a
disposition of Situated tactics for trust

action 3. Creative
ACTION
1. Habitual AGENT HEURISTIC
CASE HEURISTIC
Habitualization 4. Test
of trust SOCIAL HEURISTIC
INTERACTION HEURISTIC

Figure 1. Process view: Dispositional and deliberative trust as phases in action and heuristic tactics of trust
formation.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

As high-trust Nordic institutions increasingly embrace intriguing yet uncertain algorithmic technologies, such
as generative Al, for more impactful and efficient public services, it is becoming increasingly important to
frame questions of sustainable social order as questions of sustainable sociotechnical order, where the
scope of trust, as a key mechanism of that order, extends beyond humans to include institutions’ material
presence through these technologies. Many traditional approaches to trust fail us here, as they approach
trust by focusing too narrowly on only some of its aspects, making trust slip out of focus once it exceeds the
boundaries of their chosen categories. In computer science and ICT research, trust is often approached in a
non-reflexive and uncritical manner by mechanistically measuring and instrumentally tweaking it as a
problem to be solved for the purpose of technology acceptance. The various available sociological
approaches to trust and its role in social order—such as those based on the concepts of “calculative
individuals,” “functional systems,” or “interaction”—all highlight important aspects of trust, but simultaneously
downplay others, leaving the scope of trust-tracing empirical work rather limited. Pink’s (e.g., Pink, 2021;
Pink et al., 2018) anthropological reconceptualization of trust shows trust as an anticipatory emotion and
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points to an action-oriented and dialectical approach. However, to our understanding, it does not extend its
dialectics to those between emotive and cognitive trust processes.

The theory of trust-affording action we outlined in this article aims to overcome persistent dichotomies in
trust research by showing the connections between cognitive trust-building and the bodily inscription of
trust in and for action. We presented a complementary approach to trust that moves from embodied
dispositions to cognitive decisions and back, highlighting how trust emerges through situated, everyday
encounters with algorithmic technologies. This addresses RQ1 regarding how trust emerges in citizens'
everyday encounters with algorithmic technologies. Trust manifests in multiple modes, and these modes are
interconnected. Our theory of trust-affording action captures this dynamic variety by placing trust within a
pragmatist framework of habit formation and creative adaptation. We understand trust as a constitutive
element of both habit-making and habit-breaking: embedded in established patterns of action yet activated
and reshaped in moments of disruption or doubt. This processual understanding also enables us to examine
how trust is called into question and reconstructed in practice. Methodologically, our approach foregrounds
the importance of studying trust as it is enacted in the flow of action—often quietly embedded in routine
practices, but sometimes consciously reflected upon.

Our analysis highlighted the habitual underpinnings of trust in both action and reflection, the latter illustrated
through four recurring heuristics that participants used to evaluate trustworthiness or that influenced its
evaluation: the agent heuristic, the case heuristic, the social heuristic, and the interaction heuristic. This
speaks directly to RQ2, concerning how trust is constructed in the process of everyday encounters. Our
framework and analysis help illuminate both the emergence of trust in citizens’ mundane engagements with
algorithmic systems and the moments when trust becomes a site of reflection, judgment, and reconfiguration.
Our findings here resonate with prior research that emphasizes the complex social conditions and
institutional underpinnings of trust, particularly when citizens evaluate trustworthiness based on institutional
and organizational sources (e.g., Steedman et al., 2020; Zucker, 1986). Yet, we emphasize that such active,
deliberative, and reflective forms of trust represent only part of the picture. Our analysis underscores that
trust is not merely a matter of explicit evaluation but is grounded in embodied, habitual practices that often
remain unspoken yet are vital to how citizens navigate algorithmic systems in everyday life.

Building on this analysis, we outline policy considerations for fostering trust in algorithmic public services.
Rather than approaching trust instrumentally as something to be engineered for technology acceptance, we
argue for the importance of creating conditions under which experienced and enacted trust can take root, or be
critically withdrawn. In this sense, designing for trustworthy systems means not engaging in trust engineering,
but making space for trust to form, evolve, or dissolve. Among the heuristics we identified, the social heuristic
stands out as particularly significant. It underscores the need for infrastructures and practices that support
the social deliberation of algorithmic systems—that is, spaces in which trust can be surfaced and reflexively
examined from various social positions. The agent heuristic plays a central role in this dynamic. Trust is often
inferred from the perceived trustworthiness of institutions, groups, and individuals. Enabling opportunities for
diverse agents to engage in public reflection on new technologies and their application—across roles, domains,
and experiences—is therefore central. The case heuristic further reminds us of the importance of attending to
the very situated and shifting demands of trust, as shaped by the varying contexts in which these technologies
are applied. Trust is not simply embedded in technological systems once and for all, but is continually shaped
by the social and institutional contexts in which it emerges.
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A recent extensive survey on Al adoption in the European public sector highlights that “Al adoption is no longer
a promise; it is a reality, in particular in service delivery and internal operations” (Grimmelikhuijsen & Tangi,
2024, p. 26). According to the same report, a majority of public organizations in Europe are either planning one
or more Al projects (63.1%) or already have projects fully adopted and in use (51.8%). In Finland, the Social
Insurance Institution Kela has set a “future target level of automation” at “70-80 percent” in its strategic vision
(Kela, 2024). Yet as Al technologies have repeatedly failed to meet the exaggerated expectations placed on
them (Mitchell, 2021), it is worth recalling the OECD’s (2021, p. 21) reminder on the nature of trust: “Trust
is...a fragile societal asset; while it takes time to establish, it can be lost quickly.”

Our research contributes to a more nuanced understanding of trust and its situated dynamics in
human-technology interaction, approached from the lived perspective of citizens. We consider this
perspective crucial at a time of unprecedented excitement around the transformation of welfare societies
through algorithmic technologies and a discourse that operates overwhelmingly in technology-first terms.
Despite the growing role of Al in public services, algorithmic governance has not yet sparked widespread
public reflection in Finland. The situation is markedly different in some other northern European countries.
In the Netherlands, the exposure of biased algorithmic systems—most notably in the welfare fraud detection
system SyRI (Systeem Risico Indicatie) case (Rachovitsa & Johann, 2022) and the childcare benefits scandal
(Peeters & Widlak, 2023)—has turned automated decision-making into a high-stakes political and legal issue,
illustrating what Ananny (2022, p. 346) describes as “algorithmic breakdowns as public problems” rather
than “idiosyncratic quirk[s] requiring private troubleshooting.” Public reckonings are now starting to surface
in Sweden and Denmark, where recent investigations by Lighthouse Reports (“Sweden’s suspicion machine,’
2024) and Amnesty International (“Coded injustice,” 2024) have raised concerns about discriminatory Al
systems in welfare provision (see also Kaun, 2021). These developments underscore that algorithmic
systems do not travel uniformly across social contexts. Their deployment, contestation, and the trust they
command are always locally mediated. In our empirical material, the trust heuristics were mobilized in ways
that reflect the particularities of the Finnish context and the specific encounters reported by our
participants. Further research is needed to examine how trust is managed in other settings, especially where
algorithmic systems have already triggered public controversy or resistance.
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Abstract

Technological developments have inspired many scholars and other professionals to envision the
possibilities that digital data technologies bring to the future of education. However, some aspects of this
so-called datafication may conflict with the local characteristics of education systems. In this study, we
investigate the future imaginaries of datafied education in the context of a welfare state education system.
By interviewing Finnish experts (N = 25) from various sectors, we looked beyond official policies to explore
the multi-perspective views of national-level stakeholders. Through a thematic analysis, we constructed four
1st order sociotechnical imaginaries that illustrate the anticipated impacts of datafication on education,
specifically that it makes education (a) easier and (b) more coherent, (c) maximises learning, and (d) enhances
visibility. However, some future visions involve recognising and assessing the consequences of the 1st order
imaginaries. These 2nd order imaginaries broaden the spectrum of perspectives and highlight the pluralism
of educational futures. Thus, the results did not give rise to a single coherent or holistic “imaginary” of
datafied education but, instead, highlighted different aspects of datafied education. Through these
imaginaries, we were able to identify the key characteristics of the Finnish welfare state education system,
such as trust and the strong role of the public sector, that may be subject to negotiation in the datafication
process. Through the development of sociotechnical imaginaries, our goal is to create a space for an
inclusive debate on the future of education and thereby contribute to the promotion of sustainable
development in education.
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1. Introduction

In 1910, French artist Villemard envisioned what education might look like in the year 2000, resulting in one
of the most famous historical images of the future of education. In this “paleofuturistic” picture, a teacher
feeds textbooks into a machine, from which information is transmitted directly via wires to the pupils’
headsets. While this imaginary might appear somewhat clumsy today, there remain similar aspirations in
current “imaginaries” about the future of education, such as the desire to make education easier, automated,
and more efficient. Accordingly, current imaginaries often revolve around the possibilities of digital data,
rather than the prospect of feeding physical books to a machine. As the OECD (2025) conveyed, “data and
digital technologies are among the most powerful drivers of innovation in education.”

Datafication has inspired stakeholders, such as policymakers and researchers, to imagine its desirable and
undesirable future potentials (Marcetic & Nolin, 2023). Utopian imaginaries of datafication often concern
the ways in which data technologies, such as learning analytics and digital platforms, can improve education
by personalising learning or automating administrative processes. For instance, combining learning analytics
with facial recognition technology can enable the “continuous analysis of instructional dynamics and
evaluating student effort,” in turn making “instantaneous” feedback and “reporting [of] student progress and
warnings of misbehaviour” possible (OECD, 2020, p. 43). However, continuous analysis requires large-scale
data generation, which can threaten children’s privacy and personal data protection (Silvennoinen et al.,
2024). Similarly, for some, the imagined benefits of data carry the risk of “negative impacts on learning
relationships, exploitative commercial uses of collected student data, discriminatory practices” (Ross &
Wilson, 2023, p. 19).

Future imaginaries are not limited to the use of (data) technologies and their technical properties; rather,
they depict changes in social processes. According to the OECD (2023, p. 3), digital transformation implies a
“fundamental change in some educational processes...as a way to reshape teaching methodologies, learning
processes, and the educational ecosystem at large, to make it more effective.” The dynamic relationship
between the technological (datafication) and the social (education) illustrates the sociotechnical nature of
future imaginaries (Jasanoff, 2015).

Imagining the future is thus not only about the properties of technologies themselves but also about the
impact they are imagined to have on different social practices, such as the way education is organised.
As Burbules et al. (2020, p. 96) put it, the datafication of education “can help remedy certain disabilities; or it
can create new disabilities. It can be liberating or coercive, and it raises new questions about surveillance and
privacy.” In other words, datafication can appear either as a treasure chest or as Pandora’s box, depending
on the imagineer.

As various stakeholders (e.g., policymakers, companies, researchers, civil society actors) can have different
viewpoints regarding education, their visions about the desired and undesired futures of datafication would
also differ. Several imaginaries, including utopian hopes and dystopian risks, can be present simultaneously.
Moreover, what may seem utopian from a technical perspective (e.g., data-based feedback improving the
efficiency of education) may seem dystopian from a social perspective (e.g., increased risk of data privacy),
suggesting that differing visions can overlap and connect in intricate, tense ways.
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Imagining the future is about the present—how the future is imagined can influence the decisions and
actions taken today. Future visions create “a strong foundation to calls for action in the name of the future”
(Mertanen & Brunila, 2024, p. 950). For example, the European Commission (2020, p. 10) has envisioned
“a high-performing digital education ecosystem” that “must be a common endeavour across society” as a call
to action to implement what they see as essential changes in national educational systems. International
policy documents, such as the European Commission’s action plan referred to above, are commonly used
research materials on (future) imaginaries (e.g., Williamson, 2015). While we acknowledge the significance of
future-visioning policies as instruments for guiding educational practice, our approach is more nuanced.
Rather than focusing on the explicit (and often rigid) “formal” imaginaries presented in official education
policy documents, we are interested in making visible the implicit nonformal future visions present in society.
Accordingly, our study involved interviewing Finnish experts in different sectors (further detailed in
Section 3). Experts often have the networks, capacity, and resources to make their own and their
organisation’s voices heard; they understand the factors and elements that are relevant for impacting the
future, and they are often in positions where their decisions impact other stakeholders. Thus, because of
their status within social structures, they have the “authority to construct reality” (Meuser & Nagel,
2009, p. 19).

Through our study, we addressed the following research question: How do experts at the national level
imagine the future of datafied education in Finland? Analytically, we used the concept of “sociotechnical
imaginary” (Jasanoff, 2015) as a heuristic device to consider the technological and social nature of
datafication and education as well as the interconnections between them. This concept enabled us to
analyse collectively held visions of futures that are “animated by shared understandings of forms of social
life and social order attainable through, and supportive of, advances in science and technology” (Jasanoff,
2015, p. 3). Constructing such imaginaries also allowed us to identify the features that characterise the
education system in the Finnish welfare state, which datafication might impose on the negotiation, thus
influencing the sustainability of the education system.

Finland provides an excellent context for exploring the research topic. First, there is a strong belief in the
potential of datafied education among Finnish policymakers, and their approaches resonate with
international policies. In fact, the aforementioned European Commission action plan is one of the guiding
documents behind the Desired Outcomes for Digitalisation of Early Childhood Education and Care, Pre-Primary,
Primary and Lower Secondary Education proposed by the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture (2023).
Second, education policies in Finland are commonly prepared in a participatory manner, with cooperation
among various relevant stakeholders through surveys, workshops, and commenting (Halinen, 2018), which
means that there are opportunities for experts, such as civil society organisations, researchers, and
companies, to have their voices heard.

2. Sustainable Education in the Digital Age

The Finnish education system has been argued to “focu[s] on sustainable development” (Messina, 2023, p. 1).
However, future aspirations of datafication may place this central feature under negotiation. What makes
Finland an interesting context for research in terms of sustainability is the paradoxical situation between
future aspirations and existing characteristics. The use of digital data is highly prioritised in educational policy,
even though features of datafication, such as accountability (Grek et al., 2020) and commercialisation (Cone &
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Lai, 2024), are at odds with the sustainable development of the education system in a welfare society based
on trust (Valimaa, 2021) and the strong role of the public sector (Dovemark et al., 2018).

Sustainability relates both to the aims of education as part of society and to the way education is organised.
The public sector plays an important role in both cases. First, educational equality and equity, in line with the
SDGs presented by the UN (2015), are said to be “at the heart of educational policy in Finland” (Valijarvi &
Sulkunen, 2016, p. 17). In structural terms, equity is rooted in the educational reforms of the 1970s,
following which the previously parallel school system was transformed into a comprehensive system
(Kortekangas et al., 2019). In practice, this means that schools are for all pupils, regardless of their
backgrounds (Toom & Husu, 2016). Allowing pupils to participate in attaining the same education regardless
of their socioeconomic situation, among other things, is thought to enable social mobility in society (Valimaa,
2021). Second, trust has been identified as playing an important role in the Finnish school system; it is
evident in the way education is governed as well as in the opportunities for teachers to use their own
agency (Valimaa, 2021). Trust helps in building a culture of cooperation and common good, which in turn
supports the achievement of the SDGs (UN, 2015). Concerning education policymaking, trust is reflected in
the democratic ideals of openness and participation. In addition to public actors, many other stakeholders
are involved in the development of education policy. At the national level, the national core curriculum
(EDUFI, 2014), which provides a basis for participatory planning of local curricula, is prepared in a
participatory manner based on cooperation among key stakeholders (Halinen, 2018). In addition to
policymakers, educational authorities, and professionals, these include teacher education departments of
universities, civil society organisations, trade unions, and private companies. Lavonen (2017, p. 7) explained
that “participation of several parties in education...made the process and product [of the curriculum] more
equal’ It is expected that involving a wide range of actors in the preparation of education policies would
lead to sustainable outcomes without radical changes, which may contribute to increasing trust.
As explained by Vilimaa (2021, p. 173), “it can be assumed that the stability of educational policies helps to
strengthen trust in education because the policies are predictable. Citizens, schools, and teachers know
what to expect today and in the future.”

Rather than dictating how education should be organised (top-down), decentralised education governance
(Lavonen, 2017) ensures that “schools are given almost full autonomy in developing their daily delivery of
education services” (Toom & Husu, 2016, p. 49). As educational authorities and policymakers trust teachers,
there is no need to pre-evaluate learning materials, inspect or supervise schools, conduct national-level
testing, or systematically evaluate teachers (Lavonen, 2017). As explained by Toom and Husu (2016, p. 44),
the pedagogical situations that teachers come across are so varied and pervasive that “all the criteria for
teachers’ pedagogical action cannot be stated explicitly.” Teachers can choose their teaching methods,
materials, and assessments according to what they consider most appropriate (Lavonen, 2017; see also
Toom & Husu, 2016). Trust offers conditions that support teachers’ pedagogical autonomy and, in turn, their
professional agency. Despite their autonomy, teachers may be expected to use digital technologies in their
work (see Mertala, 2020).

Over the past decades, Finnish education policymakers have made a significant push towards digitalisation
through several policy documents, developmental programmes, and funding allocations. Kaarakainen and
Kaarakainen (2018) have identified three phases of this endeavour: Between 1998 and 2004, education
policies focused on equipping schools with information technology. Between 2005 and 2010, the policies
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were aimed at evaluating the benefits of technological tools. Finally, between 2010 and 2018, the policies
were focused on diversifying the use of digital tools. Despite the broad visions presented in educational
policies, digitalisation has not reached educational practice to an equivalent extent. The results of national
evaluations of digitalisation in education, which include classroom observations conducted in 2022 (Oinas &
Hotulainen, 2024) as well as recent large-scale assessment studies such as the International Computer and
Information Literacy Study (Fagerlund et al., 2024), have shown that learning in schools is still primarily
teacher-led and that digitalisation has not brought about a significant change in pedagogy. Thus, despite
decades of effort, digitalisation does not play as significant a role in everyday schooling as educational
policies and visions might suggest.

3. Conducting the Study
3.1. Data Collection

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with 25 experts working on issues related to
datafied education on a national scale. Although the Finnish education system is decentralised, actors at the
national level play a key role in the overall system, such as in creating structures that enable trust,
participation, and decentralised organisation. The experts were selected through purposive sampling (Gill,
2020) based on their relevant but differing approaches to the datafication of education. They represented
education policy, educational technology, and so-called data justice, including researchers and professionals
working in civil society organisations (Dencik et al., 2019). The interviews were conducted remotely via
Zoom (n = 21) or face-to-face (n = 4) between November 2023 and February 2024. The length of these
audio-recorded interviews varied between 47 minutes and 122 minutes, and the total length of the data was
31 hours and 18 minutes (227,427 words). The transcriptions were pseudonymised by removing or changing
identifying information, including the names of the individuals, services, and organisations.

The interview protocol (see the Supplementary File) covered a wide range of topics related to the role of data
in education, with a specific focus on the future of datafied education. The interviewees were asked about
their views on (a) what they would like the future of datafied education to be (utopia), (b) what their most
undesirable future would be (dystopia), and (c) what they saw as the most likely future (realistic imaginary).
To facilitate potentially realistic imaginaries, we instructed the interviewees to imagine the future within a
concrete timeframe of five years. The micro utopias (Cooper, 2013) that result from such a process are arguably
more concrete and contextualised than those that address a distant future (Selwyn et al., 2020).

3.2. Thematic Analysis

We conducted a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) to construct sociotechnical imaginaries of datafied
education from the interviews. The analysis process is detailed in Table 1.
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Table 1. Thematic analysis of the process employed in the present study.

Phase

Performed analysis

Outcome

1. Familiarisation
with the data

2. Initial coding

3. Constructing
themes

4. Defining and
naming themes

The transcribed interviews were read thoroughly.
The sections concerning utopian, dystopian, and
realistic futures were identified and marked using
Atlas.ti software. The sections on how the future can
be influenced (i.e., the relevant actors and effective
means) were also identified and marked.

We identified specific future-addressing citations and
open-coded them to form “data simplifications,” which
we then categorised as focusing primarily on either
education (socio) or datafication (technical).

We identified coherent and meaningful patterns
(Clarke & Braun, 2013) by interpreting and comparing
the data simplifications to find connecting similarities
and distinctive differences. We reviewed the potential
themes by reflecting their meanings on the original
transcribed data to ensure that the interpreted
meanings corresponded with the data.

The themes were compared to identify the
relationships between them. This step revealed that
some of the themes directly concerned imagined
educational change, while others were related to the
estimated consequences of these imagined changes.
Based on this notion, we differentiated between 1st
and 2nd order themes. Themes referring to the
imagined future of datafied education were defined as
sociotechnical imaginaries.

The data sections identified for
further analysis comprised
18,743 transcribed words.

The simplifications helped us
“translate” the data into a more
consistent form, supporting
further analysis. Among the data
simplifications, 142 concerned
education, and 59 concerned
datafication.

Twelve themes were
constructed.

Four main 1st order and eight
related 2nd order sociotechnical
imaginaries of datafied
education were identified.

The following data extract exemplifies the analysis process. Here, interviewee Policy 7 imagines a future from
the perspective of national-level education development:

In an ideal world, education providers produce a certain kind of data that we can use without, for
example, bothering education providers with these continuous surveys on different topics, which
sometimes really overload the field....In the future, | see...that we will have a certain type of database.
In their normal activities, education providers produce data for the national data bank, from which we
can look at certain things and act accordingly. Without us burdening schools to death by asking once
a week or once a month for all sorts of odd things.

Since the expert explicitly describes an “ideal world,” this section was identified as describing a utopia
(Phase 1), which relates to both education and datafication (Phase 2). In terms of datafication (technical), the
expert describes the automated generation of data that occurs in normal, everyday school life as well as the
data bank that integrates these data at the national level. New data infrastructure would allow education
administrators to look at the different school issues for the whole country. The areas to look at come across
as being comprehensive, as data production would cover “all sorts of odd things"—thematised as visibility
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(Phase 3). In terms of education (socio), this would make the work of school professionals easier, as they
would not have to be “burdened to death” by surveys. The mention of burdening indicates that the
interviewee recognises the workload involved in data generation; this was thematised as data work.

Although an imagined future may seem straightforward in the context of a single interview, imaginaries
become more diverse and relational when multiple interviews are considered as a whole. Therefore, in
Phase 3, we defined four 1st order sociotechnical imaginaries that describe how datafication will make
education easy, coherent, maximised, and visible, as (partly) exemplified by the previous excerpt.

Some interviewees expressed doubts about the direct changes that datafication was imagined to have in
education. The following was considered by Data Justice 13:

As | have now followed different kinds of data things, | have formed this vision that the terribly broad
datafication dreams...might not really produce terribly good results.

Here, the term “datafication dreams” refers to the 1st order imaginaries that are desired, while the
consideration that they “might not really produce terribly good results” illustrates the interviewee's doubt
regarding these imaginaries. During the analysis, we noted that each of the 1st order imaginaries was
considered to have various societal consequences. For instance, making education more visible was
imagined as leading to increased surveillance and control. Therefore, in Phase 4, we constructed 2nd order
imaginaries derived from the consequences of 1st order imaginaries. All the constructed imaginaries are
summarised in Figure 1, illustrating how the expert interviews did not result in a single coherent or holistic

2nd order imaginaﬁes

Reduced
teacher role

Increased
data-work

Easy

Transformed Quantity

pedagogical over
culture quality
Imagined _
Visible f;:l:;;segf Maximised?
| education
Increased
surveillance ™, , . ' Risk of
and control .7 .. burdening

Coherent

Increased Centralised
rigidity governance

Figure 1. Sociotechnical imaginaries of datafied education.
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imaginary of datafied education but, instead, highlighted different aspects of it. For example, the imaginary
of “education made visible” had imagined consequences that the 1st order imaginaries did not include
(e.g., increased surveillance of transformed pedagogical culture). This set of imaginaries was then diversified
by determining 2nd order imaginaries, which emphasised the pluralism of educational futures. In the
following section, the 1st order imaginaries are introduced, followed by a discussion of the related
2nd order imaginaries.

4. Findings
4.1. Imaginary 1: Education Made Easy (With Data)

The experts imagined different ways in which data technologies could make teachers’ work easier (1st order
imaginary), such as a personalised learning platform doing the teaching for them. By allowing pupils to study
the content on their own using a platform, teachers can save time for other activities, such as interacting
with pupils. However, this imaginary involves tension because when a teacher shares the teaching
responsibility with the data technology, their role (2nd order imaginary) in the classroom reduces from an
agentic and autonomous subject to an assistant for data technology (see Selwyn, 2019). Moreover, data
technologies may require additional work (2nd order imaginary), in which case the teacher’s time is
not saved.

The following excerpt exemplifies the theme of ease. Here, the expert imagines a situation where, instead
of learning from a teacher, pupils learn a subject independently using data technology that identifies their
competence levels and adjusts their tasks accordingly:

The lesson begins. Each pupil takes their own learning [platform], welcoming [them] with: “Hello,
welcome [pupil’'s name]. Last time, we studied photosynthesis. Do you have any questions about it?
Do you want me to help you with that? Do you feel you understand what photosynthesis means?”
And | say: “I don't really understand it yet. Can you tell me a little bit more about it and what | need
photosynthesis for?” Whereas another pupil in the class might ask: “This is quite simple for me; tell
me more.” And a third will ask: “What does photosynthesis mean in Finnish? | don’t understand the
word flower. What is a flower in Finnish?” (Technology 5)

The time “free[d] up” (Policy 14) by automated teaching was imagined as providing teachers with more
opportunities to hold discussions with their pupils and get to know them better. As Technology 5 stated:
“Then you [as a teacher] get to walk up to those pupils, you get to talk to them: ‘Hey, how are you doing?’”

If data technologies are given a major role in education, even these dialogical interactions would serve the
purpose of “fine-tuning” the algorithm in the end, as elaborated by Technology 25:

[WEe] learn to read those children, to recognise, and that more teachers would have time to give it—
let’s call it empirical information. That the teacher would be present, they would have time to be more
present to those children, to get to know them, to help the machine rather to develop so that we learn
faster to understand that child, so that the programmes can support that child faster and easier, in a
more straightforward manner.
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The interviewee described how sharing teaching responsibilities with a “machine” would (appear to) increase
the teacher’s agency by enabling them to “be there” for the pupils. The latter part of the extract reveals how the
teacher would not use the new information they obtain to inform their own teaching but, instead, would have
to help develop the machine so that the software can support children more effectively. Thus, the teacher
becomes an assistant to the machine, providing it with empirical information. In contrast to technologies
“empowering and supporting teachers and educators to have confidence in what they are doing” (Policy 9),
this transformation would limit teachers’ pedagogical agency, highlighting their deprofessionalisation (Selwyn,
2016). This reduction in the role of a teacher illustrates the first 2nd order imaginary related to Imaginary 1:
Education made easy (with data).

The next 2nd order imaginary is related to the amount of work that data technologies require. While it was
imagined that technology would “free up people’s time for more essential things” (Policy 8), many experts
recognised that technology could also lead to more “data work” (see Hoeyer, 2023) for teachers. Policy 16
stated that they value educational data technologies based on the amount of work they require from teachers
at a concrete level. When they had commonly asked technology providers about the sources of data, “quite
often the answer is that, well, the teacher makes records” (Policy 16), and they continued to illustrate the
problematic situation with a practical example:

There is a system used in class, so you can observe that when [a pupil] is there, you click here, click
there, and then make a record here. Thus, this accumulates certain types of data that can be used.
For example, a certain kind of picture is formed about this pupil. (Policy 16)

Here lies the risk of increased data work: According to the technology provider, entering a single pupil’s data
would just be “a small thing. It's five minutes when you click on this page and put it like this” (Policy 16).
However, the amount of work will quickly accumulate. As explained by Policy 16, “if a teacher has 25 pupils,
and you have this one task that you do, so it took five times 25...it's a huge 125 minutes, more than two
hours. That’s a huge amount of work.” If a teacher spends more than two hours manually entering data, they
presumably would not have any more freed-up time left to get to know their pupils better, which is what
data technologies are often proposed to offer. The problem is not the data but the way in which the data are
generated. The expert conveyed their preference for the data to:

By default...be of the kind that is generated automatically. | understand that if you are working in a
digital learning environment, the data generated in it, if it can use it automatically, without you having
to enter the data into it, then it is already a thing that you can get something from. (Policy 16)

It should also be noted that the use of digital environments enabled by automated data collection may
require data work. Data work is not only related to whether a teacher has to manually enter data but is also
a matter of the meta-level work required, such as developing the necessary skills and competencies.
The integration of data technologies raises new demands not only for data competencies among learners
but also for those teaching the competencies, such as for educational institutions. Accordingly, Data Justice
11 imagined a desirable future in which “teacher education should be really prepared for this and ready to
teach these things to future teachers.”
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4.2. Imaginary 2: Data-Maximised Learning

Data technologies were imagined to increase the amount of learning among pupils by challenging them and
ensuring that all curricular contents are addressed. These are aspects of data-maximised learning—an
imaginary that concerns the objectives of education. A closer exploration revealed two 2nd order
imaginaries that created tension with data-maximised learning. With the desire to increase learning comes
the risk of burdening the pupils. In addition, maximisation can emphasise the quantitative aspects of learning
at the expense of the qualitative aspects.

The experts conveyed that data technologies, such as personalised learning platforms, have the potential to
maximise the amount of learning. Technology 4 envisioned the following:

If [data-based artificial intelligence] can be harnessed, for example, in learning environments in such a
way that it learns from what the user is doing and offers the right kind of questions, asks the pupils
certain types of questions, and in a way challenges them to learn more and more, then | think
that’s desirable.

A similar “expansionist mind-set” (Selwyn et al., 2020, p. 101) was also evident when data technologies were
imagined as ensuring that curricular content would be addressed in its entirety. In this regard, Data Justice 2
imagined that “the pupil would see a heatmap, that ‘hey, now in history we have covered things like this.
There are still these unaddressed issues. So that this issue can be brought to the fore.” In this scenario, with
the help of a “heatmap,” pupils would be able to follow the progress of their curriculum-based learning and
check whether any aspects are missing.

Some experts highlighted the importance of emphasising the quality of learning, rather than simply maximising
learning, which led to tension in the imaginary of data-maximised learning. The 2nd order imaginary in question
is evident in the following scenario, where Technology 21 envisioned a national policy that would aim to
improve the overall quality of the learning experience rather than purely quantity:

[The policy] doesn’t have to define what data will be used, but it would be a kind of national data
programme to improve the overall quality of learning. That's probably the right term. It doesn’t mean
that the numbers should go up, but that we should have [the] well-being [of] pupils and graduates who
leave school believing that [they] can make it in this world.

This interviewee clearly opposed the “the logic of output maximisation” (Zomer, 2024, p. 7), according to which
numbers are expected to grow. The interviewee recognised the difference between the actual phenomena
and the data that represent them. As data technologies tend to operate with quantitative measures, which
are often technically easier to process, they are unable to account for the complexity of multifaceted issues
such as learning. If the focus is on measurable data, some vital aspects may be overshadowed (Zomer, 2024).
The expert noted that simply increasing numbers is not enough; the actual well-being of pupils is more than
just a quantitative measure. The viewpoint was also reinforced by Data Justice 12, who argued that by limiting
(instead of maximising) the curricula, education providers would be “able to focus on the right things”:
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Because somehow it seems that we always say that pupils should be taught this, that and the other,
[and] we say that it's important to teach them data protection, but in the end it can be quite a heavy
burden what they should learn. So that [learning] would remain in moderation, however.

The interviewee seemed to note a common mindset: That various societal challenges, such as data security,
can be addressed through education. As new challenges, concerns, and issues appear, schools end up covering
a wide range of topics: “this, that, and the other.” The challenge is that individual phenomena can be vast,
making even a single topic “quite a heavy burden.” This notion represents another 2nd order imaginary: the
risk of burdening. To address the imbalance between the numerous teachable topics and the limited resources
available without compromising pupils’ well-being, the expert suggested limiting the learning content rather
than maximising it.

The question about burdening goes beyond the current era. Since the end of the 19th century, the amount
of content taught in schools has increased, “piling up more work for the teacher and the pupil to do” (Lamb,
1903, p. 67). A glance at the three latest Finnish national core curricula for basic education indicate that this
trend has stayed the same in the 20th and 21st centuries: The length of the core curriculum was 111 pages in
1994 and 320 pages in 2004, and the efficient 2014 core curriculum is 472 pages long. Additionally, recent
large-scale studies have evidenced a steady growth in the number of students experiencing school burnout
(Read et al., 2022; THL, 2023), indicating the intensification of educational content. However, it should be
noted that as digitalisation increases access to different types of content, the number of topics covered may
also increase.

4.3. Imaginary 3: Coherent Education

Many of the interviewed experts stated that data technologies have the potential to increase coherence in
education. Datafication was imagined as facilitating alignment between the amount and quality of education
received by pupils across the country. However, the requirement of coherence can lead to centralised
educational governance and create perceived rigidity and associated social consequences, leading to a
tensioned imaginary.

Policy 6 imagined educational coherence based on equality, one of the core values of the Finnish
educational system:

Well, at least my thinking is very strongly guided by this kind of equality perspective. | think it would be
equal, for example, that pupils receive the same amount of math instruction. So then, if it seems that
there are big differences in the number of hours of teaching...we would be able to observe, a little bit
to think about what is going on.

In other words, data technologies can enable national-level monitoring of the amount of teaching that pupils
receive, which would then allow for identifying and addressing possible disparities. Data Justice 2 provided an
example of what this could mean in practice. They referred to the vision paper of the DigiOne platform (under
development in Finland at the time of writing), which is aimed at connecting several educational elements,
from lesson planning to assessment, on the same digital platform. DigiOne (2025) is a “national digital platform
for education” built by Finnish municipalities (2019-2025), around which an “education ecosystem” will be
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created. The development project is funded by the municipalities involved and by Business Finland, a public
organisation (funds for innovation). With the help of this system:

[A] teacher [would be] able to plan the lesson so that when | start to build an exercise and the learning
session [based on the curricular criteria integrated in the system] and the pupils go to the system, [they]
do the tasks [which are then] stored there. So it all connects everything all the way from the curriculum
to what happened there. So it, in that way, of course, makes it also more visible in the information
system that now these curriculum things had been dealt with today in this way and what kind of results
came from there. (Data Justice 2)

According to the expert, the system “makes the teacher’s work a little more goal-oriented” and also enables
“the principal to see whether our teachers have gone through the whole curriculum and what has been left”
(Data Justice 2). Therefore, the datafication of education could help align the amount of teaching and
teaching methods. The interviewees also imagined that dissimilar integrations of data technologies across
the country would lead to differing educational realities for pupils. Thus, in the name of educational
coherence, a push for technological coherence was identified. To achieve the expected impact of data
technology on educational practice similarly at the national level, technologies should be integrated to the
same extent across all contexts. For Data Justice 11, in an undesirable future, “some teachers and some
municipalities prioritise these things [i.e., datafication] really high or do a lot of things and pupils get a
completely different education than what pupils in other schools or classrooms get. It's just that
inequality...so that it doesn’t become such a deepening...data gap.”

The quest for coherence creates tension in a decentralised education system where local autonomy is
expected to lead to relevant but possibly different educational practices (Lavonen, 2017). As explained by
Technology 17, the national education administration could support schools by guiding them towards
common solutions with “a recommendation on how to create interoperable learning analytics.” In relation to
the 2nd order imaginary of centralised governance, local education providers and schools in Finland have
the autonomy to choose the services they use. Thus, the ministry “does not want to choose for
[municipalities] what is the way [to use learning analytics]” or “does not want to dictate from above, because
that is not how our education system works” (Technology 17).

Some experts highlighted the importance of pedagogical freedom instead of a centrally administered and
coherent education system, even though it would lead to variance in educational practices and
decrease coherence:

I'm somewhat confident that | believe that we have this pedagogical freedom and that teachers have
had the space to experiment and take action and work, so | do believe that good things are happening
in Finnish schools, certainly a lot of things that | haven't heard of, but that enable us to find new paths
and do new things. (Policy 14)

In addition to the tension between centralised and decentralised educational administration, the experts
feared that the coherence brought about by technology (e.g., in teaching, curriculum, and assessment) would
increase rigidity and thereby have undesirable consequences. Regarding educational practice, Data
Justice 19 stated that “the concern is that now that there is not yet such strict legislation, Google and the
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like will get the marketplace. And then it’s really slow and difficult to move away from that to other tools.”
In this imaginary, schools would have difficulties changing the platforms they use if the role of a certain
technology provider became highly essential. This would increase rigidity in the way education is organised,
representing “infrastructural dependency in the datafied welfare state” (Cone & Lai, 2024, p. 1). On a generic
level, a “horror scenario” for Data Justice 23 would be the “really strong social control and classification of
people into different tracks based on what their results look like, which would then of course very much
maintain the social class.” This could happen by using data “in such a way that different gates are closed, and
people are somehow classified and categorised in such a way that it becomes more difficult to make a social
class jump or something.”

4.4, Imaginary 4: Data-Visible School

The fourth 1st order imaginary involves making education visible through data. This refers to the multiple
ways in which data technologies may help different stakeholders monitor different educational aspects.
Two tensions were uncovered in relation to this imaginary. First, increased visibility was seen as a threat to
current pedagogical culture based on autonomy and agency. Second, increased visibility was seen as
increasing the risk of surveillance and control.

Data technologies were imagined as making aspects of education more visible, as they could enable data
collection, aggregation, and discoverability. Data thus serve as visible representations of schools and the
education system at large. The potential of data technologies to increase visibility was not only related to
things already visible but also to other aspects that could be monitored. Imagining new potentials for visibility
creates the logic of an ever-expanding “data gaze” (Beer, 2019). This was evident when Technology 21
envisioned the possibility of broadening monitoring from the perspective of educational governance:

If we forget about the limitations and think about [the desirable future], then [the Ministry of Education]
could bring in a clear, data-based map of more than just skills. Competence data is easier to deal with,
but then what is the well-being or social exclusion, or where are the most positive pupils-type system,
so it could be seen there.

Further, Technology 21 imagined that data technologies would have the potential to open a window into the
future. With data, “you could sort of see if we should put a little bit more money into potential drop-outs,
because then it will come back many times over if you get them on the right side of the fence, as it were.”
The data were imagined as ways to predict the future trajectories of pupils, thus facilitating decisions that

could influence these speculative futures.

Increased visibility creates tension when the possible consequences for the current pedagogical culture are
considered. According to the experts, trust strengthens agency and individual responsibility on many levels.
This idea is often used to explain how trust encourages the development of pedagogical practices (e.g., Toom
& Husu, 2016; Valimaa, 2021), whereas monitoring has the opposite effect:

| have learned that Finnish primary school pedagogy produces good results for some strange reason
when you trust children and adults and don't measure them too closely. It is the psychological
phenomenon that when you start to measure how many lessons you have missed and whether the
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homework is done and so on, so in a way many times people have a bit of a childish reaction, a kind of
rebellion that “this kind of thing, so what is this, now it is forced,” that in a way it loses its own agency
in the process and its own sense of responsibility and do now this way when it is forced. (Data
Justice 2)

Shifting to data-based measurements could take the education system to a new stage. Data Justice 2 saw a
risk associated with this: “If we transit to this type of measurement culture in education and the autonomy
and agency and experimentation disappear...many things can fall apart.”

The previous data extracts illustrate that it is important not only to consider data-based visibility in general
but also to determine which issues are made visible, for whom, and for what purposes. Increased visibility
was perceived as a form of control that diminishes individual agency, leading to things “falling apart” (Data
Justice 2). Similarly, Technology 25 imagined a dystopia in which data would be used to control pupils by
monitoring them.

What | certainly don’t want to see is that it’s a control tool—the data. | mean, really. One time at a [large
corporate event], a representative came to explain to me, in a fit of enthusiasm, what a great system
they have, that they can monitor all the time that the pupils are on the computer, don’t cheat and do
this and that.

The expert's mention of “all the time” directs attention to the amount of visibility. Some experts noted that an
increased amount of data can lead to the risk of surveillance. For Technology 4, in a dystopian situation, data
would be collected “as a precautionary measure just in case something is discovered.” Data Justice 12 stated
that in a dystopia, “you collect a lot of data, and then there is a lot of surveillance. That's what the General
Data Protection Regulation is trying to prevent, the formation of this kind of surveillance society.” This expert
noted and contradicted the logic of surveillance capitalism (Zuboff, 2015)—that is, of using accumulated data to
predict and control human behaviour—by highlighting the role and purpose of the EU regulation to strengthen
data protection rights.

5. Concluding Remarks: Negotiating the Future of the Welfare State Education System
The next data extract succinctly summarises the main findings of our study:

Data collection [has] insane potential that can be used for very bad, or it can be used for very good.
(Data Justice 3)

It reinforces the notion that data will play a strong role in the future of education while simultaneously
addressing the potentials and pitfalls of datafication. While the interviewed experts imagined datafication as
making education easier, maximising learning, and making education coherent and visible, they also
imagined several consequences. The tensions between 1st and 2nd order imaginaries direct attention to the
relationship between datafication and the key features of sustainability of the education system in the
Finnish welfare state, such as the culture of trust and the strong role of the public sector.
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5.1. From Trust to Accountability?

In light of our findings, trust—one of the key features of the Finnish education system (Vilimaa,
2021)—becomes subject to negotiation in various ways. On one hand, trust relates to both the imagined
visibility of datafication and to making education easier. On the other hand, education is trusted to enable
social mobility. In these contexts, datafication may also have unexpected consequences.

Data technologies were imagined as ensuring that pupils across the country receive the same amount of
instruction. This highlights the imagined visibility and coherence of education. In Finland, the minimum
number of lessons for different subjects has already been defined by law. Pupils starting their nine-year
basic education in autumn 2025 will undergo 1254 hours of mathematics lessons (Finnish Government,
2012). Thus, it appears that the imaginary is prompted by the perceived affordances of data technologies
that enable more nuanced monitoring. Lesson time monitoring is also in contrast to the fact that there are no
extensive accountability measures, such as the systematic school supervision system in Finland—a system
that is datafied in other contexts (e.g., Dabisch, 2023). Gulson et al. (2022, p. 16) pointed out that data
“transformations are closely tied to the reconfiguring of relations between trust, discretionary judgment, and
personal and systemic accountability in education,” and some experts have recognised that increased
monitoring, which is experienced as mistrust, may reduce teachers' agency. Data-based monitoring can also
influence power relations, creating asymmetry within a decentralised educational system. Although teachers
may still have autonomy in local education decisions, increased data generation would lead to intensified
monitoring, which may have the unintended consequence of reducing teachers’ actual educational leeway.
Thus, some aspects of the Finnish pedagogical culture might even fall apart, necessitating negotiations in the
future to find balance.

Imaginaries that involve the use of technologies to solve problems on behalf of teachers (i.e., making things
easier) give rise to questions about trust in teachers’ agency in their own work. For instance, the imagined
possibility of technology making education easier by reducing teachers’ teaching workloads conflicted with
the 2nd order imaginary of data work (see Hoeyer, 2023), which concerns the need for data technologies for
maintenance and manual data generation, along with meta-level work for learning how to use these
technologies. Instead of increasing the time available to teachers, data technologies may change where time
is spent. Furthermore, some “technosolutions” (Bass, 2018, p. 37) can limit teachers’ agency and pedagogical
potentialities. Selwyn (2022), for instance, has discussed the consequences of monitorining pupils’
attendance. The use of facial recognition system was stated to add 2.5 hours of weekly learning time for
each pupil and free teachers from the burden of roll calls, thus making their job easier (1st order imaginary).
Regarding the consequences, teachers identified that the system actually takes away many pedagogically
meaningful opportunities in addition to routine manual work (2nd order imaginaries). Teachers described
how the traditional roll-call routine enables them to interact with pupils and provides them with valuable
information about pupils’ readiness for a lesson. As one teacher in the study stated: “It’s a pretty perfunctory
process, but as a teacher you can use it in a whole range of ways that are actually about ensuring that the
pupils are in the best place to learn” (Selwyn, 2022, p. 81). This practical example illustrates that if
technology and its purpose are viewed too narrowly, it is easy to miss the complexity of the pedagogical
realm. Moreover, to do the things that teachers have been doing during the traditional roll call, they need to
create other new activities.
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The question of trust also relates to making the future visible and controllable, which can increase rigidity in
social mobility. Data technologies were imagined as enabling educational professionals to predict pupils’
potential futures and make decisions to prevent school dropouts. Smithers (2023) addressed the mismatch
of the imagined potentials of data-based identification and the consequences by arguing that “the promise
and the function of predictive analytics is to freeze students’ futures through a freezing of the past that
takes as its object the permanent optimization of the present” (p. 110). This freezing was reflected in the
2nd order imaginaries, where datafication was feared to prevent people’s mobility among social classes,
regardless of their socioeconomic background, which went against the equity principle of welfare states.
Predictions made exclusively based on existing data (indicating possibly unfavourable results) carry the risk
of excluding futures that might otherwise be possible. Thus, to avoid unnecessarily closing off potential
futures to people in advance, trust in the possibility of futures other than those predicted by data is needed.

5.2. From Public Goods to Private Benefits?

In Finland, formal education is provided by the public sector, which is in contrast to the more privatised systems
even in other Nordic welfare states (Dovemark et al., 2018). The future imaginaries of datafication leave the
current role of the public sector in education open to negotiation. This could mean integrating private services
into the education system, which would expose pupils to the commercial digital ecosystem, or redefining the
tasks, responsibilities, and role of the public sector.

On one hand, the tension between the public and private sectors is related to the division of labour between
sectors. Although Finnish education is largely the responsibility of public actors, schools and education
providers have the autonomy to choose the materials and services they use. As many data technologies
used in schools are provided by private companies, their use represents the growing role of private influence
within the public education system. Some interviewees suspected that these services may reflect a
corporate perspective in addition to a pedagogical perspective. Others were concerned that the
platformisation and concentration of services would make it difficult to break away from individual service
providers, leading to “infrastructural dependency” (Cone & Lai, 2024). Some experts were hopeful that the
public sector would get more involved in the development of technology, which represents a new avenue
for the division of labour. In practice, this hopefulness is evident in the DigiOne development project
mentioned earlier, which involves the municipalities, as public education providers, preparing a digital
ecosystem for schools to use.

A renegotiated relationship between private and public interests is also related to pupils. Traditionally,
welfare states have sought to protect pupils from commercial influences. The Finnish core curriculum states
that “school and education must not be used as a channel for commercial influence” (EDUFI, 2014, p. 15).
However, the intensifying integration of (privately produced) data technologies into everyday school
practices may make it difficult to limit possible commercial influences. The digital tools and services used by
teachers can collect a wide variety of data about their users, which companies can then use for purposes
such as advertising, profiling, and optimising their own services (Lai et al., 2023). Given the diversity of
actors and the changing roles, as mentioned in the previous paragraph, it is important that the backgrounds
of the producers of data technologies are made transparent so that teachers and educational authorities
have sufficient opportunities to assess the implications of the technologies they use and for the
commercialisation of education. Technological development can be so rapid that all its consequences are not
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sufficiently considered. As explained by Lai et al. (2023, p. 14), through “datafication, students’ (school) life is
commodified to an extent that has not yet been fully uncovered or debated within the context of the Danish
welfare state.” This indicates that more research and discussion on the future(s) of datafied education in
welfare states is needed.

5.3. Sustainable Imagination Needs Inclusive Language

Future imagination is needed because educational systems face new and complex challenges. We agree with
Nexg (2023, p. 1458) that, currently, “the dominant mood is not this [state of things] can never change, but,
rather, this cannot go on.” Concerning datafied education within a welfare state, this emphasises the need to
imagine the direction and ways in which change occurs. Overall, the results illustrate that datafied education
does not have a single imagined future but multiple. This diversity does not mean that the imaginaries
presented here cover the whole range of possible futures. One limitation of our study was the scope of the
interviews. The imaginaries we constructed from the data may have been different if we'd interviewed
experts from additional relevant fields. After all, the future of datafied education is not only created by those
who are involved particularly in datafication but by a broader constellation of stakeholders in education.
In terms of sustainability, it would be beneficial to broaden our understanding of how local educational
leaders, teachers, other professionals, and pupils themselves view the role and nature of datafication in the
future. Would future imaginaries be shaped by themes similar to those in this study or by different ones?

One way to lower the threshold for participation in a discussion is to pay attention to the language and
terminology used. So far, education policy as well as technology companies have maintained strong
footholds in influencing how the future of education is discussed. This is reflected in strong and normative
visions in education policy and technical features and affordances in educational technology. It is important
to note that focusing on particular perspectives may emphasise them at the expense of others. For example,
the Finnish education authority’s prediction that data will be produced “everywhere” (EDUFI, 2019, p. 15)
illustrates that central role that datafication is expected to play in the future. This imaginary has such
powerful gravitation that it might be difficult to imagine education without various data technologies.
On the flip side, if attention is focused on micro-level issues, such as the technological features and
affordances of a single digital service or tool, complex structural issues of education may be neglected, or
the language used may be so specialised that it excludes those who are actually affected. The question
surrounding the future of datafied education is not just about technology but also about the potential and
consequences of technology in the organisation and practice of education. Through our construction of
sociotechnical imaginaries related to education (ease, coherence, maximised, and visible), we aim to create a
space for an inclusive debate on the future of education, which could, in turn, contribute to strengthening
sustainable development in education.

The value of imagining the future cannot necessarily be assessed based on accuracy. The complexity of the
social world deems imaginaries to always be incomplete and contradictory to a certain extent. According
to Jameson's (2005, p. xvi) idea of the “anti-anti-utopia,” the strength of future imaginings may lie in their
inconsistencies and limitations. Discussions about the future may be more relevant than trying to imagine a
perfect picture. Imperfections can inspire new and unexpected ways of thinking, which can lead to sustainable
decisions and actions that ultimately influence the way the future shapes up.
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