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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
Various digital platforms are currently being introduced in many fields, Platformization; digital social
including social work. This research presents the Digital Activity Plan  work; digitalization;
(DAP) introduced by the Norwegian welfare and labour administration information systems
(Nav) in 2017 as a case to investigate how governmental digital platforms

impact social work practices. DAP has several intentions for developing

digital client communication and managing casework for counsellors, as

well as governing and implementing social policies. This article aims to

investigate the socio-technical affordances of the digital platform and

how it affects the role of the counsellors in Nav. The article defines five

affordances of DAP: client communication, information systems, citizen-

state contract, measuring, and political instruments. It discusses these

affordances from both the counsellor’s experiences and in light of con-

temporary social politics and research. The results from this case show the

impact of digital platforms on social work, how multifaceted socio-

technical assemblages emerge, and how complex negotiations of plat-

form affordances take place.

Introduction

We are in the midst of a digital transformation leading to new challenges and opportunities for the
social work profession. The development of digital tools for social work has progressed rapidly, and
the need for scrutinizing how it impacts the profession is called for by numerous researchers within
the field (Garrett 2005; Devlieghere, Roose, and Evans 2020). This paper presents a case study on the
use and impact of a digital platform in social work practices. This article aims to advance our
understanding of the characteristics and form of the profession when challenged by digital
transformation. Information systems are not new to social work organizations; however, what
separates platforms from previous digital technologies is that the system includes clients. The
platform becomes an arena for practicing social work.

The Norwegian government’s digitalization strategy was released in spring 2019 and presented
an ambitious plan for digitalizing the entire public sector (Ministry of Local Government and
Modernization 2019). Organizational changes led by digitalization policies might impact the terms
for both social work professionals and their clients, sometimes in unpredictable ways and not
always as envisioned. Research on Digital Activity Plan (DAP) as one of the new platforms sheds
light on the impact of digital platforms in social work. In what ways do counsellors™ roles and
practices change due to the introduction of DAP? What new challenges and possibilities lie within
the platform, and how are these affordances negotiated and shaped in social work practice? These
are the main questions that will be discussed in the article.
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Previous research

The digital transformation and development of digital services for social work is not a unique
situation for Norway or Nav. There is an increased use of digital tools in social work across Europe
and the US (Aguilar-Idafez, Caparrds-Civera, and Anaut-Bravo 2018; Mihai et al. 2016; Eubanks
2018). The research literature on digital technology covers a wide range of topics on concerns and
possibilities related to diverse digital technology solutions. The previous research relevant to this
study concerns information systems and digital communication as the platform in this study
includes both.

The use of information systems has long traditions in social work (Hill and Shaw 2011). Research
on how information systems impact social work is diverse as the social work it revolves around is
complex and varied. Several researchers argue that social workers need to take part in developing
the information systems to make them suitable for their practices (Lagsten and Andersson 2018;
Mackrill and Ebsen 2018). Systems that poorly fit the routines and professionals’ work practices can
lead them to having to do ‘workarounds’ to adjust the system to their professional needs (Rehnebzaek
2014). Gillingham (2018) points out that information systems in social work can be alleged
technological fixes for complex organizational problems in social work agencies. Both aspects
show how digital technologies are complexly negotiated in the field by multiple actors.

Digital communication in social work is a research field that has expanded as interacting digitally
has evolved to be a new norm in society. Examples stretch across various areas of social work and
involve different types of interaction, ranging from multi-sided open communication through
social media (Chan 2016) to virtual support groups (Miller et al. 2019) and anonymous online
counselling services (Nesmith 2018). The transfer to digital communication platforms can serve as
a substitute or supplement to traditional offline services, such as when geographic distances make it
difficult to offer traditional services (Bryant et al. 2018). Best and colleagues (2014) found that the
mental well-being of adolescent males improved by being able to communicate online about
feelings. Best encourages social work practitioners to recognize this shift in help-seeking in terms
of providing and commissioning interpersonal helping via digital platforms. Other researchers
problematize the shift towards digital video communication at the expense of face-to-face interac-
tion as it allows for less information (Hammersley et al. 2019). This loss of information is also
a relevant drawback for written digital communication that can complicate communication.

Several researchers point to the need for the social work profession to develop and implement
new skills related to digital interaction (LaMendola 2019; Lépez Peldez, Pérez Garcia, and Aguilar-
Tablada Mass6 2017). This article contributes to the growing research on digitalization and social
work from a socio-technical standpoint by examining a digital platform used in practice. This
knowledge is essential as platforms in which social workers interact with clients are developed
continuously in different areas of social work (Goldkind and Wolf 2015; Boddy and Dominelli
2017).

Platform social work

The term ‘platform social work’ is used in this article to refer to social work practices in various ways
related to digital platforms. According to Gorwa (2019), platforms facilitate access to user-
generated content, and the term ‘platform’ refer to diverse online, data-driven apps and services.
Digital platforms are used for various purposes like entertainment, news, transportation, accom-
modation, and job-seeking. While platforms in the private sector both collect and spread data and
user-created content that can be shared with large audiences, this is not the case with platforms for
client interaction in social work.

The use of digital platforms has extended in such a way that some researchers bring up the
concept of a platformization of society. Van Dijck, Poell, and De Waal (2018) describe this as
a significant societal shift and, according to de Reuver, Sgrensen, and Basole (2018), digital platforms
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are transforming almost every aspect of society today. Digital platforms in social work are highly
relevant as public sector platforms gain ground (Van Dijck, Poell, and De Waal 2018). Some of these
are developed in close association with private companies. The case in this study, the Digital Activity
Plan (DAP), is developed and owned by the Norwegian welfare and labour administration (Nav).
Norwegian Child Protection Services is developing a digital service platform to communicate with
children and families in need of their services (Digibarnevern). Other public institutions in Norway
choose to buy existing platforms from private companies like Google (Trondheim Municipality) or
the American IT company Epic (Helseplattformen). Regardless of ownership, the platforms are often
made up of ubiquitous socio-technical assemblages — impacting practices and spreading far into the
domain of social work in novel ways. Van Dijck, Poell, and De Waal (2018) argue that the disruptive
effects of the digital platforms are hiding a system of logistics as well as logic. In scrutinizing DAP,
this article will examine how this can also be said about platforms used in social work practice.

Theoretical framework: socio-technical assemblages and affordances

Social work is complex and rife with dilemmas; issues relating to technology in this field are equally
complex (Mackrill and Ebsen 2018). Having a socio-technological perspective provides a lens to
investigate in detail how professional practices, together with structural aspects like key political and
economic factors, influence the development of the data systems in a way that preserves this
complexity while detangling the socio-technical assemblages. In this article, digital platforms are
conceptualized as a socio-technical assemblage that includes technical elements, as well as the
associated organizational processes and standards (Tilson, Sorensen, and Lyytinen 2012). The evolu-
tion of technical infrastructure is, therefore, just as much a social as a technological phenomenon.

The relationship between artefacts and humans is considered symmetric in terms of their mutual
impact on each other (Winner 1980). In researching digital technology, the researcher therefore,
needs to take into account both the technology and the humans involved in shaping practices
evolving it. The platform explored in this article consists of diverse functionalities and design
elements integrated into political, social, and legal contexts, as well as infrastructures and meaning-
making. The result of this entanglement of the social and material can be seen as what Suchman
(2007) refers to as a socio-material assemblage. In these assemblages, a combination of hetero-
geneous components, inclusive techniques, logics, practices, material agents, and humans form
social structures and relationships. Redden, Dencik, and Warne (2020) has, through research on
artificial intelligence in child welfare systems, shown how socio-technical assemblages as
a framework help reveal the richness and complexity of technology in social work practice.

A socio-technological perspective moves away from seeing technological artefacts as solely
a passive tool solving a problem. Yet technology is often developed with the intention of solving
issues by enabling possibilities for action. Affordances was originally a term used by evolutionary
psychologist Gibson (1986), who defined affordances as ‘action possibilities’ that arise in the
interaction between an animal and its environment. The concept of affordances has since been
adapted for use in studies of human-computer interaction. Here the term focuses on affordances as
a way to explore the relationship between technology and organizational actors (Bygstad,
Munkvold, and Volkoft 2016). In this sense, affordance emerges from the relation between the
technology and other actors and is thereby not solely related to the features of the technology.
According to Islind et al., 2019, affordances are dynamic and emerge through interaction between
the actors and their surroundings, making them neither the properties of the environment nor the
characteristics of the individual actors.

In this article, affordance is used to describe possibilities of action in the multi-dynamic relation-
ship between DAP and its users and includes both social and political contexts. While affordances
are possibilities for action that arise from the interaction of the components, the socio-technical
assemblages are a way of describing the complex entanglements of a multitude of actors, including
the technology that takes part in evolving the practices and values integrated into them.
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Data and method

The research on DAP is part of a case study that aims to investigate how the use of Information and
Communication Technology (ICT) in social work can affect the practice. The study is based on an
analysis of multiple sources of qualitative empirical data. The study is approved by the Norwegian
Social Science Data Service. All data material collected is treated following the Norwegian Social
Science Data Service’s ethical requirements.

The initial data collection consisted of ethnographic observations at a Nav office conducted over
eleven days in January and February 2020. The observations were exploratory, and the author
followed counsellors working in DAP. Informants showed different plans for clients, examples of
digital communication, and answered messages they received. This provided an opportunity to ask
questions based on a pre-prepared interview guide, follow up with more detailed questions, and look
at examples. The counsellors who participated as informants belonged to various departments that
focused on different target groups. Observations of team meetings, the front service desk, and group
meetings during which clients were taught how to use DAP were also a central part of the fieldwork.

The field study was followed up with eleven individual semi-structured interviews, based on
findings from the ethnographical observations, as well as research questions. Collecting data
through interviews about the subjects’ experiences allows pursuing topics that emerge during the
interview (Morgan 2017). This is important because there is limited existing knowledge about
digital communication with governmental social work organizations. Topics in interviews
addressed practices related to DAP, how it changed their professional role, and what kind of
experiences they had in co-operating with clients on the digital platform.

The sample for the individual interviews consisted of counsellors from five Nav offices. Two
offices were relatively large and located in a larger municipality, while the others were smaller offices
in peripheral municipalities. The informants participating in individual interviews had all been
employed in Nav for more than a year. All had completed higher education, some in social work
and others in health care, psychology, or pedagogy.

Stepwise-deductive induction (SDI) was chosen for analysing the findings (Tjora 2019). This
method is inductive as it works from data to theory. Multiple sources of data generate thick
descriptions, and a combination of deductive and inductive strategies gives room for the nuances
in the empirical material along the process. Empirically close coding was used to analyse the field
notes before the individual interviews, and in this way, the process gave room to influence the topics
addressed in these interviews. The interviews were coded closely related to the transcribed material
after transcription, and in this way important nuances in the material were not lost. Nvivo,
a computer program for analysing data, was used to manage the coding. The initial analysis resulted
in a magnitude of codes closely corresponding to the informant’s statements, which made using
a computer program for coding essential. In the next step of the analysis, the inductively based
codes were then sorted into coding groups related to this article’s research question. These codes
revolved around the different functions of DAP and how they influenced the practices.

SDI has a way of downward feedback from the more theoretical to the more empirical, which also
makes it a deductive process (Tjora 2019). In the last step of the coding, six overarching categories
inspired by affordance theory were established. These identified platform affordances that impacted
the counsellors’ work practices and will be presented and discussed in the analysis section of this
article. The excerpts from interviews and observations were included following a review of the initial
codes after establishing the affordances coding groups and sorting the initial codes in these groups.

Findings and discussion

Drawing from this concrete case study, the impact of platformization on social work and negotia-
tions of platform affordances will be investigated. The following research questions are addressed by
a thorough presentation of DAP before each of DAP’s multiple affordances are discussed: In what
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ways do counsellors’ roles and practices change because of the introduction of DAP? What new
challenges and possibilities lie within the platform, and how are these affordances negotiated and
shaped in practice?

Digital activity plans in Nav

Nav is one of the governmental agencies that has made large-scale investments in digital technology
over the last decade. The counsellors at Nav have experienced an immense digital transformation
and, according to Nav’s own analysis, the development will continue.

«Also for NAV, digitalization will continue to move user dialogue and service production to digital
surfaces. Not only in the processing of applications but also in work inclusion services» (Nav
2021a, 42).

Nav has established several ways of interacting with clients online. Digital application processes
and case management systems are developed to promote casework effectiveness and provide better
services. DAP is one of the new digital tools available for clients and employees of Nav. It was
introduced in late 2017 and aims to facilitate planning activities and digital communication between
clients and their counsellors. DAP replaced the former activity plan written by the counsellor in the
internal computer system and then printed and mailed to the client for their signature.

All clients who receive work-oriented follow-up have access to a digital messaging service and
a planning tool through DAP. While the clients enter the platform via Nav’s webpage, counsellors
access through their case management system. However, the functions they access are similar when
it comes to written digital messages. Through a chat-like function called ‘The Dialogue’, both
counsellors and clients can start conversations on self-chosen topics related to their collaboration.
The other part of DAP is the activity plan, built by activity cards. An activity card consists of any
activity related to the client’s efforts to enter the labour market, and what activities are considered
relevant will depend on the client’s situation.

DITT MAL Jeg vil bli sosionom og jobbe med mennesker
+ LEGG TIL AKTIVITET Om aktivitetsplanen  Skriv ut Filtrer ~v
Tidligere planer v
@ Planlegger @ Gjennomfarer @ Fullfert @
~
MBTEMED NAY JOBBSOKING I Skjul aktiviteter eldre enn 1 maned
Samtale om jobbsgking Avtale om & soke jobber
21. aug. 2030 21. aug. 2030 - 21. aug. 2020 JOBBRETTET EGENAKTIVITET
Antall seknader i uken 5 Ta et webkurs

STTiNE ; 1.jan. 2020 - 1. des. 2020

Miljoterapaut
Haugen skole
Soknadsfrist: 24. jan. 2030
e

SAMTALEREFERAT
® Pratom noe
14. okt. 2020

Avtalt med NAV

The cards can be created either by the counsellor or by the client. The system also provides some
automatic suggestions. Anything from meetings at the NAV office, different kinds of health
treatments, activation programmes, job-seeking efforts, health/fitness activities and educational
programs can be a part of the plan. Norwegian classes could be an activity card for clients with low
language skills, and working out could be an activity card for clients struggling with health issues
due to obesity. Each job advertisement a client applies for can also be put in their activity plan as an
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activity card. In other words, there are very diverse purposes in the activity card’s content. Some of
the activity cards can be marked as ‘Agreement with Nav’, and violating this commitment can, in
some cases, have consequences for a client’s financial support.

DAP serves as the client’s journal where reports from meetings are written. When a physical
meeting is planned, the counsellor makes an activity card for the meeting in DAP. Details about the
meeting, like where it is held and the agenda, are shown on the activity card. After the meeting, the
counsellor writes a report stating what was discussed and what they agreed upon. A completed
report is visible to the client, who can then respond to the content by making comments on the
activity card of the meeting. In some cases, the counsellors can also ask the client to write the report
themselves. In this regard, clients are included in what were previously ‘back-office’ activities. All
reports should be written in DAP, but reports are written in the closed IT system that only the
counsellor has access to in rare cases. According to the fieldwork informants, this occurs when
clients have a history of violence towards previous counsellors.

DAP enables digital communication between the counsellors and their clients, becomes an arena
for counselling, serves as a contract between the client and Nav, and stores information. The data
collected is measured to monitor developments in activities at an organizational level. As I will
elaborate upon in the discussion, DAP also functions as a political instrument to enhance activation
policies. In the following sections, the various socio-technical affordances of DAP are discussed in
light of the informant’s experiences.

DAP enabling communication

DAP is a platform meant to facilitate digital communication between clients and their counsellors.
The accessibility DAP gives them in communicating has clear advantages. Both during fieldwork
and in some of the interview’s informants used the word ‘Cheerleader’ in relation to their new
practices because of DAP. The ability of counsellors to follow the client more actively from the
sideline through messages, which the client can respond to, gives a new opportunity for connection.

The implementation of DAP greatly impacts the informants’ practices when communicating
with clients. One informant describes how technology has become the driving force at the expense
of focusing on communication and relational practices when she says, ‘DAP is like a digital
locomotive - you better hold or’. The informants’ experience changes the way they organize their
work, as a lot of the communication moves from face-to-face or on the telephone to a digital
platform. Depending on the topic, this can have advantages or be clearly problematic. During the
fieldwork, some informants showed me examples of digital communication with extensive asyn-
chronous chat logs. Sometimes it could be hard to understand what the client wanted, or the clients
misunderstood the counsellor’s messages. The counsellors could then change the channel of
communication. One informant explains that:

Digital communication is nice and such when we have a common understanding of what is going on. When
that starts to get a little messy, I rather pick up the phone or set up a meeting.

Another dilemma that surfaced during fieldwork, was the way counsellors chose between more
standardized scripts and individually adapted communication in the DAP. Some clients were
comfortable with written communication, and sometimes they could express their thoughts and
describe their situation better in a digital chat. Others had lower levels of digital skills and found
even logging into the plan to be difficult. To the informants, it was important to adjust their use of
DAP to individual clients’ needs and resources.

The implementation of DAP caused the counsellors to need to develop new skills both in digital
counselling and in discretionary practices regarding how to use multiple communication channels.
Digital channels, and the affordances of rapid digital messaging, allow the counsellors to stay
connected to more people. At the same time, the use of digital channels can be resource-intensive
when misunderstandings and ambiguities arise. If the intentions with the digitalization of services
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are to contribute to achieving the goal of efficient resource utilization and more active users, it is
crucial that the counsellors make good assessments regarding the choice of communication
channel.

DAP as an arena for counselling

Nav counsellors communicate with clients on a wide range of topics. Some topics are related to
practical arrangements and benefits, while others are related to supporting decisions in career
choices or challenging life situations. Motivational and counselling skills are considered necessary
in handling these topics (Nav 2021b). According to the informants in the study, there has been
a shift from face-to-face meetings towards a digital arena. Most of the informants during the field
observation reported fewer physical meetings, and in the individual interviews that took place after
the COVID-19 pandemic, this shift was even more apparent. The informants believed that even
though the social distancing policies would end, this change would continue to a certain degree.
This gives DAP the affordance of serving as an arena not just for informing about application
processes or benefits but also for counselling.

One of the core intentions with DAP is to engage clients to participate in administering their
own activity plan. The digitalization of DAP enables interactional participation in the plan in a new
way. To take advantage of this possibility, the informants consider it essential to be able to motivate
the client to take ownership of the plan. Encouraging this ownership was also addressed in several
team meetings during the fieldwork and among informants during observations and interviews.
Web technologies take a central part in participation in what Eriksson (2012) labels the self-service
society. They make it possible to organize public administration in a consumer-oriented fashion-
based increasingly on individual activity, where the state withdraws from welfare politics deemed
patronizing. Emphasizing personal responsibility along with the goal of reducing bureaucracy,
individual actors are supposed to become self-directed. The focus on participatory elements of the
activity plan is defined in a white paper (Ot.prp.nr.4 2008-2009) that states the plan is supposed to
involve the clients in their process towards the labour market. The argument behind this is that
motivation and participation are viewed as essential factors in succeeding in these efforts.

Many of the informants were concerned with recognizing the clients that could ‘help themselves’
by using digital solutions so they could spend their time on clients who needed them the most. Zhu
and Andersen’s (2020) research on ICT's in Nav found that digital interaction can empower clients
and promote their participation, provided they have relevant resources, competence, and motiva-
tion to have an overall positive experience with ICT-mediated communication and service. This
shows the expectations not only towards counsellors but also the clients change as a result of the
digital transformation.

Empowering practices along with motivational skills is central in many of the informant’s
educational backgrounds. How these skills are practiced in digital counselling was a central topic
in the interviews. At the top of the digital activity plan, and typically, the first thing you see when
you log in is a text box with the heading ‘My goal’. Here clients are expected to articulate the goal of
their collaboration with Nav. One of the informants during observation demonstrated how she used
this part of DAP to introduce life goals as a topic and tried to find ways to address it in an
empowering manner. Most of the informants were still hesitant in the question of whether DAP has
motivational and empowering functions. One of them stated:

No, I don’t think it contributes to motivation, to be honest. I wish it did, but I don’t see people getting a lot of
motivation from the activity plan. I think they get motivated because of the feedback we give them, but I don’t
think DAP is promoting motivation in itself.

The informant makes an important distinction when she points out ‘not in itself’, which also relates
to the informant discussing how she uses DAP in meetings with clients. This relates to the socio-
technical understanding of affordance as what happens in interaction with users and not always
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what its designers intend. The quote illustrates what Granholm (2016) refers to as ‘blended services’
that lie in the intersection between social work and ICT. In line with research in this article, she
claims that social work in the time of digital transfer is characterized by the simultaneous presence
in both online and offline dimensions. Findings from this study indicate that creating synergy
effects from blended services can generate new possibilities for support and participation. However,
that is under the condition that counsellors have the time and skills to make critical reflections and
individual adaptions to adjust to diverse clients and situations.

DAP as an information system

Counsellors access data about their clients, and clients find information about their own case in
DAP. An important affordance of DAP is therefore serving as an information system. According to
Flyverbom and Murrey (2018), how data are structured, sorted, and curated is an important
question to research because these socio-technical arrangements shape what becomes visible,
knowable, and actionable. Data infrastructures come across as technical and relatively neutral to
the degree that they are easily taken for granted.

Data captured in DAP range from information about jobs the client applied for or courses they
attended to more sensitive data like medical treatment or social problems that need to be addressed.
The content is created by both the client and the counsellor. The informants using DAP as a portal
to find required information question how easily accessible the information is. Clients labelling the
chat logs and having several places in the plan where they can write, make it challenging to sort
valuable and necessary information from less important information. During observations, the
informants also spent quite a lot of time ‘cleaning up the activities in the plan’ to update current
activities in each client’s plan.

Although several informants are concerned about how to motivate the client to ‘take ownership’
of the plan, who is actually in charge of administrating the plan is somewhat unclear. Managers and
other employees at Nav can access the data entered in DAP, and there is limited access to deleting
activity cards and reports both for the client and the counsellor. However, clients writing reports in
DAP are being put in charge of how the information about them is presented in the systems.
Accessing the plan digitally also makes it possible for clients to access the data registered about
themselves and comment when they disagree, which is considered central to the protection of their
legal rights. The clients also meet changed expectations on how to report and communicate with
Nav. Several of the informants were concerned that some clients are not aware of the data they put
into the systems and how it is used. For many clients, the dialogue appears to be a way to send
updates and questions directly to the counsellor they have a close connection to. That these
messages can be read and interpreted differently by other employees at a later point is not some-
thing the clients necessarily reflect upon, according to some informants.

Barsky (2017) claims that the way social workers collect troves of personal and sensitive data
about clients raises ethical issues about confidentiality. Barsky encourages asking who is authorized
to access the information gathered, transmitted, managed, or stored as part of ethically investigating
practices evolving new technology. The information handling is an affordance of DAP over which
several of the informants raise concerns. Clients who write in the dialogue part of DAP can be in
challenging life situations; what they write gives a picture of the moment meant for only their
trusted counsellor. In contrast, the counsellors are aware that what they write will be registered in
the system and might be read by other Nav employees at a later point. Some informants fear this
might contribute to stigmatizing the client.

In previous research, social work organizations have been heavily criticized for handling
personal information in questionable ways (Eubanks 2018; Redden, Dencik, and Warne 2020).
The informants in this study also experienced that registered data could lead to negative sanctions
for the client. How the registered information is used at an organizational level will be further
discussed in the following sections.
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DAP as a contract

As mentioned, DAP serves as a contract between clients and Nav by stating the commitments in
activity cards. The relationship between the citizen and the state has become increasingly contrac-
tual (Andersen 2007). Contract-based rights, where the connection between rights and obligations
is clarified, have become more common in Norway in recent years (Asheim 2018). Nav’s activity
plan serves as a good example of this. Conditions of activity manifested in DAP are linked to several
welfare benefits, and the right to participate in the preparation of the plan is regulated by law (NAV
law §14A).

An informant working with clients that are supposed to manage to apply for jobs themselves and
mostly get digital help from Nav; says that all of these clients are required to apply for jobs. This is
a standard activity card with standardized text, but counsellors make a discretionary assessment of
the number of applications required per week. Counsellors also enter a warning that makes it
possible to stop benefits if clients do not report job applications every 14 days. Hagelund et al.
(2016) describes the sanctioning regimes towards clients who fail to fulfill or maintain a prescribed
activity implemented as a result of work-first policies and activation measures. They argue that most
sanctioning regimes comprise three elements: the first for registering and transmitting information
regarding compliance/non-compliance, the second for issuing warnings, and the third for imple-
menting sanctions. In Nav, DAP is the system for the first two elements: it registers whether
activities are completed, and the counsellors use it to issue warnings.

Counsellors function as street-level bureaucrats as they are the frontline workers of the welfare
state, providing public services, interacting with citizens, and exercising discretion in ethical and
value-laden questions (Lipsky 2010). As a part of this role, counsellors have an executive function in
triggering sanctions. Several informants found the sanctioning part of the job challenging. DAP
changed the terms for conducting sanctions. Some of the case handling revolving sanctions became
supposedly more ‘automatic’, and DAP collected more information about compliance/non-
compliance of the required activities. Managing sanctions towards clients was not new, but DAP
impacted the structures of how it was done. An aspect a few informants worried about related to
this was that clients might not be able to fulfill expectations expressed in DAP because of a lack of
digital skills. Another aspect regarding the sanctioning some informants worried about was, as
several informants put it, ‘how much pressure’ they could express in DAP. Their role consisted of
trying to form a helpful relationship with their clients while at the same time having a strong control
function regarding the compliance of benefits. Previous discussions about sanctioning benefits
mainly had been done face-to-face, allowing the informants to pick up feedback and adjust
communication to express empathy and avoid misunderstandings. The duality of the relationship
between counsellor and client became more complicated when intervened in a digital platform.

Not all activity cards require fulfiling obligations to receive benefits. The client can make their
own activity cards for any activity they consider important for their situation and different kinds of
efforts to enter the labour market. According to the informants, this is a function many of their
clients do not use. Their explanation is that some clients fear doing something wrong that can break
the contract and impact their benefits or support from Nav.

Olesen’s (2018) research on Nav’s activity plan (before digitalization) analyses the activity plan as
a governance document meant to ensure user participation and empowerment. He simultaneously
claims the document activates neo-liberal and pastoral logics between client and counsellor. The
most significant difference between the old paper version of the plan and DAP is the possibility of
continuous surveillance of the client’s activities. Digital platforms serving as tools of surveillance
have been well documented through the work of Soshanna Zuboff (2019), among others. Garrett
(2004) claims the field needs to examine the control aspects of social work in the emergence of
surveillant practices. The findings from this study underline how the digital transformation creates
new frameworks and spaces for both the help and control aspects of social work and draws new
lines for the sometimes-fragile border between the two concepts.
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DAP as a measuring tool

Aspects of a client’s activities and status, as well as the counsellor’s performance, are registered in
DAP and can be measured at both individual and organizational levels. When registered correctly,
data from activity plans can measure aspects like the number of unemployed users in some kind of
activity, the number of meetings counsellors have with clients or the number of job applications the
average client sends. The rise of online platforms intensifies data collection practices about
activities, objects, and relations that were not previously quantified (Van Dijck, Poell, and De
Waal 2018). The measurements in DAP are an example of this. Some individual client activities
were previously registered in information systems, but DAP amplifies these registrations and the
possibility to showcase them at both a client or counsellor level.

During fieldwork, the management’s focus was on registering the activities of most clients; DAP
calculated the percentage of clients in activity. According to Mau (2019), contemporary obsessions
with quantification leads to counting what can be counted, not necessarily what is important. Some
of the informants found that the focus on registering could take priority away from more important
activities in collaboration with the client. One informant says she considers how actively she will
focus on making the client use the plan as to whether this is the best way to help them. She also
states that:

There are not very many I have seen who feel that this plan is a fantastic tool for getting a job. It is not.

The measured aspects of the work sometimes set strict frameworks for prioritizing and executing
social work interactions and lead to a situation where what is measured counts. An example of how
measuring as an affordance in DAP can change priorities is that a few of the informants’ clients sent
digital messages frequently. Response time for messages was one of the measurements the managers
emphasized. The informants feared this could lead to prioritizing clients with high digital skills at
the expense of less resourceful clients. The extended ability of digital platforms to measure could
lead to a situation where quick results measured in the organization become a more attractive goal
than working on more long-term goals with clients.

It is not only the measurement of social workers’ performance that has become common
practice in social work, but also characteristics regarding the clients are included in different
kinds of digitally facilitated assessments (Hoybye-Mortensen 2015; Mik-Meyer 2018). DAP
includes both of these, and the measurements are used both at an individual and organizational
level. At an organizational level, data registered in DAP is used both for policymaking and for
managers to supervise their employees. MacDonald (2006) argues that performance measurement
of social work is built on an ideology of distrust against public servants and professions.
Neoliberalist inspired standardization and management through objectives is seen as in opposi-
tion to traditional social work, where autonomous interactions are seen as dependent on profes-
sional skills and expertise.

DAP as a political instrument

Van Dijk, Poell, and De Waal (2018) argue that digital platforms hide a system of logistics as well as
logic, and conceptions of common good are attached to these logics. In this way, elements of
platforms steer social norms. Technology can be intended to nudge certain behaviour considered
favourable by its makers. DAP is not only supposed to help people keep track of their job
applications and report this to Nav but also encourages them to apply for more vacant positions.
This quote from Nav’s report on future risks and possibilities illustrates this well:

In the same way that the placement of the candy shelf in the grocery store influences what ends up in the
shopping cart, the choice in architecture, digital surfaces and processes can be designed with the goal of
changing people’s behaviour in a desired way, for example in the digital activity plan to help clients into work.
(Nav 2021a, 41)
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The quote reveals the political intentions of activation embedded in DAP. This demonstrates how
digital welfare state technologies reflect political choices. Winner (1980) discusses whether or not
material-technical artefacts are intrinsically political and argues that they are. In the way, artefacts
embody social relations, they are not only judged for their efficiency and productivity but also for
how they can embody specific forms of power and authority. It might seem apparent that
technical systems are deeply interwoven in conditions of modern politics, but Winner goes on
to argue that certain technologies in themselves have political properties. He links this to
institutionalized patterns of power and authority. This could be an aspect of intentions or design
elements. Using DAP as an example, the way the platform enables digital communication
between governmental agencies and citizens implements the ‘digital by default’ strategy in the
public sector. But the political inscriptions go further than this, as activation policies are inscribed
in the design of DAP.

In Norway, activation intervention and the so-called ‘work-first’ policy is considered the primary
tool for fighting poverty and marginalization, and Nav plays a vital role in conducting this policy
(Meld. St. 46 (*°'*-*°'%)). There are three fundamental features in the activation concept in the
European intervention paradigm, according to Pascual (2007): an individual approach, emphasis on
employment, and contractualization. These features are also prominent in Norwegian activation
measures (Hansen and Natland 2017). The previous section discussed how DAP plays an important
role in contractualization, but the emphasis on employment is also deeply embedded in DAP
functions. By encouraging the setting of individual goals and the definition of activities necessary to
achieve the goals, DAP aims to assist the client towards inclusion into the labour market. Although
standardized activity cards were quite prevalent during the fieldwork, the plan is supposed to be
tailored to each client’s needs (Nav law §14). Some of the informants also underline the importance
of individual adaptation. In this way, DAP also reflects the individual approach that Pascual (2007)
describes as fundamental in the European activation concept.

This shows how policies are entangled together with design elements, affordances as well as work
practices, and values into socio-technical assemblages. This underlines the need for practitioners to
be aware of the technical components they interact with as they contain underlying political
intentions.

Concluding remarks

DAP is intertwined in both the case handling practices and interactions with clients for counsellors
in Nav. As the digital transformation progresses, it will be necessary for social work practice and
research to find ways to investigate the mutual impacts between technology and social work by
detangling these assemblages.

Digital contact with clients can support interactions, and both underline and challenge social
work’s traditional goals and values in various ways. As social workers in general, counsellors at Nav
have complex roles: street-level bureaucrats who are supposed to function as gatekeepers for social
benefits as well as to motivate and help clients in their struggles to enter the job market. This tension
between help and control is characteristic of social work as a profession. The two concepts are
intertwined and interdependent in social work practice. The digital platform where social workers
and clients interact impacts both how they manoeuvre in this space and sets new terms for it.
Dencik and Kaun (2020) describe a shift towards a new regime in public services and welfare
provision that is intricately linked to digital infrastructures and results in new forms of both control
and support. The findings of this case study support this. The counsellors negotiate between
expectations embedded in the platforms that are supposed to be empowering while at the same
time serve as a control mechanism. On the one hand, DAP is supposed to enable a helping process
that empowers the client and making interaction accessible and easy. On the other hand, DAP acts
as a contract between Nav and the client, and violating this contract can have financial conse-
quences for clients relying on benefits.
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The key point in this article is that social work, both as a practice field and as a research field,
needs to be aware of how the socio-technical assemblages in these platforms have political impacts
and influence practices in unintended ways. These findings have implications for both social work
research and practice. The examples from this research also illustrate the impact digital services
have on the need for both new knowledge production and skills in social work practice due to the
digital transformation. Another consequence of viewing technology as an actor in social work
practices is that the profession needs to take an active part in the development of digital tools.

The article displays the different affordances of DAP through a case study. An in-depth analysis
of each, as well as features of other platforms used in social work practice, is necessary to show how
platforms take part in socio-technical assemblages that intertwine and impact both social policy and
social work practices. Platforms allow both new ways of sharing and new social forms, and with
platformization they extend to a variety of societal areas (Van Dijck, Poell, and De Waal 2018). For
social work, the rise of platforms connects to discussions with a long tradition in the field, like the
dichotomy between help and control and the individualization of social problems. However, not
only does it deepen existing dilemmas of the field, but it also creates new ones. Surveillance
practices, the use of data to nudge certain behaviours, and ethical concerns involving ownership
and access of data are important examples that need closer examination. Technology is not
a politically or morally neutral factor in the implementation of social policy. The impacts on both
social work practice and social issues as a result of this should be investigated further.

Note

1. Counsellor is the official term for employees in Nav working at the local offices that support and give guidance
to clients. In this article the term ‘counselor’ is used when talking about Nav employees. ‘Social worker’ is used
when addressing the profession in general.
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