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ABSTRACT

We employ the “from the margins” approach to assess how the Finnish digital welfare state
stacks up against the ideals of the welfare state. Based on empirical research on the
experiences of asylum seekers, unemployed persons, and older adults, our study reveals how
datafication transforms the relations between the citizens and the welfare state, in which
historically, data on citizens has been used for their benefit. Our findings reveal the emergence
of new forms of inequalities related to digital exclusion that cut across distinct social groups
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and connect with basic needs in life. Furthermore, they reveal negative affective orientation

toward the data welfare state.

In recent years Nordic countries' have moved fast to
digitalize public services and introduce automated
decision-making as part of their welfare systems, a
change that is also described as a shift to self-service
society (Pors and Schou 2021). While the digitaliza-
tion and datafication of public services are aimed at
efficient and objective decision-making, with visions
of producing “the world’s best services in the age of
artificial intelligence” (MEAE 2017, 14), concerns are
rising about how digitalization and datafication may
affect the core values of the welfare state (Broomfeld
and Reutter 2022; Dencik and Kaun 2020; Kaun et al.
2023). Digitalization and datafication of the welfare
services have been seen to affect particularly people
in vulnerable life situations causing new forms of
digital exclusion and inequality (Eubanks 2018;
Gangadharan 2012; Jergensen 2023; Pors and Schou
2021; Ranchordas and Scarcella 2021).

To explore these concerns further, in this article
we investigate experiences of digitalization and data-
fication among three social groups that are considered
to be vulnerable in terms of their opportunities, life
situations, knowledge or skills: asylum seekers, unem-
ployed persons, and older adults. With a rich and
nuanced empirical data, we explore the experiences
of datafication in the everyday life in the Nordic con-
text, in Finland, drawing on the growing research of
data welfare state and digital public service in the
field (Broomfeld and Reutter 2022; Dencik and Kaun

2020; Hjelholt 2024; Pors and Schou 2021). We employ
a view from the margins approach to explore how
individuals in different vulnerable life situations per-
ceive their connection to data welfare state.

In what follows we first introduce our view from
the margins approach. We follow this with a discus-
sion on the context of our study, Finland. Next, we
describe our method and data. Lastly, we present our
findings, analysis, and conclusions.

Digital infrastructure and data welfare from
the margins

Welfare policies are developed through categorizing,
sorting, and managing data on citizens. Therefore,
technology has always played an important role in
creation of welfare state services and administration.
While the main motivation has been to offer essential
social, educational, and health services to citizens,
historically welfare states have also engaged in prac-
tices that exclude and discriminate citizens in various
ways (Kivisto and Wahlbeck 2013; Saugestad 2019).
Yet, the Nordic countries still enjoy a high level of
trust among citizens, as reflected in citizens’ general
acceptance of a high level of data registration (Kaun
et al. 2023; Kumlin, Stadelmann-Steffen, and
Haugsgjerd 2018; Rantanen, McLaughlin, and Toikko
2015). Pedersen and Kuhnle (2017) highlight specific
features of the Nordic welfare states, including
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universal social rights, a commitment to equality and
a long tradition of democratic governance—a form of
consensual governance. Beyond these specific features,
the welfare state has been seen as centered on the
idealism of inclusive citizenship (Knijn and Kremer
1997). Moreover, the welfare state model was created
to mitigate the risks and contradictions of capitalism
- to ensure equality and social solidarity (Kananen
2014). While the concept of the welfare state has been
a politically contested one, it has been central to the
development of the current Nordic welfare state
(Edling 2019; Kettunen 2019).

In recent years, the Nordic countries have invested
heavily to digitize their welfare services with the stated
aim of becoming world leaders in public service dig-
italization (Kaun et al. 2023). Since digitalization and
datafication offer new infrastructure for public service,
it can be considered a public good that should be
available for all citizens equally? (Wilson 2016). When
infrastructure works, it remains invisible, in the back-
ground, however, it becomes visible upon breakdown
and in the face of change (Star and Ruhleder 1996).
As Dourish and Bell (2007) famously have argued,
infrastructure “drive and maintain standardization,
reflect and embody historical concentrations of power
and control, and are instruments through which access
is managed” (Dourish and Bell 2007, 96). With the
public administration increasingly operating through
digital systems, algorithms, and automated
decision-making, this new infrastructure is likely to
introduce new forms of power and control of the
welfare states over their citizens.

While digitalization and datafication of welfare ser-
vices are introduced as offering a smooth and efficient
service infrastructure for the citizens, researchers have
raised concerns over various complications related to
these systems. Dencik and Kaun (2020) raise concerns
about the possible conditionality of social protection
due to increased surveillance, service privatization,
and the shifting values encoded in digital infrastruc-
tures. Broomfeld and Reutter (2022) also note that
citizens and civil society are rarely engaged in the
digitalization of welfare services. Instead they “identify
a paternalistic, top-down, technocratic approach where
the context, values, and agendas of datafication are
obscured from the citizen” (1). Moreover, datafication
could involve risks of data bias, unjust profiling, and
accumulative surveillance (Gangadharan and Niklas
2019; Jorgensen 2023). For example, the use of data-
fied systems have increased surveillance and
ungrounded stigmatization of citizens to detect social
benefits fraud (Bekker 2021).

While previous research has provided insight into
how datafication can lead to power imbalances and

inequalities among citizens, there is little research that
considers the lived experiences of individuals in vul-
nerable situations (see however Kennedy, Steedman,
and Jones 2021). To address this, we take the “from
the margins” approach (Milan and Treré 2020; Taylor
and Broeders 2015; Tsing 1994). It is grounded in the
idea of margins “as complex sites of struggle, where
the challenges of datafication unfold in distinctive
ways” (Milan and Treré 2020, 5), providing insights
into the complex dynamics of power inequalities. The
view from margins is an analytic standpoint that
makes evident both “the constraining, oppressive qual-
ity of cultural exclusion and the creative potential of
rearticulating” (Tsing 1994, 279).

As such an analytic lens, the view from the margins
perspective can offer nuanced and counter-balancing
perspectives to dominant narratives of technology and
change. For example, Markland (2022) argues that a
tendency to generalize the revolutionary impact of
digitalization and datafication in social and political
fields, can be challenged by “highlighting how the
impact of digital technologies and data-centric meth-
ods are spread unevenly across different political and
social fields” (2002, 114). In a similar way, Charitsis
and Lehtiniemi (2023) examine marginalization as a
way to shed light to the established norms, in their
case to data ableism. They argue that the exclusion of
disadvantaged segments of the population—those who
fail to reach prescribed data standards and norms—is
an inherent aspect of data capitalism. Milan and Treré
(2020) use the notion of data at the margins (Rodriguez
2017) in plural to capture the multiplicity and differ-
ence in experiences of datafication in Global South.
Drawing on these conceptualizations, our view from
the margins approach enables us to identify experi-
ences of injustice and emerging concerns over equality.
In this way, the view from the margins approach can
enable an assessment of whether or not the digital
welfare state lives up to the ideals of a just welfare
state. If experiences are drawn only from the middle
class and the privileged, relevant aspects of social (in)
justice remain out of the field of vision (Mohanty
2003). The experiences from the margins then offer
insight on when and how the digital infrastructure
works, but also where and when they fail, pointing
out fractures and defects in the data welfare state.

Finnish context

Finland, similar to other Nordic countries, has been
proactive in digitalizing and further datafying its wel-
fare services, increasingly utilizing AI to support
decision-making. Automation is widely used to sup-
port documentation, as an educational aid, and in



health services. According to the Finnish public
administration digitalization strategy, digitalization
increases the opportunities for citizens, companies,
and communities to use public services, regardless of
time and place. Authorities are responsible for ensur-
ing that digital services are the most attractive option
for users (VM 2025). This includes the areas of health
care, social service, taxation, transportation, education,
migration, elections, and political participation (e.g.
e-voting, e-democracy, and e-participation; Osifo
2018). One central and at the same time distinctive
feature of the Finnish digital services is the role of
banking systems. In Finland, identification to public
services occurs through personal digital banking cre-
dentials, the availability of which can be complicated
for many social groups, e.g. migrants.

Digitalization of social services is a priority area of
administration development in Finland, and the Social
Insurance Institution (KELA) is increasingly digitizing
both its services and decision-making and using soft-
ware robots for rule-based routine tasks like handling
simple parental allowance applications. Data-based
treatment, service, management and decision-making
is also the aim in the public health care system to
bridge the gap between the scarcity of public resources
and the growing demand for services (Choroszewicz
2024; Vekho 2022). Online patient service is becoming
more common and includes symptom assessments,
health and well-being checks and coaching and chat-
bots (STM 2024). The immigration administration is
being digitized rapidly, and automated decision-making
is employed within the limits of national legislation in
making positive permit decisions as well as in docu-
ment management. Digital services used in public
administration are mainly designed by commercial
companies under the guidance of the authorities. The
biggest providers in Finland are CGI Finland, Tietoevry
and the American based Epic Systems Corporation,
which is behind for example the healthcare system
Apotti, its subsystems, customer portals and applica-
tions still under development.

Although case analyses and surveys have been per-
formed (Kainiemi et al. 2021; Parikka et al. 2024;
Virtanen et al. 2023), little research has been con-
ducted on everyday experiences of datafication of the
welfare state and its services. Qualitative case studies
have mainly focused on the use of digital health ser-
vices by older adults, but access to specific services
and user experiences of, for example, immigrants,
prisoners and long-term patients have also been stud-
ied (e.g. Jarveldinen and Rantanen 2021; Pennanen
et al. 2023; Safarov et al. 2024). Citizens attitudes
toward data collection and data-based and digital
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services have been quantitatively investigated, reveal-
ing that the vast majority of Finns have a somewhat
positive attitude toward the digitalization of services
and consider their own skills as good or moderate as
users of such services (Turja and Sandqvist 2021).
However, people with fewer socio-economic resources
perceive online services as less beneficial, and vulner-
able groups report difficulties in access and use
(Heponiemi et al. 2023; Safarov 2024). To understand
the ways in which these processes shape citizens’ rela-
tion to the welfare state, they need to be examined
not only from the technology and industry perspective
but also on the everyday level to capture how people
understand, feel about and deal with data-gathering
practices as well as how these practices affect different
groups of people in different ways (Kennedy 2018).

Method and data

Our research is based on diaries and interviews with
89 participants from three different social groups in
Finland: older adults, between 69 and 82years (42), the
unemployed persons (30), and asylum seekers (16). We
choose these groups since they are often seen as vul-
nerable in datafied society due to presumed gaps in
skills, access, or stability. At the same time, they high-
light the diversity of assumed vulnerability. Older adults
may struggle with technology use; unemployed may
lack resources or competencies needed to navigate dig-
ital job markets and asylum seekers may be hindered
by language, documentation, or trust issues. These
assumptions, while not universal, highlight the spectrum
of risks connected to datafication.?

The particular groups examined in this study help
reveal hidden contexts of datafication that may not
be available otherwise, thus our approach from the
margins. The unemployed and asylum seekers live in
precarious life situations, which make them targets of
various governance strategies and surveillance
(Nikunen 2024). Meanwhile, the older adults are
increasingly dependent on a variety of health services
and have traditionally used public services, but they
may experience difficulties in adapting to rapidly dig-
itized welfare services, whereas for the unemployed,
employment services and career platforms like
LinkedIn are particularly relevant, yet adequately com-
prehrensible. The empirical data reveal how various
services and digital platforms are relevant to these
groups in different ways.

The recruitment process involved contacting pro-
spective participants directly by email or phone and
through various day centers and support groups. The
data was collected between July 2020- February 2022.
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The data gathering period was prolonged due to
Covid-19 as well as different work periods of different
researchers in the project. To keep the research pro-
cess open for insights that emerge from the partici-
pants, we use a combination of diary and interview
method (Day and Thatcher 2009). The participants
were instructed to keep diaries of their digital every-
day lives for seven to 10days without any strict for-
mat, thus their diaries were in multiple formats, in
audio, written on paper, and as digital files. Then,
each participant participated in a face-to-face, Zoom
or phone interview. The participants were able to
choose how they would like to be interviewed, thus
we tried to accommodate the participants wishes in
making the interview as comfortable as possible. Both
the diary and interview data were transcribed and
coded thematically using Atlas.ti software. The data
was coded under three main categories (platforms,
participation and emotions). The sub-categories of
state and authorities, capabilities, security, surveillance,
activity and sense of belonging were the most relevant
from the standpoint of this article. Data was analyzed
with qualitative thematic analysis focusing on the
experiences of digitalization and data driven-services.
As noted above, the mechanisms of digitalization
and datafication of welfare services may not always
be clear for the citizens who use them. Datafication
is both more novel as well as a hidden form of tech-
nology. Therefore, datafication is a particularly chal-
lenging topic to discuss with research participants, as
it remains more abstract in everyday contexts whereas
digital services, refering to public services on digital
format, are easier to identify and reflect on.
Through the diary and interview data we aimed
to understand how our participants related to digital
environments, and datafied services, in their life-
worlds. In the interviews we encouraged the partici-
pants to reflect and elaborate on their experiences of
digital services that they mentioned in the diaries.
While some spoke extensively and in detail on their
encounters with digital public services such as health
care, migration or unemployment services, others
would be more general in their reflections. Clearly
for some these services were more central than for
others. Thus our approach generated rich qualitative
data that is characteristically multivoiced. The data
speaks about the participants’ mundane experiences,
the places, contexts, different emotions, affective
forces, social relations, and detachments as contextual
experiences of digitalization and datafication (Lupton
and Maslen 2019). To answer our research question
- “How do individuals perceive their connection to
data welfare society (as lived in their lifeworlds) and

whether it is perceived as just?” -we analyzed our
data through the theoretical lenses of the four pillars
of the data welfare state (Andreassen, Kaun, and
Nikunen 2021; Kaun et al. 2023; Syvertsen’s et al.
2014). The four pillars are (i) justice and non-bias in
datafication processes, (ii) decommodification (i.e.,
free from commercial logic), (iii) data diversity,
acknowledging the varying needs of citizens and res-
idents, and (iv) transparency of the datafication pro-
cess. They are reflective of what an ideal data welfare
state might look like and should be considered when
exploring datafication in the context of a welfare state.

We first conducted a theory-driven coding round
employing theory-driven thematic analysis based on
the four pillars (Braun and Clarke 2021; Guest,
MacQueen, and Namey 2012). The first round of
analysis was iterative; through constant comparison
(Corbin and Strauss 1990) of the different themes
connected to the pillars, arising from the data, we
justified our analytical decisions through collaborative
discussion and, where necessary, by referring back to
theory. Thus we examined how the participants related
to services developed with citizen data such as unem-
ployment services, health care applications and migra-
tion entrance forms and whether they experienced
data biases when using these systems. We also exam-
ined whether they had any concerns related to data
when dealing with digital public services and whether
they had problems with access to these services.
Finally, we looked at the ways in which the partici-
pants discussed data transparency and their under-
standing of data gathering practices.

After the first round, we observed that the four
pillars of data welfare state were not fully compatible
with our data. Indeed, data welfare state pillars reflect
ideals for a model of just welfare state, while our
participants spoke of their lived experience. However,
these theory-driven pillars helped us to see the dif-
ferent affective forces and detachments the data-driven
services evoke in our participants. We thus decided
to make a second round of coding, in which we used
the pillars of the first round as a starting point and
focused more closely on the affectively laden relation-
ships participants experience when aiming to connect
to a data welfare state through digital services. This
coding resulted in five relational themes (data disso-
nance, data insecurity, digital divide, dysfunctional
systems, lack of human contact), which we introduce
next. These five themes reflect how people understand
and interact with the data welfare state. Contrary to
earlier research, their experiences were not character-
ized by rational reasoning, but rather by affective
orientation toward the data welfare state.



Data dissonance and silos

Our study revealed how standardized digital systems
often fail to account for the complexities of individual
lives, leading to experiences of exclusion and alien-
ation. Participants described how digital services and
automated decision-making processes frequently over-
looked their unique circumstances, and they consid-
ered themselves as unseen and misrepresented.

They often reported on the situations how there
seemed to be no relevant data about their actual lives
in digital public services. As one participant reflects;
“'m not familiar with Omaolo [a national online
health and symptom service], it's a familiar name, and
someone told me to use it, but these are all new, so
it was a surprise to see that such a mess, or such an
overlap, and really that, who puts the information
together from these?” (Older adult 37). Many partic-
ipants reported that decisions affecting their well-being
were made based on incomplete or fragmented data,
creating an imbalance between their lived realities
and how they were perceived and treated within these
systems. Participants spoke for example about expe-
riences within healthcare services where they felt
reduced to impersonal data points. Medical profes-
sionals seemed to treat individuals on the basis of
digital records in health data platforms, that failed to
capture the nuances of their health conditions in their
life situations. Participants had concerns that various
data sources did not communicate effectively. This
led to experiences of interaction that felt detached
and insufficient.

A similar sense of detachment was described by
unemployed participants using public job-seeking ser-
vices. Many felt that their individual circumstances
were flattened into standardized categories that did
not fully represent them, leaving little room for per-
sonal agency. As one participant described the frus-
tration of filling in the digital forms that offered only
predefined checkboxes, none of which accurately
reflected her/his situation. This forced to either pro-
vide misleading information or be excluded from the
system entirely. Unlike face-to-face interactions where
an official could consider individual nuances, digital
platforms offered no such flexibility. The participant
described this as a moment of profound exclusion: “I
don’t know if it’s only related to digital, but I've had
some experiences of outsiderness...It’s unequal in the
sense that some get through and some don’t just
because you happen to check some box. But this is
a deeper problem than just digital inequality”
(Unemployed person 7). This reflects an experience
of being outside the system since individuals lived

THE INFORMATION SOCIETY (&) 5

reality does not fit into predetermined framework, as
seen by the data. These experiences also illustrate
what Broomfeld and Reutter refer to as “paternalistic
and top-down approach in digital service develop-
ment” (2022, 1).

Beyond these individual frustrations, many partic-
ipants spoke of a broader sense of marginalization
resulting from the way digital services categorized and
tracked them across different domains of life. As one
participant explain: “When you could say that there
are two options here and they are both equally good
and not like you are now old and marginalized and
a bad person if you use the other one... it’s related
to one of those attitudes and the fact that, if you use
a certain kind of service, it tells you what kind of
person you are” (Unemployed person 17).

They described feeling as though being constantly
being surveilled—moving from one system to another,
from social services to unemployment offices to
healthcare, with their struggles continuously recorded.
For some, this accumulation of digital records deep-
ened their sense of not fitting in, as personal chal-
lenges such as unemployment or financial difficulties
became persistent markers that followed them across
services. This also caused automated service recom-
mendations with no relevance to actual needs, illus-
trating how digital systems can misinterpret individual
circumstances when applying broad, population-level
assumptions. This over-surveillance embedded in data
driven services is noted in other studies as well
(Dencik 2022).

These experiences highlight how digital public ser-
vices that should enhance inclusion, instead create a
sense of detachment from the very institutions meant
to support individuals. As one participant explains: “It
has been new to me all this digital. And I think we
are facing a lot of difficulties in digital services, me
and my refugee friends, like just in paying bills, we
have to learn everything. There is maybe an app or
system but we are not so good in - at least i am not
so good in this so I prefer to visit their office” (Asylum
seeker 6, diary). Indeed, our participants encountered
various welfare state services only digitally and felt
they only existed by being visible as data. Participants
expressed frustration that their identities and needs
were reduced to incomplete data points, without the
ability to challenge how they were represented within
these systems. This is consistent with recent research
that has observed how visibility through data has
become the norm (Charitsis and Lehtiniemi 2023) and
warned of the risk of individuals becoming data points
under surveillance (Taylor and Broeders 2015). Indeed,
our participants expressed concerns over their
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treatment as mere data points, that “you are like a
digit there among other digits” and on how does it
feel like: “I think digitalization is good. It makes things
more efficient. But it can also make people lonely.
Unhappy. Maybe isolated. I think for immigrants spe-
cially it is important to meet people and have also
human contacts” (Asylum seeker 11).

In our data, the sense of lost agency was connected
with a general experience of inequality: “It’s like a
general inequality toward everyone and everything”
(Unemployed person 15). Still, and as the citation
shows, it is hard to blame certain actors for this lost
agency. Instead, and as previous studies have also
argued, when individuals are seen and treated as data
points, data-driven environments increasingly deter-
mine people’s worth (Fenton 2023).

Our data revealed that as public services increas-
ingly rely on digital infrastructures to communicate
with us citizens, the erosion of personal agency and
recognition within these systems may lead to more
profound disillusionment with the welfare state itself.
On the basis of our data, when individuals no longer
see themselves reflected in the data-driven decisions
which shape their lives, the fundamental relationship
between citizen and state is put at risk. We interpret
these as signs of potential alienation from datafied
welfare society. While our data speaks of a certain
alienation from welfare state and its services, the emo-
tional and affective experiences are not the same for
all groups. These experiences reflect also diversity
within the groups. While for some the affectivities
center around fear, for others they are frustration or
even distrust. However, through the perspective from
the mrgins (Tsing 1994), we aim to understand if the
ideals of a just and equal datawelfare state resonate
with citizen experience.

Data insecurity and leaks

One of the main concerns with data-driven systems
is their nature as hidden, black-box systems (Andrejevic
2020; O’Neil 2016). Problems arise when the digital
systems used in public service are too numerous or
black-boxed so that even experts cannot understand
them or the basis of their automated decision-making.
The participants repeatedly expressed concerns about
not knowing how their data are being used and about
risks related to data leakages. Data leakages were asso-
ciated with blurring boundaries of the public and
commercial sector, as described by one of the partic-
ipants, an elderly person with a brain tumor that
affects his eyesight. He described the event that made
him suspect that personal data collected in public

service health care institutions could be captured by
commercial interests, as follows: “I went to the (pub-
lic) eye clinic to my own doctors’ appointment to ask
if they could conduct one specific eye surgery. He
said they cannot. But for some reason a private clinic
soon called me to say that they conduct these sur-
geries and that they offer a discount for the pension-
ers. How did they suddenly know about this?” (Older
adult 40)

While this kind of concern over data gathering and
leakage has been identified in previous research
(Sirkkunen and Haara 2017), our research further
points out how these concerns exemplify the entan-
glement of public and commercial information flows
due to the digital platform infrastructure. In partic-
ular, the elderly and the asylum seekers participants
in all groups indicated that they are cautious of enter-
ing personal information such as their email address
on any (public) forms and surveys due to the targeted
marketing they expect to follow. They were not con-
vinced that in the digital environment, the public
state-owned and private commercial sectors remain
separate and firewalled. Instead, they assumed that
commercial companies are able to make use of data
shared in the public sector. They justified this belief
through their own experiences as well as digital plat-
form issues they were familiar with: news about data
gathering, lack of privacy, surveillance and targeted
marketing on social media platforms. Recent nation-
wide data leak cases in various institutions (sensitive
patient data were leaked from the privately run psy-
chotherapy center Vastaamo in 2021; Kortesoja 2022),
were often mentioned as an example of unreliability
of digital services. These concerns may have a para-
lyzing effect and increase individuals’ reluctance to
use any digital systems: “With us elderly, we can’t
always keep up, and that causes problems and I know
that many elderly are also very frightened. They are
afraid that their information goes to here and there,
and what are the implications then, and now that we
have had these data leakages and so on, so people
are really afraid of what they can do.” (Older adult 33)

However, although the participants were concerned
about their data privacy, the idea of protecting their
data seemed impossible, as observed by an unem-
ployed participant: “It would be a full-time job if I
would ask every agency and service what kind of
information they have about me and please remove
this and that information, so that I wouldn’t have
time to do anything else in my life” (Unemployed
person 30)

The participants were also skeptical of whether
these systems could ever be fully protected noting



that none of these systems are completely waterproof.
When people encounter targeted advertising based on
their data, it clearly affects their trust in digital ser-
vices. The interview data suggest that the growing
dependence on commercial digital platforms results
in uncertainty about data practices and decreased trust
also in the public sector.

The digital divide

As public services become digital, access to digital
services is paramount for the citizens and also a pre-
requisite for the welfare state to fulfill its remit of
universality and equality. The participants in our study
described various barriers to accessibility, implicating
an emerging new digital divide in the context of data
welfare state. As argued by Hargittai (2003) the tra-
ditional research on digital divide has focused on the
divide between those who have and those who do
not have access to the internet. Since access to inter-
net has become more ubiquitous DiMaggio et al.
(2004) have suggested, in terms of understanding dig-
ital inequalities, more focus should be on the capa-
bilities and experience in using the internet. The rapid
replacing of welfare state’s face to face services by
digital services produces yet another level of divide
connected to often essential public services, a shift
that has been identified also in other studies on digital
welfare services (Aryal 2024; Rivoir and Reilly 2023;
Schou and Pors 2019). A recent population-based
study of digital divides in Finland indicated that those
with lower personal, economic and social offline
resources perceived online services as less beneficial
(Heponiemi et al. 2023). The experiences of those
who participated in our study support these results,
but they also draw new nuances on the digital divide
and its social consequences.

A lack of skills related to digital platforms is an
important obstacle to using existing and necessary
services. Already in 2018 Eubanks described how the
automation of a social benefit process in Indiana ham-
pered the delivery of personal data to such an extent
that over one million people lost their welfare benefits
because they were unable to comprehend the instruc-
tions. One of our participants expressed similar con-
cerns: “Just now I was listening to the news that the
If insurance company reduces customer service.
Because people have gone to their digital service. I
thought that if I had an insurance company issue like
that, I wouldn't know how to handle it digitally. I
miss going there, I mean, having the office somewhere
nearby and I could go there like we used to go in
the old days” (Older adult 23).
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Barriers to the use of digital and datafied services
are connected also with language skills and literacy.
Asylum-seeking participants spoke about their poor
Finnish language skills, while other participants said
they had insufficient skills with the “language of tech-
nology”. The unintelligible language used by the
authorities seems to make digital services difficult to
approach and exhausting to use: “So when we talk
about platforms and walls and everything in the dig-
ital world, and these things that I have not been
studying, I always end up wondering what this really
means” (Older adult 27). In general, participants
expressed uncertainty in understanding many of the
terms reproduced in public discourse. This made it
difficult to trust the services and deepened the expe-
rience of one’s own incompetence when dealing with
data-driven services.

In addition to a lack of particular skills, a lack of
sufficient funds or material poverty emerged as a
hindrance to accessing digital services. The partici-
pants mentioned incomplete, outdated or broken
equipment, which made it difficult to use services
and applications that require the latest versions and
updates. Poverty tends to limit individuals’ opportu-
nities for civic agency in a multi-faceted manner. As
one of the participants stated: “It is not easy to look
at many people who are outside process and undoc-
umented on the street. For them this is so difficult
because they dont have anything. Not even internet
because they don’t have money” (Asylum seeker 4).

The reluctant attitude to digital services was evident
in the way all three groups of participants clearly
wished for face-to-face encounters, human contact or
at least officials answering the phone. In particular,
the transition of banking services almost completely
to the internet confused the participants, especially
since the strong identity verification systems of banks
have become a prerequisite for using other services
as well. Alarmingly, the participants expressed that
they found public services in the social and health
care sectors particularly difficult to access due to the
many separate platforms and systems, but also due to
the need to use online banking credentials to
access them.

The participants’ experiences of obstacles in access-
ing the welfare state services align with a recent
Norwegian study by Eimhjellen and Naerland (2025),
who reported material barriers (lack of equipment
and connections), repertoire barriers (limited interest
in political news), and resource barriers (lack of lan-
guage, ICT and media skills) as well as other everyday
life challenges (e.g. emotional stress and feelings of
worthlessness and shame). Their findings resonate
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with our data on how poverty affects civic life, con-
cretizing the lived experience of data poverty and the
invisibility that perpetuates various forms of inequality
(e.g. Butcher and Curry 2022; Chaka 2022; Milan and
Treré 2020).

It is significant to note that the digital divide is
shaping people’s experiences even in the Nordic con-
text, where efforts have been made for long to create
an egalitarian society. The difficulties experienced to
access digital services and to engage with authorities
manifests bring about an affective response described
as uncertainty, frustration, and sense of unworthiness.

However, people’s unwillingness to adjust to digital
participation is not always due to an inability to over-
come barriers to participation. Our study also shows
that disconnection and a preference for face-to-face
services can be a conscious choice. The experience of
the participants in our study clearly shows that diverse
life situations like poverty, skills, and capabilities must
be recognized while welfare services are being
digitalized.

Dysfunctional systems

In the current move toward data-driven AI use in
public services, new systems are constantly being built.
These development projects require a substantial
amount of effort from the organization and often lead
to administrative turmoil and chaos. Many projects
are disrupted, forgotten or installed as a work in prog-
ress (Broomfeld and Reutter 2022; Ofisco 2018;
Reutter 2022). This aspect also emerged in our inter-
views, particularly in relation to health care services.

Instead of sustainability, the participants associated
digitalization and datafication with chaos and uncer-
tainty due to overlapping systems, constant updates,
and reforms that were replacing well-functioning sys-
tems (Pink et al. 2018). These experiences hint at
repair and maintenance as a more relevant approach
to technologies (Jackson 2014; Pink et al. 2018;
Velkova and A. Kaun 2021) than the narrative of
innovation as the only driver of change. They point
to the aftermath of sociotechnical systems; the mun-
dane encounters and continuous everyday labor with
technologies (Jackson 2014).

Digital infrastructures and tools have changed the
logics of health service drastically, as in the case of
Apotti, a patient database system intended to improve
data and information sharing across the health sector
in the Helsinki area. Apotti, introduced in 2021, has
been widely criticized due to several mistakes in med-
ical prescriptions, its time-consuming and complicated

tasks as well as potentially dangerous decision-making
errors (Arnberg 2022; Hellstén and Salmi 2021;
Tanninen, I. Helén, and Ruckenstein 2025). In our
study, the problems with Apotti related to its patient
user system, Maisa, which the participants considered
dysfunctional: “Yes, so the health center has been a
real site of chaos. It will apparently take a long time
before they can get things sorted. One cannot even
reserve appointments through this Maisa; you can
only ask some questions there” (Older adult 24).

Another participant shared a similar experience of
chaotic health systems. The use of digital patient ser-
vice system Maisa led to overlapping bookings and
three responses to one question from three different
health experts. In other words, there seemed to be
no overall understanding of her health situation.
Instead, she received different information from dif-
ferent sectors.

The participants attributed these issues to the dig-
ital platform environment, which seems to require
new applications even when there are useful older
systems in place. “They just want to show that we
can do new and new and new. There is not even an
attempt to keep some of the useful old systems alive”
(Older adult 31). Politics of repair (Velkova and A.
Kaun 2021) point to collective efforts and movements
that strive to improve the technological systems, how-
ever, in our case studies, people seemed to face these
problems alone, with a sense of frustration and
even anger.

Lack of human contact

One of the aims of digitalization is to diminish
face-to-face encounters in public service (Jeffaers
2020) mostly justified with improved cost-efficiency.
This shift affects interaction of the welfare state with
the public but also the ways in which everyday life
becomes organized increasingly around different dig-
ital services and platforms. A striking observation in
our study concerned the ways in which the partici-
pants felt left alone to cope with digital infrastruc-
tures. Lack of human contact meant having to learn
new digital applications by oneself, without the help
of those institutions that demanded the use of these
technologies, as described by an older adult partici-
pant: “And when they say how dangerous everything
is, then, you know, one is in the end pretty much
alone with all this ... One should still be able to, so
that not all would go, taxation and all, that there
should still be people with whom you could talk
to’(Older adult 33).



These responses reveal a growing, neoliberal burden
of individual responsibility in managing and learning
to use digital services. The lack of human encounter
was felt particularly when the use of digital infra-
structure failed in some way. In other words, the
dysfunctional digital infrastructure made the need for
human contact and support visible.

The replacement of actual offices with digital appli-
cations creates a sense of loss of human presence in
the everyday. An elderly participant described how
all of the bank offices had disappeared from their
hometown, one after another. Therefore it has become
increasingly difficult to run errands in actual physical
places where one might also meet other people.
Similar experiences of lack of human contact and loss
of humanity were communicated by all groups. An
asylum seeker explained how the phone has replaced
human contact, and turned the phone into their best
friend: “It’s, in my life right now, my phone is prob-
ably my best friend. It’s always with me. Even if no
one else is, the phone is still there. It's not good that
there are no people” (Asylum seeker 9). Further, par-
ticipants explained how the lack of human encounters
affects deeply on the sense of human dignity, as one
participant explains: “It’s like the close contact with
people is lost altogether. And the kind of humanity,
in a way that you are just a digit among others there”
(Unemployed person 21).

In effect, the lack of human contact appears to be
not only a matter of access to services, but also con-
nected to human dignity. In the context of a welfare
state, digital services are often justified as efficient
means to ensure decent and equal living conditions
for the citizens. This may make sense for the ones
who are used to digital applications and whose life
situations and capabilities do not differ too much
from the average. However, the view from the margins
reveals a different picture showing how difficult it
becomes to find alternatives if one’s situation does
not align with the standardized digital systems.

On the basis of our data, it seems that the full
digitalization of the services, without an option for
face-to-face encounters, seems to leave citizens alone,
not only in the face of technology but, more strik-
ingly, also in the face of society. As one of our par-
ticipant explains; “You kind of drop out of everything,
I'd say” (Unemployed person 7).

Conclusions

In this article we have explored how digitalization
and datafication of the welfare state are experienced
by people in different vulnerable life situations. Our
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aim is to further understand everyday experiences of
data-driven services of a welfare state and how these
experiences may inform us of the possible complica-
tions and failures of the data welfare state. Our
research question - “How do individuals perceive their
connection to data welfare society (as lived in their
lifeworlds) and whether it is perceived as just?” -
eventually produced a multilayered view of the frac-
tures of the data welfare state.

It became evident that, although the pillars of the
data welfare state (Andreassen, Kaun, and Nikunen
2021; Kaun et al. 2023) should reflect the ideals of a
just welfare state, our participants were unable to see
these ideals. Instead, they described their emotional
and affective experience of trying and failing to con-
nect with the data welfare state through digital ser-
vices. This informed us of the cracks and fractures
in each pillar. We identify them as data dissonance,
data insecurity, the digital divide, dysfunctional systems,
and lack of human contact. As such the view from
the margins, enables a measaurement of sorts of the
shortfalls of the data welfare state based on our
respondents’ affective orientations to it.

First, datafied environments increasingly seem to
determine people’s “worthiness” (Fenton 2023), leading
to experiences of not fitting into the system.This was
captured in the experiences of being only seen through
data, as a mere data point. Thus, problems arise when
datafied public service environments build their ser-
vices on data, where individuals do not see them-
selves. The heart of the problem is the lack of visibility
on people’s own terms.

Second, as social services are rapidly digitalized
and datafied, various barriers are emerging, particu-
larly for individuals in vulnerable life situations. These
include the need for different sets of language and
technological skills, material and social conditions,
mistrust of datafied and digital services, and discom-
fort related to their use. Regardless of how data-driven
the Finnish welfare state becomes, people need to
receive support in forms they have the ability to
access. Our findings show that the problem of the
digital divide seems evermore present and, with
increasing digitalization, seems alarmingly to deepen
exclusion and push people to the outskirts of society.
As Schou and Pors (2019) suggest, the new emerging
digital divide, which also seems to exist in Nordic
contexts, is not about the lines between haves and
haves-nots, as Helsper and Reisdorf (2017) have sug-
gested. Instead, the lines are far more subtle — differ-
ent groups are disenfranchized or marginalized in
very different ways. At the same time, the conse-
quences of digital divide are becoming even more
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drastic as the digital is now interwoven with essential
services of basic life: health, care, and social benefits.

Third, the participants associated concerns about
public data-driven services with platform logics: data
gathering, lack of privacy, surveillance, and targeted
marketing. In their minds, the private and public sec-
tors blurred together, with each suspected of employ-
ing hidden data-tracking mechanisms. Generally, the
participants showed awareness of data extraction and
data leaks, which they considered an inevitable feature
of the contemporary digital environment, suggesting
that information infrastructure in welfare states is
increasingly part of the networked platform economy.

Fourth, in terms of sustainability, they expressed
frustration about multiple new, incomplete applica-
tions emerging while old, often useful systems disap-
peared. Instead of sustainability, the dominant ethos
in governance appears to be expansion. Such an ethos
may compromise the long-term stability and reliability
of services, disproportionately affecting groups who
wish for consistent and accessible support systems.

Fifth, the lack of human encounters emerged as a
sense of loneliness in terms of tackling these problems.
The participants views reflected a growing, neoliberal
burden of individual responsibility in managing and
learning to use digital services, but they also voiced
concerns about others and a need for support. While
it was suggested that it is the society’s job to ensure
everyone has the opportunity to participate, people were
increasingly forced to rely on their own networks and
resourcefulness to navigate the ever-digitalizing services.

Overall, our study highlights marginalized people’s
everyday struggles with myriad systems, inaccessibility
and a lack of face-to-face encounters, leading to frus-
tration and complaints. Our participants emphasized
the need to discuss and explain their complicated
situations with a human being, reflecting a more fun-
damental issue of societal recognition (Honneth 2001).
When society becomes fully digitized, the lack of
human contact affects one’s sense of recognition as a
member of society and impacts social solidarity
(Nikunen 2019). In many cases, meeting with a
human being is not about efficiency but rather about
human dignity - to be encountered and seen by
another human being.

Clearly these different dimensions are also partly
overlapping and connected: having difficulties to access
digital services affects the need to encounter face-to-
face with the officials, whereas the sense of being a
mere data point is also connected to the logics of dig-
ital platforms and the mistrust they engender as black
boxed systems. Overall, the connection to the data
welfare state is affectively shaped by digital services

producing certain sense of distance. Furthermore man-
aging one’s personal affairs through digital services
seems to emphasize individualistic relation to the state,
where it is one’s own responsibility to manage the sys-
tems, without much encouragement to the collective
sense of being in this together, in solidarity.

Sometimes what at first seems like a failure can
reveal new possibilities. This happened to us during
our long data analysis period. The mismatch we
found between our data and the ideals of the welfare
state for ensuring social justice and equality revealed
not only the failure of living up to these ideals.
Furthermore, it revealed how marginalized individuals
feel about their connection to a society or state that
seems to be hiding or withering away behind the
data infrastructures. Their affectivities/emotions
revolved around fear, frustration, distrust, and a sense
of giving up. These are all negative emotions and
affective orientations that speak to a sense of distance.
What is more, these affectivities may also reveal what
recent research has pointed out, the central role cit-
izens experiences play in making of a state (Andreetta
et al. 2022). Since the state is an abstract entity, how
individuals perceive and imagine it ultimately defines
what the state can be. Consequently, citizens’ emo-
tions and affects are central to the formation of the
idea and legitimacy of the state (Andreetta et al.
2022). For our participants, state fades behind the
data and if state—or data welfare state—emerges,
through negative affectivities. This suggests that,
rather than focusing solely on rational reasoning in
trying to overcome the problems that datafication of
the welfare state brings about, we should pay atten-
tion to how people feel about and therefore relate to
the datafied state. These affectively charged relation-
ships demonstrate that datafication can also under-
mine the ideals of a just society.

While we have been able to identify relevant con-
cerns in relation to data welfare state, there are some
limitations to be acknowledged. Our data is fairly
small and limited to particular social groups in a
particular national context and, as is the case of qual-
itative data in general, it is not generalizable as such.
However, the nature of our data as a combination of
self-provided diary notes and qualitative interviews,
is also its strength, providing rich and nuanced under-
standing of the everyday experiences, and introducing
topics that were not pre-determined by the research-
ers, for example, the specific contexts where the par-
ticipants used digital services (public transportation,
taxation) and their concerns such as targeted adver-
tising and lack of access (due to lack of banking IDs).
The results enhance our understanding of the



contextual nature of datafication and data justice in
everyday life, following Taylor’s call for “a vision of
data justice that takes power and politics into account
must necessarily also be rooted in local experience”
(Taylor 2017, 7). Therefore this approach is particu-
larly suitable for a research that seeks to explore
knowledge from the margins.

While situated in the context of a Nordic welfare
state, our study contributes to the broader exploration
of digitalization and datafication from the perspective
of “the margins” (Milan and Treré 2020). As such,
our study highlights situated knowledge, and questions
data universalism. Furthermore, the view from the
margins provides a window to examine the values of
the data welfare state and see whether or not they
reflect those of a just society. In this way the empirical
research and analysis of the experiences of datafication
brings together principles of data justice (Dencik et al.
2019; Taylor 2017) and lived reality of datafication.

The view from the margins (and situated knowl-
edge) ultimately shows that there are serious cracks
in the digital infrastructures of the Nordic data welfare
state. They affect the ways in which people can be
recognized as part of the society. This suggests that
the idea of trust in the context of a datafied Nordic
welfare society, might be shifting. Finland has been
acclaimed as a country in which citizens trust public
institutions (Kumlin, Stadelmann-Steffen, and
Haugsgjerd 2018) and the digitalization and datafica-
tion of welfare services have been justified mainly as
a way to further streamline their services. However,
they do much more than just transform services. They
change the logics of the welfare state services in ways
that also transform the relations between the state and
citizens, the access to services, and participation in
society. Our study reveals that digitalization and data-
fication may affect not only the sense of equality and
worth, but also basic connection to society among the
ones in the margins. In this transformation, the very
idea of citizenship in a data welfare state may start to
erode and individuals whose attachment to society is
fragile may fall out altogether.

Notes

1. Finland, Sweden, Norway, Denmark and Iceland.
Here digitalization refers to public services in digital
format, on websites and mobile applications whereas
datafication is the backstage process that ensures data
collection and use of data for developing services, of
which some are automated.

3. The research has gone through the ethical review of the
Ethics Committee of Tampere Region, Tampere
University approval statement 35/2020.
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