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Summary 
This research project was carried out in partnership between Lund’s University and the 
City of Helsingborg by the city’s FoU department and the social services department. 
The project should be viewed in light of the vision that SKL and the Government have 
agreed upon, aiming to improving the use of the potential that digitalisation bring in 
parts of the health as well as the social care services. During 2007, the researchers, 
Lupita Svensson, fil.dr. in social work, and Stefan Larsson, associate professor in 
technology and social change, carried out empirical studies as a part of the research 
project together with FoU Helsingborg and the social services department. The rese-
archers with support from results of the project, proposed how public services can 
develop with the use of digital tools and processes. 

The aim of the project was to contribute to the city’s work in regards to streamlining 
and developing digital technology and services within the area of social work, as well 
as to produce more knowledge in the field of the digitalisation of social work. The 
overarching line of enquiry touches on what knowledge of the digitalisation social work 
already exists and what new knowledge is needed to contribute to the city’s work in 
regards to streamlining and developing digital technology and services within the area 
of social work. 

The two empirical studies in the project evolved in partnership with the social services 
and the researchers, amongs other things as an ongoing evaluation. A mapping 
exercise of the digital work processes was carried out in the following teams Individu-
al- and family team and the Children, Young People and Family team. Another project 
was created in the Access team which is a part of the Individual- and family team, to 
explore whether the accessibility could be improved through digitalisation and new 
technologies. Both participant observation and interviews were carried out. 

Within the results from the two components of the study lies the most important 
contribution to the digitalisation of the social services, this is the two concepts “Tech-
nology/Method” and “Accessibility/Competence”. With the help of these it is easier to 
take stock, analyse and develop the digitalisation of the social aspects of work within 
public services. In the two components of the study public services and social work 
appears to have great potential for development but have fallen behind in terms of 
digitalisation.

The report ends with an afterword, by Annika Nilsson project manager FoU Helsing-
borg about lessons learnt from running a research and development project in a 
municipal social services setting.
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Reading guide 
This report is about the Digitalisation of social work project which was carried out in 
partnership between Lund’s University, the City of Helsingborg’s social services depart-
ment and FoU Helsingborg. In order to make this partnership visible, and to highlight 
both the research and the practice development that has taken place as a part of this 
project we have chosen to divide the report into three parts.  

In the first part, the foreword, Kalle Pettersson head of development social services 
introduces the context within which the project has taken place. He also talks about 
how the project is placed within the ambition and vision of City of Helsingborg around 
digitalisation and social work and why this development is important to the municipa-
lity. 

In the second part Lupita Svensson and Stefan Larsson describe the research part of 
the project and present the two components of the study they carried out in Helsing-
borg’s social services during 2017, with the focus being on work processes and digital 
interactions. They also put forward recommendations for the continuing practical 
development work in this area.    

In the last part of the report, the afterword, Annika Nilsson, project manager FoU 
Helsingborg, ties together the research and development parts of the project and high-
lights a number of lessons learnt about running a research and development project in 
a municipal social services.

We hope this layout will create a composite and nuanced picture of the project: of how 
the researchers and the practitioners have worked in partnership, shared responsibility, 
exchanged knowledge and learnt together.  
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In this foreword Kalle Pettersson head of development social services introduces 
the context in which the project has taken place. He also talks about how the project 
is placed within the ambition and vision of City of Helsingborg around digitalisation 
and social work and why this development is important to the municipality. He also 
emphasises some of the challenges faced by social work in the digital age, at the 
end he describes the vision of the digitalisation social services undertakings that is 
at the root of the focus of this research project.  

Foreword  
Kalle Pettersson
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Social work in a digital age
The introduction of the 2007 report the Swedes and the internet (Davidsson and Tho-
resson 2017, p 4) published by Internetstiftelsen in Sweden, ISS, reads:

(n.b. freely translated) The development of the internet is one of the strongest 
powers changing the world in the last two decades. I […] Today the internet is a 
large part of almost every Swedes everyday life in regards to their leisure time 
as well as their employment, studies and contact with government officials. 
The young people of today gave never lived in a world without the internet and 
even for those of us that have it can now be difficult to imagine how we mana-
ged everything before the internet. 

A similar reasoning is at the root of this report that you now hold in your hand. It was 
apparent to us in City of Helsingborg’s social services that the digitalisation wave that 
has washed over the world during the last three decades, has not to the same degree 
infiltrated public services generally and particularly not municipal social services. We 
asked ourselves the question what would be the cause for this absence of digitalised 
services in social work? Was the primary reason for this a lack of demands from servi-
ce users?  Was it about the law putting a spanner in the work of digitalisation in social 
services? Could it be explained by an unwillingness amongst professionals utilising di-
gital tools or were there perhaps other explanations for the lack of digital accessibility 
within social services? The digitalisation of public services is moving slowly compared 
to service producing companies in the commercial sector. This is true for govern-
ment services, county council and municipal services alike. Amongst the municipal 
services available for its residents it is those within social care that have been the least 
developed. This is problematic when considering digitalisation as a tool for increased 
democracy and accessibility in society. 

Social services meet those residents that are often in the most vulnerable situations 
that a human being can be. To protect their democratic rights and to improve accessi-
bility to public services such as health care, support and treatment needs to be social 
services’s most important commitment. This can partly be done by increasing the 
digital accessibility to social support, a support traditionally built on physical meeting. 
The aim with a change like this is not to force service users on to a solely digital 
track in their contact with social services,  but to facilitate the opportunity for them to 
choose for themselves when, where and how they want to communicate. The digital 
track should be regarded as a complement to the traditional way of working and an 
increased level of digitalisation gives the service user the opportunity to choose based 
on his/hers own needs and wishes.  
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Service user demand 
The digitalisation of social work in Sweden has moved forward since the start of the 
digitalisation project in Helsingborg. In most cases it is a question about digitalisation 
but in some cases it is about automating processes such as benefits applications, de-
cisions and payments. When it comes to the more traditional part of social work such 
as support conversations and treatment, the digitalisation has not come as far. 

In conversations with service users and representatives for different service user orga-
nisations, it mostly appears that the slow development is not down to a low demand 
from their part. Almost exclusively they only saw an added value in being able to use 
digital communication and digital services enable easier access social services in the 
same way as digital technology has made it easier to access other every day services. 
At the same time a number of service users pointed out that a digitalisation of social 
work should take into account those service users that haven’t got the digital skills or 
are digitally excluded. This reflection is important to relate to and it is also acknow-
ledged in the above mentioned report by ISS (Davidsson and Thoresson, 2017, p. 8) 
where it says: 

(n.b. freely translated) Those with little education, unemployed and those in 
receipt of disability and sickness benefits feel less part of an information socie-
ty than those that are more educated. For example, these groups even find it 
harder to search the internet for information. 

The service user demand for digital solutions can be seen to be confirmed by the 
popularity of the digital channels that are offered by some of the municipal social 
services in the country. Most often anonymous or non-anonymous chatrooms where 
service users can chat to their social worker. Even if these solutions are very few in 
numbers they are frequently visited and appreciated. 

Lately private entrepreneurs in the health services including hospital services who are 
providing digital doctor’s appointments for the last few years have now gotten off the 
ground. This is another indication that residents are asking for digital health and social 
care services and that the digital readiness is high. 

The digital ambition  
We have chosen to call the investment in increased digitalisation towards service 
users in Helsingborg the digitalisation of social work. The research project and this 
research report are central pieces in the development work. The aim is to make it pos-
sible for service users who would like to do so, to be able to manage all their contacts 
with social services digitally. It could be a matter of being able to seek help and sup-
port, book appointments via a digital booking system, conduct pre-assessments by 
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digital communication such as a chat function, video calls and email, conduct digital 
investigations and treatments as well as  digital case closures. Through an increased 
digitalisation, the service user could also use digital channels to continuously access 
their files such as case notes, paperwork in relation to investigations and decisions. 

Further the idea that this way of working should be based on the digital communica-
tions tools the service user is already using in everyday life and should therefore com-
fortable with. It will be up to us as providers of these social services to learn how to 
use these digital tools, despite whether the service user prefers FaceTime, WhatsApp, 
Messenger, Skype, Signal or another type of platform. We are experts in social work 
and that is what we should focus on, not on developing new technological solutions 
and platforms. 

Transforming habitual behaviours 
During this journey there has proven to be an organisational inertia in regards to the 
digitalisation of social work. This inertia has been identified even when we have looked 
at the digitalisation of other public service organisations. The inertia is not necessarily 
caused by a lack of willingness amongst the staff towards the digitalisation of their 
work, rather it seems to have more to do with change in the production logic and in 
power relations between the traditional ways of working and the digitalisation thereof. 

The work of Social services, like all other public administration, is built on a goods 
production logic which focuses more on internal process optimisation rather than 
on creating value for the end user (service user). Even if it is not the social worker’s 
intention the service user is reduced to a large part to a passive object in the produc-
tion process. The service user is expected to come to a certain place, at a certain time, 
because this linear production process is currently needed for a case to progress. 

A digitalised process opens up completely new opportunities for the service user to be 
an active subject, something that is much more in line with the type of service logic we 
want to achieve in Helsingborg. Service users should at any time day or night be able 
to communicate with their key worker, book their appointments when it suits them 
best, decide for themselves whether they want the meeting to be digital or physical, as 
well as access and update their case files. This means a shift in power whereby the so-
cial workers power reduces in favour for the service user’s power. This shift of power, 
and the service user change from a passive object to an active subject is an important 
part in increasing democracy in our society.
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The high tide of digitalisation 
Something to hold on to when the digitalisation of social work is discussed and im-
plemented is what is described as the waves of digitalisation. Svensson and Larsson 
(2017) demonstrate in their research that the municipal social services for the most 
part are in the first wave of digitalisation, while most part of the commercial sector are 
in the second or third wave of digitalisation. The first wave of digitalisation is charac-
terised by the introduction of digital systems and digital infrastructure where the main 
aim is to register data for measuring performance. The second wave of digitalisation 
is where today’s communicative and social media is at, while the third wave introduces 
an even greater automatic and seamless interaction between the systems, with the 
aim to make it an easier interaction for both the end user and the organisation. 

The hope is, when we digitalise social work, to move the social services as fast as pos-
sible out of the first wave of digitalisation by making good and considered decisions 
cherry picking the best parts of the second and third waves. Providing social services 
should mean to be in step with the digital age. 

Kalle Petterson
Head of development, Social services, Helsingborg
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The digitalisation of 
municipal social   
services
Lupita Svensson and Stefan Larsson

The research project was carried out in two teams in Helsingborgs social servi-
ces during 2017 and is presented in this part of the report. Lupita Svensson and 
Stefan Larsson present the results from the study in a way that is traditional within 
research science. Firstly, they will outline the background of the project, the aim of 
the study and the lines of enquiry they want to answer. Thereafter, they outline the 
research that is available on this subject and what methods they have used in this 
project. Then they go through the results from the two components of the study, fo-
cusing on work processes and digital interactions, and analyse these with the help 
of a framework based on previous research. Finally they present their conclusions 
from the study and put forward recommendations for the continuing practical work. 



1 6 T H E  D I G I T A L I S AT I O N  O F  A  M U N I C I PA L  S O C I A L   
S E R V I C E S

IN
T

R
O

D
U

C
T

IO
N

Introduction 
This report builds on a research project that was carried out in partnership between 
Lund’s University and City of Helsingborg, by the city’s FoU department and the social 
services department. The project should be viewed in light of the vision that the SKL 
and the Government have agreed on aiming to improve the use of the potential that 
digitalisation bring of digitalisation in the different parts of the health as well as the so-
cial care services. During 2007, the researchers, Lupita Svensson, fil.dr. in social work, 
and Stefan Larsson, associate professor in technology and social change, carried out 
empirical studies as a part of the research project together with FoU Helsingborg and 
the social services department. The researchers have, with the support of the results 
of the project, proposed how public services can develop with the use of digital tools 
and processes.1 

This research project is a continuation of the evaluation of knowledge on digitalisa-
tion and social work (Svensson & Larsson, 2017)2 conducted by the researchers in a 
previous partnership with FoU Helsingborg published in March 2017. The evaluation 
of knowledge was part funded by Vinnova and the City of Helsingborg. The research 
project also build on a previous partnership work between Lund’s University, Kristian-
stad university college, City of Helsingborg and the City of Landskrona (through FoU 
Helsingborg and the PAT team, Preventivt Arbete Tillsammans), with the aim to moti-
vate young people at risk by giving them the opportunity to try out motivational apps 
and fitness tracker bracelets (Rönkkö et al., 2017).3  

The municipal social services need to be studied and developed in relation to the 
potential that exists within the digitalisation of operations and services. As a first step, 
it is about starting from the service users’ needs and to investigate what degree me-
etings and relations between the service users and the social worker can be improved 
upon and streamlined through existing tools for digital communication and follow-up.  
That could be advice and pre-assessments as well as investigations and treatments. 

These needs should also been looked at in relation to the digital readiness of those 
young people that contact social services hold. There are a few qualms around the 
physical meeting that can be seen as a threshold in itself by some service users when 
seeking help even if it is a tested technique and has a relationship building function. 
Perhaps alternative, earlier ways of making contact and being introduced to social 
services will contribute to improved outcomes for service users. Another problem that 
digitalisation could possibly reduce, is the risk of institutionalisation and stigma which 
1.See also the debate article Digitaliserad socialtjänst kan lösa framtidens behov in Dagens Nyheter (Åbinger, D et al., 18/7, 
2016): dn.se/debatt/digitaliserad-socialtjanst-kan-losa-framtidens- behov/
2. See also Larsson & Svenssons debate article i Dagens Samhälle från 24 mars 2017, Digitalisering av socialt arbete kräver 
kraftsamling: dagenssamhalle.se/debatt/digitalisering-av-socialt-arbete-kraever-kraftsamling-32488
3. See also fou.helsingborg.se/fou-slapper-ny-rapport-digital-teknik-och-socialt-arbete

https://www.dn.se/debatt/digitaliserad-socialtjanst-kan-losa-framtidens-behov/
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can arise when a service users are in environments closely associated with social 
support work. 

A longer perspective presents a number of other potential advantages with a further 
digitalised handling and organisation of social work.  Because social work is largely 
based on the physical meeting between two people, (the service user and the social 
worke) it can be hard to capture and analyse the work process. An increased digitali-
sation could boost the possibility to map and analyse work processes within a team 
which have been previously hard to analyse. From that perspective questions around 
service users’ integrity, transparency of routine and ways of working as well as around 
automation of processes will arise and will bed to be investigated further.  

Aim and lines of enquiry 
The aim of the project is to contribute to the city’s work in regards to streamlining and 
developing digital technology and services within the area of social work, as well as to 
produce more knowledge in the field of the digitalisation of social work.

Concerning the ongoing development work in the social services the city’s ambition is 
to move the positions forward and to develop the area of social work in relation to the 
digitalisation. The focus being on creating added value for service users, but also for 
the staff that work within social services. Potential synergies effects from the project 
are valuable in the improvement and development around digitalisation in all the muni-
cipal departments. 

In order to meet the afore mentioned aim, the following overarching line of enquiry 
should be addressed: What knowledge regarding the digitalisation of social work exists 
already and what new knowledge is needed in order to contribute to the city’s work in 
regards to streamlining and developing the area of social work?  

The line of enquiry has further been divided into the following parts: 
1. How is new technology and digitalisation used in of the municipal social services’s 

work processes? 
2. How can new technology and a digitalisation make the contact easier between the 

individual service user and the municipal social services?
3. How can the meeting and the relationship between the service user and the social 

worker develop, improve and be streamlined through the existing tools for digital 
communication and follow-up? 



1 8 T H E  D I G I T A L I S AT I O N  O F  A  M U N I C I PA L  S O C I A L   
S E R V I C E S

IN
T

R
O

D
U

C
T

IO
N

Out of scope 
This research project is based on a commission formulated by FoU Helsingborg and 
has been developed in partnership with researchers and practitioners. The timeframe 
(January 2017 to December 2017) has limited the shape and scale of the project.  
Both the results and the report were written in the spring of 2018. The focus of the 
research project set by FoU Helsingborg was to examine the professional governan-
ce perspective. Services delivered by practitioners are not emphasised in this report, 
however this does not imply that they are of less importance. 

The outline of the report 
A background description of the project and the work that has been conducted within 
different teams in preparation for the project follows the introduction, followed by a 
description of how we carried out the project focusing on the two parts of the study 
with two teams in Helsingborg social services. Thereafter the analytical framework 
that we use to analyse the empirics is outlined. The framework consists of four cate-
gories – organisation, professional culture, technology and law - that emerged from 
the knowledge evaluation carried out as a part of a previous partnership work with the 
City of Helsingborg (see Svensson & Larsson, 2017). In the next chapter the results 
from the part studies are presented with a focus on the digitalised meetings and work 
processes. In the analysis we return to and answer the research questions and present 
a simple development theory of this field. At the end of the report there is a summary 
of our conclusions and recommendations for the continuing work with digitalisation 
in this area with the focus on digitalisation as both a tool and a structural societal 
change.   
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Background 
In an earlier knowledge evaluation we found that the digitalisation of social work, 
social services, social institutions and authorities is a relatively rudimentary research 
field, not least when it comes the Swedish context (Svensson & Larsson, 2017). One 
exception is Daneback and Sorbrings (2016) anthology (n.b. free translation) Social 
Work and the Internet – to understand and manage social problems on new grounds.  
The anthology particularly highlights the opportunities to add to social services current 
was of ways of working with web based interventions and preventative work as well as 
new forms of support and advice. In this anthology most of the national knowledge in 
the field is collected, however the main focus is on how social problems from a prac-
titioner’s perspective can be understood and managed in the web based arena. Thus, 
the anthology mainly focuses on treatment interventions and services and is less 
concerned with the social services work in regards to exercise of authority, investiga-
tion and decisions.  

Support for how thresholds can be lowered and the more of those in need might be 
reached in light of the digitalisation of social work and through the implementation of 
digital communication channels can be found in the literature (comp. Daneback and 
Sorbring, 2016, gällande fältassistenter, p. 227). There is little Swedish literature in this 
field apart from that. In those studies that are available, the emphasis is on inventing 
and initiating new technology. The discussion tends to be limited to how social work 
can be developed by the implementation of new digital technology. To a remarkable 
degree the reasoning is centred on the notion of how difficult and challenging digi-
talisation is for public services. The need for research and knowledge in this area of 
work continues to be great, not the least in order for social work, both as a theoretical 
field and as a practice, to remain updated with the societal progression (Bergmark & 
Oscarsson, 2006). 

A timeline of the digitalisation development trends that describes the different phases 
of development as waves is presented in the previous knowledge evaluation. Digital 
technology and services were implemented in working life during the 1980s/90s and 
then mostly used as a management tool of governing and control. In other words this 
first wave of digitalisation added reporting tasks and more processes to the existing 
ones. These new tasks were often experienced as complicated. Digital technology was 
created and bought in with the management’s needs in mind. However, the mana-
gement’s needs did not match the end user’s needs (Bowker et al., 1997; Ehn, 1988; 
Greenbaum & Kyng, 1991; Kensing, 2003 enl. Svensson and Larsson, 2017). The end 
users reactions, in combination with the increase of user led information flows and 
social media, led to a second wave of digitalisation. This development brought with it 
usefulness and opportunities but also new types of problems. There is still a challenge 
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in getting an overview of the consequences of the second wave of digitalisation in 
terms of working environment, professional identities, organisational learning and 
management as well as power structures. Among other things the line between work 
and leisure time has become more blurred by the use of social media. The digital 
technology in the second wave also contributed to the fact that we store more data 
on service users, which could provide an opportunity for a robust follow-up but can 
also be perceived as infringing on their integrity (Rosengren & Ottosson, 2016). In 
addition, body-worn technology or mobile technology (so called wearable technology, 
hence technology that is built-in in clothes, accessories worn on the body to collect 
data) create new opportunities for medication and health. Largely the debate around 
third wave digitalisation focuses on on the digitalised automation and the self-lear-
ning aspects of technology, such as artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning. A 
development that has led technologies to become both democratised in its use and 
wider spread. Automation is not new in the world of work, but a data driven, digitali-
sed and potentially self-learning version of automation is very new. There is a great 
potential to streamline processes with AI and algorithmic systems. It also offers the 
possibility for scalability, new depths of individualisation and automated learning from 
a huge amount of information. Going forward this development will be prevalent even 
within municipal services. The Government are currently investing in AI as a part of the 
Digitalisation strategy framework underpinning the vision that in the world Sweden will 
be the country that are making the most of the opportunities that digitalisation brings.  
At the same time this development has brought on a need for transparency in how 
these programmed processes make decisions, what data is decision based and how 
can you ascertain that the outcome is legitimate (comp. Larsson, 2018). 

Even for social work the technology in the third wave has great potential, for example 
in regards to medication and treatment as well as automated decisions. The level of 
success will be dependent on how technology is integrated and used, hence when not 
integrated well the development can also have negative aspects. Consequently this 
development needs to be continuously evaluated using new methods particularly in 
regards to automated decision making within public services, referred to as algorith-
mic impact assessment in the research field (Reisman et al., 2018).  

Four overarching conclusions that are significant for the continuing need and work 
within in the digitalisation of social work emerged from the knowledge evaluation and 
were presented: 

a) Innovation: It is important to inspire to controlled development projects. For 
example, by earmarking municipal development work as well as development of 
methods such as tools and competencies within the social services or through 
directing national investments at municipal innovation in this field. Otherwise the risk 
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might be that the ways of communication social services offer to service users seems 
exclusive to, and predominantly for those young people with good digital skills and ac-
cessibility, chats and e-services in general. In this report Helsingborg’s social services 
share several good examples of how digital technology can be designed in order to be 
inclusive. Other examples are the digital communication routes that have been used 
by Trelleborg’s Benefits Team and the City of Malmö’s chat function. 

b) The law: To include matters of law and competence hereof in development projects 
is of great importance in order to increase digitalisation. This is of importance because 
the law is often seen as a factor that slows down the process. Supported by a rese-
arch background in Sociology of Law we suggest that it is also important that digital 
tools can be understood from different perspectives and can be subsequently inter-
preted in different ways legally (what is an original/copy, what is a form of commu-
nication and what is a document?).  How the law is applied in practice is affected by 
the extent in which it is open to interpretation (comp. Larsson, 2017a). More clarity in 
regards to how authorities should manage the reuse of public data in a digital society 
is also needed. Within another network we have developed a legal handbook to provide 
support around these issues (Ledendal et al., 2018). Hence, the genuine legal uncerta-
inty is only one of the three different features of the legal issues. How to deal with the 
challenges depends on whether it is: a) a question about a practitioners competency 
in regards to the law, b) genuine legal uncertainty such as the current law does not 
provide an unambiguous answer, and it can be interpreted as a either a risk or as an 
opportunity, or c) a clear but outdated regulation that would be a matter of national 
legislative development. 

c) The organisation: Municipalities are not necessarily organised in a user centric way. 
Organisational silos and administrative obstacles can conflict with the service user’s 
perspective. This is likely to be question of both a physical nature – were the staff are 
based in social services – but also a manifestation of how budgets are divided and 
not at least how procurement is carried out. The latter is important in the relationship 
between the implementation and the use of the new digital system. To carry out  
successful procurement, in relation to the organisation’s needs, is challenging in itself 
and it is made more difficult by the fact that different departments within the munici-
pality might use different systems for recording service user data. One risk is that this 
leads to more work and frustration at a practitioner level and might also force service 
users to use several different systems in their interactions with the municipalities’ 
different teams. 

d) Research: As highlighted earlier there is relatively little research around the   
digitalisation of social work, especially from a Swedish perspective. The result from 
our knowledge evaluation also shows that there is a need for more research to be 
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carried out, from different perspectives and preferably from a range of disciplinary 
competencies. There is also a need for research conducted by several disciplinary per-
spectives, preferably in close collaboration with the practice, because the issue which 
we noted in the knowledge evaluation and we return to below touches on several 
research fields – the organisation, law, professional cultures, and technology alone.  

Workshop
During the autumn of 2017 we had the opportunity to present our knowledge evalu-
ation at the FoU Välfärdskonferens 2017. We chose to carry out this presentation as 
a workshop inspired by the World Café-methodology, a methodology which has been 
used in international social work (Fouché & Light, 2011). The collaborative setup and 
the opportunity for an idea exchange in a friendly atmosphere is the strength of using 
this methodology. Thirty five people participated in the workshop, all represented FoU 
teams from parts of the country where there is a link to the municipal social services. 
The workshop was carried out in smaller group discussions, these were timed and the 
participants discussed the range of themes that had arisen in the knowledge evalua-
tion (innovation, law, organisation and service users). We chose to replace the  
“research” with the concept “service users”, to highlight one of the perspectives and 
one of the competencies that had arisen as a part of the theme “research”. 

The participants in the discussion groups rotated clock-wise between four tables each 
representing one of these four themes. To create energy in the groups and depth in the 
discussions, one person always stayed behind when the rest of the group moved on to 
the next table and theme. In this way the new group was introduced to the discussion 
of the previous group. On each table there was a large piece of paper where the group 
could take notes of their discussions.  When all the groups had sat at all the tables and 
all the themes had been discussed, we ended up having an encompassing amount of 
written documentation. This documentation gave us additional material around how 
we could understand and use the knowledge evaluation in the continuing work with 
City of Helsingborg. The results from the workshop is accounted for by the themes 
below: 

Innovation 
As we mentioned above, the knowledge evaluation shows that it is important that 
innovations around digitalisation are carried out in the form of controlled projects. The 
workshop material shows that even if there is a positive attitude towards innovation, 
there is also a critical afterthought. All groups considered innovation to be important, 
both in general but also more specifically in regards to digitalisation of social work, so 
innovation in itself was not being questioned. Although many highlighted that innova-
tion projects should primarly happen on a regional level, to ensure that it is possible to 
combine resources and carry out larger projects with lmore potentials. The need to de-
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velop a system to improve the communication between different teams/departments 
and municipals was raised as another issue. 

A theme that recurred in the discussions was challenge driven innovation or a need to 
create local evidence either from the outset of current areas of work on a local level, or 
requested by service users or by the organisation. The point that was made that using 
challenge driven innovation would create a greater opportunity to address results 
immediately. Another aspect that was raised was the need to invest in simple designs 
in order to increase the chance of a development project lasting. The workshop 
participants also expressed a number of concerns in regards to the idea of controlled 
development projects, such as certain groups running the risk of being excluded whilst 
it is only those that are involved directly in the project that de facto learn something. 
The concept “project graveyards” cropped up and was connected to the notion that 
a project that is missing a local context might also lack an understanding of local 
circumstances and needs.   
  
Law 
The law as an issue emerged strongly in the results from our previous knowledge 
evaluation and is therefore included as a separate theme. Thoughts about security of 
systems and the digital systems’ relationship to the law reoccurred in the group dis-
cussions.  In particular the uncertainty around how to interpret the law, as well as the 
fact that different authorities have different policies was highlighted. These difficulties 
creates complicated situations and can sometimes overthrow attempts to increase 
digitalisation. One municipality described how a development project with the aim to 
create secure digital signatures came to nothing when the receiving agency requested 
signed forms to be sent by fax to ensure security and authenticity. Another municipa-
lity shared an interpretation of their department’s guidance around public documents 
which had created a complicated administrative way of working whereby documents 
created online needed to be printed out in order for a hard copy to be filed in the sys-
tem. A common theme within the group discussions was an uncertainty around how 
the law should be interpreted and implemented in regards to digital technology and 
methods. 

Organisation
In the discussions around the theme organisation, two dominant areas appeared. 
Firstly the organisations physical design and how it affects an increased digitalisa-
tion. Many municipalities describe that their social services are spread across several 
departments that are often also organised in silos. This does not only mean that 
barriers are created within the organisation, but it also means that pre-conditions and 
prospects differs in parts. One example is that different teams within social servi-
ces might use different filing systems, often as a result of legislative procurement.  
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Secondly, the municipal IT-department is often a central function servicing the whole 
organisation and therefore often lacks the specific skills relevant for social services.  

The fragmentation of the organisation also makes it hard to disseminate new 
knowledge and to implement new ways of working and technology.  According to a 
participant the notions such as “can’t find time for the technology” and “we think we 
are up-to-date, but we’re not!” (participant’s quote) live on unchallenged. 

Service users
Another theme that the group discussed during the workshop was service users’ need. 
The groups were able to agree on several important aspects of this: participation, 
accessibility and security.  

A common understanding was that it is important to increase service user partici-
pation and that an increased digitalisation can contribute to that development. The 
health service’s development of e-health, specifically in regards to digital appoint-
ments, was highlighted as an example of increased participation. By creating a digital 
case, a service user should potentially be able to use e-services to manage everything 
from benefits applications to accessing their own files and treatment plans. 

The participants also discussed the significance of not designing complicated 
systems. Instead they called for user friendly systems that have the ability to capture 
service users’ needs and that for the most part utilises technology which is already in 
use (particularly for the users, smart phones). Further, on several occasions questions 
in regards to how a secure systems can be creater were raised. One suggestion was to 
integrate social services systems with BankID in order to create a secure identification 
process. 

The need to develop and improve the existing search functions within social services, 
in order to make it easier for service users to find available resources, preferably using 
those digital resources that are already available was another recurring theme in this 
discussion.

Research and practice as the starting point 
By using the World Café methodology, the opportunity to formulate a common thought 
pattern around the themes that came out of the knowledge evaluation, was generated. 
The target group was national FoU teams focusing on welfare issues (i.e. social and 
health care services). These are expected to have a well-grounded understanding of 
both current policies as well as the current issues facing these services. The workshop 
showed that there is a great need to collate the existing knowledge around digitalisa-
tion as well as carrying out controlled projects on a larger scale and to to ensure that 



B
A

C
K

G
R

O
U

N
D

2 5T H E  D I G I T A L I S AT I O N  O F  A  M U N I C I PA L  S O C I A L 
S E R V I C E S

the knowledge that is generated can be used and shared. At the same time there was 
a fear that projects that are developed are far removed from the practice or too compli-
cated to carry out.  

One of the findings from the knowledge mapping the workshop was that services 
should be directed by the need of the service users, but currently there are many ob-
stacles that aggravate this development work. The law and the organisational structu-
re appears to be two large obstacles. During the discussions plenty of interesting and 
important arguments arose which clarified that the legal system, knowledge of how to 
interpret as well as implement the law are important pre-requisites in order to be able 
to implement development work and projects. Even this can be linked to the service 
user theme, because many of the discussions around their needs and the law focused 
on security and integrity issues. Several of the examples that were highlighted during 
the workshop, showed how projects can amount to nothing when there is a lack of 
established security systems in place, such as digital signing via BankID which is not 
considered secure enough by national institutions. 

Even the possibility to use the municipal FoU-teams to create a project with local 
connection and in close proximity to the research field was problematised during 
discussions. Because the municipalities are able to organise social services as they 
desire, often divided teams are created in line with a number of different political 
commissions. These parts often act in silos and it is difficult to maintain the connec-
tion between them. According to the FoU-representatives this creates difficulties with 
disseminating knowledge and creating a shared view. 

With the help of the knowledge evaluation and the workshop discussions, we could 
design an evidence based and practice inspired foundation before the continuing 
partnership work with the City of Helsingborg. The foundation is built on input from re-
search, theory and tested practice and last but not least, the service user perspective. 
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Method
This research project has been developed and carried out in a continual dialogue with 
the other development projects run by the City of Helsingborg. The starting point of the 
project has been the service users’ and the social workers’ needs and it has examined 
to what degree the encounter between the service user and the social worker can be 
maintained, improved (add value) and streamlined through the use of digital communi-
cation and evaluation tools. Our role as researcher has functioned as an active support 
in the development work of the social services. An important task, not just for the 
city of Helsingborg but also from a national perspective, has been to add to the area 
of knowledge both on a practical and theoretical level because currently there is only 
limited research conducted into the area of digitalisation of social work.

The two components of the study have to a large extent been designed in partnership 
between the organisation and the researchers as a sort of ongoing evaluation. The 
ongoing evaluation is a scientific method which means that the development work is 
analysed and scrutinised together with those that are affected by the projects on diffe-
rent levels. The method implies that experiences and outcomes continually feedback 
to the organisation with the aim of developing and improving the process. Instead 
of the learning being limited to the framework of the system, so called single-loop 
learning, this research process enable revision of the circumstances that are taken for 
granted, so called double-loop learning (Argyris & Schön 1995). Ongoing evaluation as 
a method can adopt both supportive and ongoing development processes and contri-
bute with new knowledge (Ellström, 2009; Schein, 2006). 

One of the components of the study started from the organisational incentives to de-
velop new ways to carry out social work, whilst the other component of the study was 
dominated by the interest of the teams to investigate and to understand the current 
situation before making any progress. With this as our foundation and to strengthen 
the validity of the outcomes we worked with a range of different methods as well. 

Two parts of the study 
In order to do an inventory and to create an understanding of what the daily work routi-
ne of an investigating social worker looks like, participatory observations was chosen 
as the research method. In research projects this is called ‘shadowing’. Four social 
workers from each of these divisions were Individual- and family care team, and the 
Children, Young People and Family team were shadowed on eight occasions. During 
the shadowing the researcher closely documented the event by using an observation 
protocol (for format see appendix 1). If the researcher found it difficult to interpret 
what was going on the shadowed were asked follow up questions. As an addition to 
the shadowing, a number of interviews were carried out with the same staff. The head 
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of service chose which social workers and was dependent on their selection criteria as 
well as on the social worker own interest in taking part. Obviously this has an impact 
on the selection. For example, it is not unreasonable to assume that the colleagues 
that were selected had an interest in the project and are particularly interested in new 
technology and digitalisation. This could mean that the outcomes are reflective of 
a group of colleagues that are more positive and have a higher level of skills than is 
typical. In the lead up to the project start we asked the social workers about why they 
had chosen to participate. The answers were not unanimous. There was one case of 
someone expressing a special interest but for the rest it was more a case of accepting 
a manager’s request. We deemed this variation as a good foundation for the continu-
ing work.
 
In order to explore if the accessibility to the municipal social services could be impro-
ved by digitalisation and new technology, a second component within the research 
framework was designed whereby new visits to the municipal social services could be 
carried out either as physical or digital meetings. Two target groups were selected to 
try out the two meeting options: individual that have been taken in to care in accordan-
ce with the law around public intoxication (Lagen om offentlig berusning (LOB)) as well 
as children social care cases where the guardians are out of area. The component was 
carried out in the Individual- and family care team and in the Access team. In addition 
to the test of offering new meeting options, interviews with service users and social 
workers that participated were conducted. 
 
These two components together has constituted a unity within the framework of 
research project. The choice of methods has resulted in a type of triangulation, where 
the researchers together with the teams have worked up reasonable ways of working. 
The combination between the teams’ needs and the researchers’ scientific require-
ments drove the decision making around which methods to use. It is likely that if the 
design of the two components would have looked different if the starting point had 
been only the researchers. An important part that would then have been lost is the 
close partnership work with the participating social workers, a participation that is 
typical of ongoing evaluation. Choosing to conduct an ongoing evaluation and the way 
in which it was decided to design the research project has obviously had an impact on 
the selection. To give an example, extensive in depth study with a fairly limited group 
of service users and social workers due to the department’s choice of participants and 
target groups. It is obvious that there is a weakness in reliability due to the component 
studies only consisting of a small number of participants, nonetheless this is compen-
sated for by the explorative findings that a close partnership with these participants 
has led to. 
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Quality: validity and reliability 
When a project is conducted either by action research or by ongoing evaluation, there 
is a need to explicitly look at a number of questions around quality. One of the more 
essential questions are:  on whose terms is the research carried out? When resear-
cher and the practitioners get close in the process, then it is important to clarify the 
different participants understanding, starting points and agendas.  Another important 
guarantor for quality is that the research process is transparent, that ever part of the 
work is visible and seen in full. From this perspective it is the qualitative methods’ 
quality requirements that govern. 

When a project is developed and designed in a close partnership with researchers 
and practitioners, it can also lead to a form of validation since the research process 
is democratised. The research project’s design is developed in a dialogue with the 
practice. Through designing a project in partnership and by continuous feedback and 
potential adjustment of the collection of empirical evidence, the process remains agile 
and leads to shared learning. The dialogue that has arisen between the researchers 
and practitioners has added to the requirements on the researchers in the form of 
documentation, continuous reflection and knowledge production. Our multidisciplinary 
competence and experience of social work in practice has been of great help in order 
to manage this.

The premise for the research project was that it should be a partnership between the 
field and the research, that it should be close to the practice and practically viable. 
Thus, it was the practitioners that formulated the requirements for their own participa-
tion in the research project. The practitioners have even selected the target groups for 
the project and to some degree also the selection of informants, with the aim to gene-
rate sustainable and systematic strategies. In the first study component, which builds 
on ‘shadowing’, it became important for the researchers to establish contact and trust 
with the social workers that they were to monitor. Our ambition was for them to act as 
normal as possible. It quickly became apparent that our presence created a stressed 
and inhibited situation. An acclimatisation period was needed for the social workers 
to begin to work as usual and for them not to show a work day that is kept within tight 
reins for the sake of the researchers.   

Another difficulty that we had not foreseen was the need for permission to manage 
confidential material. Because we were shadowing the social worker in their daily 
tasks we needed permission to be in sight of confidential material that might be visible 
on the social worker’s computer screens whilst we were observing them. We ran into 
problems here because we were able to be concrete in regards to what files we might 
be in sight off. It became an issue of formality which we solved by agreeing  to not be 
in sight off computer screens, whilst the shadowed social workers were not allowed to 
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have case files open on their desks and visible to us. In practice this did not pose any 
problems because we did not sit so close to them during the monitoring that we could 
read their case files papers or computer screens. 

In the second component part of the study, in which we tested new ways of meetings 
for those taken in to care in accordance with the law around public intoxication or 
children social care case where the guardian are out of area, can be understood to 
be driven by a hypothesis:  we wanted to test whether digital meetings would lower 
the threshold for contact with social services. A small number of social workers were 
selected to participate in the study. We followed these through interviews where they 
were asked to talk about the process. At the point of every new contact they notified 
us and gave us a first name and a contact number for those service users that had 
agreed to be contacted by us. Thereafter, we immediately called the service user and 
asked questions in regards to the way of contact they had selected, what was the rea-
son for their choice and how did they view the digital options with Skype and FaceTi-
me. It was important to us to make contact with the service user as soon as possible 
to avoid the risk of them forgetting important details. The answers were documented 
and compiled. 

The outcomes of the two components of the study are not possible to generalise in a 
quantitative perspective. Further, there is no gain in relating them back to individual le-
vel. It is the individuals that are part of an organisational context and the patterns that 
become visible that is valuable knowledge. In the presentation of the empirical outco-
mes, it is of the greatest importance to protect the individuals that have participated in 
the presentation of the empirical outcomes despite it including a great deal of detail. 
For example, this has been done by de-identification and by removing the gender. A 
validation of the new knowledge also happens when the outcomes are presented to 
the social workers. Do the social workers recognise the outcomes they are presented 
with? We have been met with a high degree of recognition when we have fed back our 
results, something that we have to interpret as we have described a working day with 
is similar to that of many social workers.  
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Analytical framework 
In our analysis we use four main analytical categories which are produced through, 
and underpinned by, the knowledge evaluation we previously carried out (Svensson 
& Larsson, 2017). These categories are: 1) organisation; 2) professional culture; 3) 
technology and 4) law (see picture 1.).  

Organisation
Even if digitalisation implies a technologically led societal change, it is only when 
technology is integrated in a professional practice or organisational process that it 
becomes interesting from an organisational perspective (comp. Hallin, 2017). In other 
words, the significance of and the practical use of the technology is understood by 
the context within which it is implemented. Above, we have found that digitalisation 
brings a host of possibilities as well as challenges, not at least in regards to where and 
when the work takes place and the work is carried out (comp. Ottosson et al., 2017; 
Rosengren, 2015). 

In order to separate the category ”organisation” from the rest of the categories, we 
view organisation foremost as a specific administrative setup. When it comes to 

Picture 1: Four analytical categories, from Svensson & Larsson, 2017, p. 24.
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organisation of social work in Sweden, it is found for the most part to be  a locally 
organised practice, with a lot of the responsibility distributed across the country’s 290 
municipalities. The municipalities vary in size and organisational structure, but – as we 
found earlier (Svensson & Larsson, 2017) – are social services an authority connected 
to politics. The social workers status as a profession has often been problematic be-
cause the work is governed by political commissions (for example the social services 
commission). Today many social services are distributed across different depart-
ments which can be organisationally placed under different political commissions, as 
a way of organising the work that facilitates the local authority autonomy. Different 
departments can even work with different procurement processes, something that 
might imply that they use different digital case management systems that might not 
necessarily speak very well to each other. These issues often makes the service users 
interactions with the local authorities’ different departments more cumbersome. 

Professional culture 
With professional culture we are mainly refering to ideas and notions, even competen-
cy, within the remit of the social work profession. Professional culture includes both 
the explicit and the implicit (often referred to as “quiet knowledge”).1 Thereby we assu-
me that there is a specific professional culture within social work (comp. Becker-Lenz, 
2018). An aspect that is discussed by Dellgran & Höjer (2005), both scholars in social 
work, is that in principal all professions can only attain a relative autonomy, hence 
remain subject to the changing world around them:  

All professions are constantly exposed to different forms of changes that 
challenges the skill sets that to a varying degree they have managed to make 
their own; new skills and technology, the emergence of specialism and new 
professions, information technology development, new legislation, changing 
financial circumstances, new organisational structures, an increasing globali-
sation, new quality assurance requirements and social needs etc. (Dellgran & 
Höjer, 2005, p. 250).

They suggest that every profession needs to develop its ability to handle change which 
threatens to lessen its own skills and the risks of changing circumstances for professi-
onal development associated with this (Dellgran & Höjer, 2005). 

A lot of the research within social work concerns the relationship and the meeting 
between the service user and the social worker. For example, Svensson et al. (2008) 
divide the professional work into four relations: 1) caring relation; 2) service relation; 
3) support relation as well as 4) intervention relation. Because much of the social 
worker’s tasks concern meetings with the service users, a lot of the different work is 
about interaction and communication.  In our knowledge evaluation we found several 
4.Often referred to Michael Polanyis teoribildning (comp. Johannessen & Rolf, 1998).



3 2 T H E  D I G I T A L I S AT I O N  O F  A  M U N I C I PA L  S O C I A L   
S E R V I C E S

A
N

A
LY

T
IC

A
L

 F
R

A
M

E
W

O
R

K

relatively early American, Canadian and Australian studies investigating the role that 
social media and other aspects of digitalisation of society has meant for the practical 
social work in a local context (Svensson & Larsson, 2017, p. 11-13). In a Canadian 
study published 2012, qualitative research was carried out with 15 social work focus 
groups and individual interviews examining their own understanding of what effects IT 
technology has had on the traditional social work (Mishna et al., 2012). Central to the 
research was the physical meeting with the aim to investigate and show how digital 
practice “sneak in” to social work. In the study the researchers ascertained that the 
digital communication has dramatically changed the character of the professional 
relations.  

Competence provision is a constant and current matter for all professional organisa-
tions. Due to the current technology shift, competence provision also needs to include 
competencies within the development of digital technology and how it can, or not be a 
part of the professions ways of working. For example, Lagergren (et al., 2011) discus-
sed digital and social competence as to different types of competencies. A connected 
discussion is about literacy, which includes the ability to access, handle and integrate 
digital technology (Chinien & Boutin, 2003; Javorský & Horváth, 2014). A number of 
studies have looked at which skills and what knowledge is required to fully be a part of 
the more and more digitalised society (for example Jenkins et al., 2009: Lankshear & 
Knobel, 2008: Limberg et al., 2012). A common theme in these studies highlights that 
digitalisation brings new ways of participation, productivity, understanding and critical 
approaches to information. Uzunboylu and Tuncay (2010) illuminates in their study 
that the non-professional use of digital technology also is connected to the professio-
nal use. Those that to a large extent use digital technologies and social media private-
ly, also use these resources more qualitatively professionally. This is in line with the 
combination that high competence and literacy bring a better qualitative outcomes. 

Technology
In order to conceptually separate the different types of challenges and possibilities 
that digitalisation brings, we drew a picture in the knowledge evaluation of the digital 
technology progression and how it affects organisations. We described the first wave 
of digitalisation as a non-flexible version of digitalisation, which often is implemented 
top down in an organisation structure. This digitalisation wave is often recognised by 
an implementation of rigid infrastructure or software that unfortunately often does 
not adequately match the needs of the end user or the practice (comp. Bowker et al., 
1997). In the worst case, an implementation like that lead to added work, by the end 
user having to adapt to the needs of the software rather than the software being adap-
ted to the aim of the tasks. 
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We described the second digitalisation wave as more of a bottom-up process where 
the digitalisation of society – including smart phones, social media and the internet, in-
tegrated into all everyday elements – this challenges public organisations in a host of 
ways. It is both about the challenges that a more digital working life brings, amongst 
others the lessened boundaries between work and leisure time (Rosengren, 2015), as 
well as the possibilities for efficiencies, learning and innovation. The third wave is to 
a large part about the digitalised automation and technology that is self-learning, for 
example artificial intelligence (AI). This development enables a completely new level of 
efficiencies, scalability, individualisation and automatic learning from large quantities 
of data.   

Irrespective of which principles you represent, the fact that society is becoming more 
and more digitalised means that it has a direct impact on the methods used and 
the design of social work. In step with the majority of residents who are increasingly 
used to chat forums, text based message services and a more seamless approach 
to banks, shops as well as national authorities, the choice of communication format 
undoubtedly becomes an issue for municipal services as well. As we managed to 
establish there is no deep well of research in the area of digitalisation of social work, 
even if there is some development work and testbeds across the country, sometimes 
funded by SKL’s different investments.  

With the aim to more clearly define the wide concept of digitalisation, we used two 
main categories in our knowledge evaluation. When it refers to Digitalisation as 
communication we pointed out the importance of a) lowering the threshold for those 
that might otherwise slip through the net, for example those who do not dare to, or 
can cope with physical meetings at the social services, and therefore b) normalised a 
well-functioning distance communication and the importance of being perceptive in 
the terms of c) more generally adapt the municipal resident dialogues to the stature of 
those that are growing out of a changing, technology mediated society (Svensson & 
Larsson, 2017, p. 26-27).  

In regards to digitalisation as a quantifying sensor: we found that there is now a quan-
tified possibility to log, analyse, and follow-up for example case management work. In 
several other fields there is a “data driven” development and discussion, not the least in 
marketing and consumer markets (Larsson & Ledendal, 2017) with both a great poten-
tial as well as new challenges (comp. Larsson, 2017b). This development still does not 
seem to have been discussed in social work. The public sector’s data handling has for 
a while already been subject to the public debate, even if fluctuant, in terms of “open 
data” and what a further use of the public data can contribute in terms of innovation 
and democratic insight (comp. Ledendal et al., 2018). 
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The law
The role of the law in a technology mediated societal change is an encompassing and 
relevant field for the digitalisation of social work. When it comes to the regulation and 
digital phenomenon generally, we understand the digital, and the newer, in relation to 
the existing. The understanding of the regulation is therefore dependent of, governed 
by, the existing in a way that is not always beneficial (Larsson, 2015; 2017a). One ex-
ample is the copyright rule, where the legal definition of what is an original is challeng-
ed in a digital context. 

The role of the court is of great importance to social work, partly because it often in-
volves exercising authority, partly because it entails several forms of exercising power 
(such as decisions around benefits, taking children and young people into care) which 
all need to be regulated by law. This leads to a number of sensitive considerations 
and conflicts of interest. (comp. Svensson, 2006, 2016), where the role of the law is 
central. Sometimes it can even be a case of lawifying social work, where responsibility 
and interpretation is shifted towards a more formal logic to the detriment of a more 
qualitative assessment or treatment logic (Johansson, 2011).  

For example, when it comes to digitalisation and social work Arlebrink (2016) argues 
that there seems to be a great uncertainty around what social services are allowed to 
do or not do online. The risk around this uncertainty is that it will slow down the deve-
lopment of methods and digital practices within the area of social work. As mentioned 
above and in the earlier knowledge evaluation, we found that the legal challenges are 
partly of different character, where the genuine uncertainty around the legal challenges 
is only one of three factors. How the challenge is dealt with depends on which one of 
the three factors one is facing:  

a. is there a lack of competence amongst the practitioners around the current legal 
framework?
b. is it a genuine legal uncertainty, where the current law does not provide a una-
nimous answer, which can be interpreted as either a risk or a possibility to act in 
practice? 
c. is it a clear but outdated rule, which means that the national law needs to be 
reviewed?

How to transition from analogue filing to digital filing systems has proven to be hard to 
interpret with legislation that is currently in place. In particular it is, the legal framework 
around public data in relation to the social services, including case file confidentiality 
that is affected by this issue (comp. Ledendal et al., 2018; Svensson & Larsson, 2017).
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Work processes and digital meetings: a two 
part presentation of the study results 
In this chapter we present the empirical data that was collected during the two compo-
nent studies. Our purpose here is to highlight the most relevant results in order to an-
swer our research lines of enquires. An analysis in line with the theoretical framework 
outlined above follows this presentation. 

The work process: the role and function of digitalisation in a municipal 
social services setting 
In the first of the two components of the study we observed a number of children 
social workers working day (shadowing). During these observations everything that 
took place was documented in full. The notes below have since been written up and 
the results are presented here.  

The observations gave a concurrent picture of how a normal working day pans out. 
The following notes are lifted from the records of observations:  

A has an adjustable desk space. A is standing up writing. On the desk there is 
a computer and an external screen. Has a mobile phone but no landline phone. 
On the desk there is a reading shelf for papers. In the room there is also a 
bookshelf with various stationery, i.e. paper clips and notepads.  

All offices are similarly laid out. The case workers either have their own office or share 
an office with a colleague. If two people share an office, then the desks are either pla-
ced against the walls with the backs towards each other, or in the middle of the room 
with the screens against each other. There is most often a spare chair or armchair as 
well as several bookshelvs for stationery and literature. All social workers are equipped 
with computers and mobile phones (smart phones). In regards to what type of com-
puters it is a personal choice whether they would like a laptop or a desk computer. It is 
possible to choose between an Apple and a PC. 

It is not uncommon for the case workers to be using headsets or headphones to shut 
out external sound. The working day normally consists of the following elements: 
filing, internal meetings with colleagues (both formal and planned meetings and more 
informal and unplanned), contact with service users on the phone or by physical 
meetings. Illustrated below is a common way to book an internal meeting between 
colleagues:
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A walks to the staff room. Puts on coffee and empties the dishwasher. Then 
carries on to a process manager on the same floor. The process manager has 
sent an email, but A comes over to discuss rather than send an email. Meets 
with the process manager to plan further work. They sit opposite each other on 
a small round table. A meeting is booked in the paper diary, but when A returns 
to the office and checks the time in the digital calendar it appears that it has 
been a double booked and the procedure must be repeated

Another example is: 

Check his post tray next to the staff room, then takes a coffee break. 15 collea-
gues are sitting on sofas and in arm chairs, laughing, talking loudly. Some have 
their diaries at hand and are booking in meetings – both in paper diaries and 
digitally. A says that he/she will have to add these to the Outlook calendar later 
so that other colleagues can book him/her in. 

At the point of the interview the case workers describe that it is most often easier to 
book in meetings face-to-face to avoid double bookings. All case workers that partici-
pated in the study also mention that they use a paper diary that they carry around with 
them. Even if this means added work, because the case workers has to then transfer 
their bookings in to the shared digital calendar and even though double bookings ea-
sily happen, this is still the choice they make. “It feels safe now it is in your own paper 
diary”, one of the participants described this occurrence. 

Filing appears to be a large part of the working day. This is also similar to a previous 
measure of timing tasks by this employer. Through shadowing, it appears that case 
workers to work in several digital systems at the same time. The filing is almost com-
pletely done in the Procapita filing system. It is not uncommon that the case worker 
has his/her e-post client active in parallel, which means that a pop-up window will 
notify the case worker when he/she receives a message. Simultaneously the digital ca-
lendar is managed and often it is required to also have a word processing programme 
active (often Word). The filing element is described below: 

He/she is logged in to Procapita to write up a decision document (BBIC). Starts 
with copying all the text in the case file to a Word document, to change the 
text format to match the BBIC- decision documentation, but also in order to 
access the spelling programme. Then cuts in chosen sections in the decision 
document and thereafter throws away the Word document. He/she has to ma-
nually go through the file to add the information request under one of the head-
lines in the decision documentation (the reason for application). To add up 
the number of contacts A goes through the whole file and with the help of pen 
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and post-it notes accounts for it. Number of contacts should also be added to 
the digital decision document. Today A has the door open, because I am here. 
Normally, A has the door closed for his/hers concentrations sake. Quite a lot of 
talk can be heard outside the door. Two colleagues are talking about a family. A 
feels that it is rather a lot of talk in the corridors, but that is natural. Thinks he/
she does it him/herself. A has a visitors room right outside her/his office, and 
also has the photocopying room right outside. A has Procapita, a Word file and 
BBIC-form open on the computer. Cuts and pastes from the Word document 
to the BBIC-form. Writes sporadically, stops and reads, changes, contemplates. 
Works on his/her document until it is finished and returns another day to do an 
analysis.

The quote above describes how the case worker changes between working in the 
Procapita programme, which is the filing system, and the word processing programme 
Word. He/she even uses pen and paper (post-it notes). The documentation element, 
concerning putting together a decision document for a children social care case is fun-
damental to this area of work, thus comprises a range of different tasks with several 
duplicate and parallel processes. 

Below another situation is described: 

09:00: M is sitting at the desk and is writing up notes from a note pad. He/she 
is working in Procapita. Also has a file with a BBIC-assessment next to him/
her. His/her colleague is sitting opposite and is working on the computer.  
09.15 M asks the colleague a question in regards to the assessment, what to 
do. The colleague walks over to M’s side and answers. They talk to each other 
for 1-2 mins. M Takes out a form he/she has in a draw and starts to fill it in 
by hand. It is a form to archive a file. M exchanges a few words with his/her 
colleague in regards to this. Then goes off to leave the file in the post room and 
checks the post box at the same time. Takes approximately 2 mins.
9.22 M is working on the computer in the Outlook calendar. Inputs those ap-
pointments he/she has made by hand in his/her paper diary.
9.23 M is back in Procapita. Has a handwritten paper next to him/her, is either 
writing up notes or making lists that are ticked off. M sits down the whole time 
he/she is working by the computer. Has a cup of coffee and a bottle of water. 
9.26 M is writing. At the same time there is a knock on the door. A family 
therapist comes in looking for the colleague. They leave the room to have a 
conversation. M continues to write. 
10.02 M still works with Procapita and writes a BBIC-assessment. Moves over 
text from the digital file in the assessment document and re-writes parts. 
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The quote above shows how the case worker here, like the case worker in the previous 
quote, is changing between different systems. In several regards this entails dupli-
cation (added work). The quotes also shows how the work process is interrupted by 
interactions with the colleague and how some elements requires activity. For example 
there is a duplicate system with both physical and digital files (journals). The divide 
between what the different system should manage is unclear which means there is 
a slight confusion around which parts need to exist in physical form and why. In the 
interviews the case workers said that for example documents with signatures are 
important because they are viewed as ‘original documents’. The duplicate filing system 
illustrated above, also entails physical activity. The files needs to be stored securely 
and to also be archived when a case is closed. On every floor there is a lockable, fire 
safe cabinet where the files are stored. The case workers has in here ‘their own’ files 
collated in a bag or plastic box. The cabinet is often unlocked during office time and 
the case workers have their physical files on their desks whilst they work on the digital 
file. 

On every floor there is also a post box. The internal post is delivered Monday to 
Friday in the morning. Several of the case workers describe that this causes a delay 
in the processing and that it is not uncommon that they rather physically turn to the 
colleague or team that are delivering the information to get a verbal account instead of 
waiting for the internal post. This concerns information that the departments security 
team has said cannot be sent by e-mail. There is no specific encryption message sys-
tem for managing sensitive information, neither internally nor externally. That excludes 
the e-mail as a channel for information sharing. When handling sensitive information it 
is instead the normal post that is used, and in urgent cases, the fax machine. 

Fax machines, printers and scanners should be available on all floors. In the part of the 
building where the case worker participating in the study works, there should be two 
printing options. However one of the printers has been out of use for a long period of 
time, which has meant that some workers have further to walk to pick up their print 
outs. 

The possibilities to be flexible and to manage your own working time are described as 
relatively limited: 

The timeframes are relatively set, but there is a possibility to use some flexiti-
me. On the whole everyone needs to be in the office to access Procapita. The 
default working hours are 8-17. If you deviate from this, you can use flexitime 
or make sure you work in your lunch or stay behind and work past five o’clock. 
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In order to get access to the filing system Procapita outside the department’s internet, 
special access is required which case workers can apply for. There are no written rules 
around how to manage sensitive information outside the department, but there is a 
common view that it is unsuitable to carry out work with sensitive information in public 
places. 

During the interviews with the case workers it appears that the case and filing systems 
used in the different parts of the social services also differ. For example, the pro-
gramme Journal Digital is used by family therapists and care homes. This creates a 
coordination problem, because Procapita and Journal Digital are not compatible and 
cannot be integrated. This leads to both added work and sometimes misunderstan-
dings between the teams.  

A digital meeting: to lower the threshold for contact with the municipal 
social services
The second component of the study was carried out in the Individual- and family ac-
cess team, which is the first team that the service user interactions. We were curious 
to see whether there was a possibility to create an easier and more desirable way to 
contact target groups with high levels of risky behaviour that had proven to be hard to 
get in contact with. The underlying thought was that an earlier contact would minimise 
the risks and would enable the social services to offer intervention at an early stage.  

Yearly the Police take a number of people in to custody with the support of the law 
(1976:511) around public intoxication etc., shortened to LOB. The Police will report 
the custody of care to the social services. Thereafter, the access team puts forward 
support in the form of contact or a treatment plan for possible addiction. The ordinary 
process entails a letter being sent to the service user regarding the offer of contact 
(for form see appendix 2). Amongst those that are contacted within the legal fra-
mework of LOB, young people 18 to 25 have been identified as an at risk group. Thus 
this group was selected as the target group for this component study, with the wish 
to try out new ways of meetings in order to more often and more quickly get arranged 
contact. During the time frame of the study from April to December 2017, the letter 
that was sent out to this group included the option of meeting digitally, via Skype or via 
FaceTime

During the time of the investigation, social services contacted eight people. None 
of these choose to use the digital contact option. Of the eight people that the social 
services contacted, the researchers had the opportunity to conduct a follow-up phone 
call with five people, where they were asked a few short questions about their choice 
of contact form. The young people that answered the follow-up questions had in com-
mon that they thought the alternative ways of making contact were appealing. One of 
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the informants expressed that it felt hard and that it was so sensitive for her that she 
wanted to meet the case worker in a traditional meeting. Some expressed that it felt 
‘strange’ to be given Skype and FaceTime as a contact proposal. 

The second target group that was selected were the guardians living out of the area. 
During the same investigation period social services made contact with three people 
in this target group. Of these we, the researchers, were able to carry out telephone con-
versations with two people. These two persons were very positive towards being given 
the opportunity to participate in a meeting despite living out of the area. 

To sum up, we found that the group of young people between 18 and 25 that were 
subject to LOB, digital contact options did not mean that contact was made more 
often and faster. On the other hand, the guardian group based out of the area were 
positive in their response to being given the option to participate in meetings through 
digital tools. They also showed a great interest in using this option for future meetings. 
An important conclusion to draw from this, even though small, empirical data shows 
that their own incentive to make contact is of significance. To the guardian out of area, 
where the interest in participating in the meeting with the social services is great, the 
options of alternative ways of meetings were welcomed with great enthusiasm, while 
the young people subject to LOB were more hesitant in their response.  

In our interviews with the social workers that participated in this component study, it 
appears that the offer of a digital meeting did not imply any major changes to the work 
process. They are already equipped with laptops and smart phones. During the project 
one of the meeting rooms was also equipped with a large screen and a loudspeaker 
system. From a technical point there was a teething process to ensure that all the 
technology worked. They also needed to get used to for example having meetings via 
digital interactions such as FaceTime.  

One of the experiences of having a digital meeting, described by the social workers in 
the interviews, was that there was a need to verbalise what the persons in the picture 
were doing.  Two workers participated in the video call and took turns in leading the 
conversation and doing the documentation. At one point, a participant brought to their 
attention that the documenting colleague was only partly visible on the screen.  A need 
to tell the service user that the person in question was documenting the conversation 
emerged, otherwise his/her actions would have been received as peculiar. One of the 
social workers that participated in this part of the study, pointed out that the study has 
created added value internally, through colleagues being curious to try new ways of 
holding meetings. Thus, a synergy effect of the project could be uncomplicating the 
use of technology which would lead to a softer implementation. 
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Analysis 
As we described in the introduction the aim with this research project was to contri-
bute to the city’s work around streamlining and developing digital technologies and 
services within the remit of social care, as well as to produce more knowledge around 
the digitalisation of social work. With that aim we asked 1) how is new technology and 
digitalisation used in the municipal social services’s work processes; 2) how can new 
technology and digitalisation make the contact easier between the individual service 
user and the municipal social services; 3) how can the meeting and the relationship 
between the service user and the social worker develop, improve and be streamlined 
through the existing tools for digital communication and follow-up? In order to answer 
these questions, empirical data was collated and processed with the support of an 
analytical frame work, encompassing the premise of the organisation, profession, 
technology and law. The analysis of this data, based on the three lines of enquiry is 
presented below.   

New technology and digitalisation in the municipal social services work 
process 
The empirical data suggests that social work processes are both digitalised and not, 
and that digital and analogue work processes are often used in parallel. One example 
being that case workers often write their notes in a note pad with a pen when they 
are in a meeting with a service user, notes that later need to be written in the digital 
journal. This, despite all case workers being equipped with laptops, tablets and smart 
phones. In the office there is also a network that allows access to the filing system, 
in order for notes to be written straight in to the digital case file. Another example 
that digital and analogue tools are used simultaneously, is that all staff have access 
to a digital calendar, however many use a paper diary in the first instance, and only 
subsequently add the appointment in the digital calendar. This causes duplication and 
double bookings occur more easily. 

Another aspect concerns the different format in which documents should be stored. 
When a decision has been made, and the person responsible for the case has signed 
the paperwork, an ‘original copy’ should be filed in the physical case file. Attempts have 
been made to develop digital signatures, through a pilot project, but certain authori-
ties are not able to accept these as ‘legitimate’. Sometimes this is motivated from a 
security perspective and other times the meaning of “original” is emphasised (such as 
is stored in the paper case file, but does not have a digital counterpart). The emphasis 
on a reproduction where a physical representative (a sign hard copy) is viewed as 
more authentic than a digital version, is recognised from previous research around the 
challenges that digitalisation and file sharing pose to copyright rules (comp. Larsson, 
2017a).
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There seems to be a form of delay in practice around how to manage newer technolo-
gy in relation to both the organisations norms and professional culture. There are both 
e-mail and scanners available but the fax machine is seen to be the most secure way 
of communication. Other authorities use the fax machine as a tool when they send 
in notifications in line with Socialtjänslagen (SoL 14kap 1 §). The fax machine is also 
used to deliver documents to authorities such as Statens Institutionsstyrelse (national 
board of institutions).  

Another interesting example is all the technology that is brought with the aim to be 
used on the go, for example laptops to a greater extent than desktop computers. At 
the same time as the social workers tasks are to a large part bound to the desk and 
office hours set by the employer. A special permission is needed for distance working 
and there are even (unwritten) rules about what is a suitable environment to work in.  

Even if Procapita is the main case management system, there are examples of parts 
of the social services that uses other case management and documentation systems. 
For example the family therapist and care homes use Journal Digital, and the two 
systems are not compatible or integrated. Here they run the risk of complicating the 
information sharing between the different parts of the department. 

Through interviews and observations we found that the case management system 
Procapita has not got a cut and paste function nor a grammar and spelling system.  
The case workers we shadowed described that this is the reason for having to move 
the text from the digital journal to a word document in order to make changes and 
check the spelling, in order to then write the reworded text into a new document in 
the digital file. This is an obvious example of how the social services can be placed in 
the first wave of digitalisation. The primary aim of the systems used is to satisfy the 
management level needs of follow-up and govern, rather than being adapted to the 
everyday work.  

There is a constant technical duplication in the handling of printed documents, hard 
copies of documents, notes on note pads versus notes on the computer (inside and 
outside of the case management system) as well as e-mail. One example concerns 
those case workers that have a special bag for those cases they are working on, with 
hard copies in. The hard copy files needs to be kept up to date. Case information 
that comes from another municipality or authority is always received as a hard copy. 
Thus, they can easily be added to the paper file but also has to be added to the digital 
system. To give an example, if the child and adolescences psychiatric service (BUP), 
which is a part of the regional health authority, has conducted an investigation of 
150 pages, this is received as a hard copy. This means that report should preferably 
be summarised digitally, so that the case worker does not have to get the long paper 
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report whilst working (on the computer). At the same time, it can be assumed that 
the child and adolescences psychiatric report was written with a digital aid, a com-
puter. However, the inter-organisational processes means that it is sent as a paper 
copy and therefore needs to be printed out, sent by post, be received by the municipal 
department to either be summarised in or scanned in to the departments digital case 
management system. The workday for a case worker therefore entails a constant 
format changing between digital and physical filing and work systems in a way that 
plausibly steal both time and slows down the work. The handling can therefore best be 
described as having duplicate case file systems internally, one digital and one physical, 
but without a tangible description of what the differences are between them.  

Further there is a notion, which has been expressed recurrently, that the important 
relationship between the service user and the case worker would be interfered with/
damaged if the social worker has a screen or a tablet in front of them. Because it is 
likely that written notes that later will be typed into the digital system bring about some 
degree of duplication the choice made is to rather to whittle away at the circumstance 
for a good meeting.  

How new technology and digitalisation can help the contact between 
service users and the municipal social services  
There are a number of studies that show it is possible to make the contact between 
the social services and the individual service user easier with the help of new digital 
technologies (comp. Daneback & Sorbring, 2016). For example functions such as 
”Soctanter på nätet” (Malmö) and ”chatta med socialtjänsten” (among others Tidaholm 
and Enköping) show that when new technology is used to increase access and lower  
thresholds, then the conditions to reach those individuals that the social services 
otherwise do not reach increase (Ingloff & Lautrup, 2016).  

One area that seems to have great development potential is the case management 
system which is central to the social workers role and therefore also has implications 
on how the working day is structured and how contact with service users is managed. 
The system would benefit from being more adaptable, so they could adapt to the 
needs of both the service user and the social worker. To ease this adaption, systems 
that are not easily integrated with the others ought to be avoided. We assume that a 
few of these things are dependent on how the procurement agreement has been wor-
ked up, which could be consequential to both regulations and competence as a part 
of an organisational layout where different departments are responsible for their own 
procurement process. There is a great risk that the consequence is a mix-match of 
non-compatible software. Maybe every municipality has a weakness due to relatively 
small number of companies that work with development in this area, and this could 
possibly shift if some of the larger municipalities put pressure on the suppliers.  
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When it comes to ways of communication it can be said that the possibility of video 
calls and chat has a potential to be normalised and is now not seen to be extraordinary 
or unusual. Even if the test whereby digital meetings were offered to young people 
subject to the LOB did not succeed so well, the guardians out of area viewed the digital 
meetings as something very positive. The benefit of digital meetings can therefore 
be great and the differences can depend on the different incentives for their dialogue 
with the social services. Some of the benefits for guardians out of area, are that they 
could participate in the meeting in real time and therefore participate in the dialogue 
rather than have it fed back to them later. There is also a benefit in being able to bridge 
geographical distances with less travelling, a lower threshold for participation and 
consequently less time spent.

How interactions and relations between the service user and the social 
worker can develop, improve and be made more efficient through the 
use of digital communication and follow-up
There is a choice in how one decides to make notes, both during meetings and during 
telephone calls, and even in relation to which calendar is used. At the same time 
there is lesser level of choice in regards to where one choses to carry out work on the 
computer. Holding meetings via video call is not something that appears to happen 
or be encouraged to any extent, even if the prerequisites for some out of area visits 
means that all people have to be physically present. A greater uniformity in note taking 
methods would cut down on the time spent re-writing. However, it does not appear an 
individual social worker would be able to initiate a change. Our interpretation is that it 
might be difficult to get backing around changing working methods towards a greater 
use of digital technology, both because the strong professional perspective (see 
below around the good meeting), and the organisation’s options around technological 
access, where security is the big question and often an obstacle.  

From the data we have identified a range of areas where the digital technology can 
both improve and streamline the encounter with the service user. One way could be 
to streamline the digital case management system and thereby release time and 
resources for a qualitative meeting. At the same time there are indications that there is 
an inherent reluctance towards ‘digitalisation’ from a professional perspective, where 
technology is seen to counteract the good meeting and the possibilities to establish a 
good relationship with the service user.  

The description of the work process shows concretely that technology – in the form 
of laptops, smart phones, tablets etc. – are available, but are used in a traditional way. 
It is not just the staff themselves that affect how technology is used, the usage is also 
affected by the fact that the technological services are not adapted to the depart-
ments needs and can therefore not simplify or streamline the work.  
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It is easy to see that in this case the digital development has stopped in the first wave 
of digitalisation. There are several factors that might be the cause of this. It could be 
the professional identification that provides an obstacle, but in itself that explanation 
is not enough. There must be other factors on other levels too, that act as obstacles 
for the development process. In this case there are several potential obstacles, for 
example that procurement is organised by different clients, with a rigid procurement 
process that locks the department into long contracts with the same developer.  
Another important factor is the legal structure and interpretation that in this case puts 
a break on things and makes development slow. Why does the legal profession appear 
to be characterised by a slowness in their way of interpretation? Where is the legal 
innovation?   

In other words it is not enough that the technology is accessible the competence to 
use it in the right way or the ability to request services that ensure that the technology 
can be used properly is also needed. It is likely that there is also a need for top down 
governance towards a more sophisticated use of digital tools. The outcomes shows 
that innovation projects can create synergy effects by raising curiosity amongst other 
staff and increase the general competency. The development can also be supported 
by the fact that more staff use digital technology as a part of their everyday life. The 
more that do, the higher the competency in the department will be. Meanwhile there 
is a need for support in the form of a combination of competency and organisational 
development. 

The outcome also shows that there is ambiguity around the aim of digitalisation. 
One important distinction is whether it is about using technology or developing new 
methods. Many discussions confuses these two. It is important to point out that large 
parts of the social services’s work is already digitalised: staff work on computers and 
are connected to a system of services in regards to both documentation and qua-
lity assurance functions. This is the part that could be called technology. Here new 
technical solutions have replaced older ones, for example the word processer has 
replaced the typewriter. The other side of the coin is about developing new methods, 
so to speak new ways of working in social work. Digitalisation can here offer new 
tools. The study in the Access team is one way of testing a new method, to see if one 
has succeeded in attracting more people to take up contact with the social services. 
The observation study including the shadowing maps the technology rather than how 
it is used. 
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New concepts span: Technology/Method and Accessibility/  
Competence 
With the support of the knowledge evaluation, the outcomes of the study could be 
summarised in two pairs of concepts: 

1. Technology / Method
2. Accessibility / Competence 

The findings shows that:
1)   An uncertainty and ambiguity in the ability to separate technology and method. 
 Digitalisation is often understood as a mix of these two, but in practice these need 

to be separated. Sometimes digitalisation only entails a technical potentiation and 
sometimes it touches on innovative developments of methods. The confusion of 
these concepts mean that there is a risk that digitalisation in the area of social 
work will get stuck in the so-called first wave. In order to create a technological 
potentiation, the process ought to move onto the second wave, which entails a 
democratisation of the development by service users gaining more possibilities 
to influence. A technological potentiation would also allow for the  possibility to 
develop methods. Unfortunately this also means that a counter process exists. 
An inefficient technological development traps resources for the development of 
methods. 

2)  An uncertainty and ambiguity in the ability to separate between accessibility and 
competence. The organisation is investing in new technology, it can be anything 
from software, computers, accessories and the like. But accessibility does not 
imply that the technology is used in the best way. Here it is in order to highlight 
that digital competence even have a professional dimension. It means that the 
profession needs to take responsibility for developing the digital competence. It 
cannot be approached through fear or a laissez-faire-strategy.  

 
How can we, in short, apply the conceptual pairs Technology/Method and Accessibili-
ty/Competence on the findings from the two component studies presented here? One 
explicit finding is observed in the children social workers work, where there is a lot of 
technology available but where the technology is used in a traditional way. Thus the 
laptop is used as a desktop typewriter and that the smart phone, with all its functio-
nalities, is mainly used as a landline telephone. The observation study also pointed 
out that the digital systems and services used, for example Procapita and e-mail, 
become blunt tools often creating added work and are meeting the needs of the staff. 
An example of this is the ambiguous handling of the case file (journal): what needs to 
be in digital form and what needs to exist in physical form? Or another example is the 
slow internal post and regulations around sensitive and personal information not being 
allowed to be sent via e-mail, which means that the case workers rather look for a 
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colleague to receive this information physically. This is time consuming in comparison 
to other possibilities.  

This image is characteristic for the first wave of digitalisation. To develop new 
methods sits within the second wave of digitalisation. If you wish to create an environ-
ment in which the department is focusing on the development of methods, then it is 
important to make a swift shift to the second wave of digitalisation. The component 
studies clearly shows that accessibility does not automatically create competence. 
Just because all staff are equipped with new technology does not mean everyone will 
use it the best way. Separate initiatives are required. Such as the project with those 
subject to LOBs and the guardians out of area. Where the findings showed how the 
staff through this process were able to visualise new competencies. Analysis of the 
process gives us important knowledge in regards to an increased interest and a visu-
alisation of new competencies, even if the evaluation of the effects suggests that it is 
down to the individual service users incentive to meet with a social worker, that seems 
have a more significant impact then either technology or method.
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Conclusions and recommendations 
The aim of the project is to contribute to the city’s work in regards to streamlining and 
developing digital technology and services within the area of social work, as well as 
to produce more knowledge in the field of the digitalisation of social work. Firstly, it 
is in its place to highlight that the project, in addition to the two component studies 
presented here, was considered to function as a catalyst. The social services and 
FoU Helsingborg have initiated their own development projects, and we, researchers, 
have had the ongoing advantage to attend, to follow and contribute. In other words, 
the main point is that the most important key to a good digitalisation process is in the 
organisation’s own incentive, openness and willingness to drive it forward. You cannot 
overlook the fact that it is likely that there will always be some powers that slows down 
the process, both of institutionalised and personalised types; the prevailing often has 
the advantage of being the normative interpretation of how things should be – hence 
how they are.  

During 2016 and 2017 we have seen several good examples of a national interest in 
the advantages that a conscious and strategic digitalisation can contribute to social 
work in general. These have often coincided with Helsingborg’s development work. 
Several municipalities meet in informal networks – for example there is one Face-
book group under this theme – and the discussion has contributed to the meetings 
arranged in Helsingborg and Stockholm. As a part of the partnership work that takes 
place between City of Helsingborgs and Lund’s University a national conference on the 
digitalisation of social work was arranged in March 2018. 

Another outcome is that, during the spring t term 2018, an element around the theme 
digitalisation and social work has been added to a course as a part of the Social Work 
degree at Lund’s University.   Seminars on digitalisation will also be held in Almedalen 
and at SKL, of which the latter has also developed digital services for benefits pay-
ments and are investing on a smarter welfare system. In connection to the top leader 
forum DigiGov 5 - 6 December 2017, SKL and the Government agreed on a closer 
partnership work in order to prepare for the new digital authority that was established 
on the 1st September 2018. The authority will have as its mission to develop, coordina-
te and support the digitalisation of national authorities, municipalities and regions. As 
we have shown in our previous knowledge evaluation, digitalisation needs to be seen 
as a process with a relatively long history and an ongoing organisational development.   
Thus, enclosed in a certain slowness that has to do with a professional culture, organi-
sational structure, legal circumstances as well as access and existing technologies.   

With the background of the outcomes of the two component studies our most 
significant contribution to the area of digitalisation of social work, is the two concepts 
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Technology/Method and Accessibility /Competence. With the help of these the 
organisations level of digitalisation can be analysed better, which contributes to the 
foundation to advance the development of and the awareness of the potentials of 
digitalisation. 

To conclude we can, with support of this study, ascertain that:
1) The possibilities brought by the digitalisation can be better integrated in the work 

process. The technology is available, most teams seem to be well equipped 
with new technology, but the use is defined by counterproductive organisational 
structures, approaches and notions. Some examples show that: place and time 
limitations seem to strongly prevail the organisation of social work, documentation 
needs to be proportional to note taking that is both digital and analogue, hence le-
aves a lot of space for efficiencies. It seems that in the worst cases digital sources 
need to be printed out for analogue transport, in order for them to be either typed 
or scanned into a digital case management system, through a physical ‘air vent’. 

2) Regarding the possibilities for new technology and digitalisation to ease the con-
tact between service users and the social worker, traditional methods appear to be 
disguised as new methods, rather than real new methods being designed. There 
are incentives that show it is more a matter of getting used to a software design, 
even when it apparent that it is cumbersome, rather that the software being desig-
ned for the need or exchanged.  

3) In order to use the existing tools for digital communication and follow-up, an 
increased insight into the digitalisation as a process that certainly is dependent on 
technology but at the  same time also is an organisational and social challenges 
and possibilities which are a part of a larger societal transformation, is required. 
A successful digitalisation process needs to highlight even those organisational 
challenges or needs for change that it is faced with, hence the organisation needs 
to address these needs. There will be a decreasing need for certain roles and prac-
tices, but others, perhaps new ones need to be implemented. 

With the background of the outcomes of this study we give the following recommen-
dations: 
1. Clarify the aim of the digitalisation by writing a strategy that sets out the ambitions 

and ensures that all the parts of the organisation are working in the same direc-
tion.  

2. Conduct an inventory of what technology and competence is available. Match the 
technology and competence with the aims. 
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3. Increase the competence through investing in activities to raise the level of compe-
tence. Differentiate between technical competence and professional competence. 

4. Promote a process where the users (both service users and staff) can make de-
mands on the design of new technology and service as a part of the procurement 
process. Be mindful to pinpoint the common aims of the technology. 

5. Ensure that significant systems can communicate, focusing on the needs of the 
service user and case workers. Do not allow teams structures, procurement pro-
cesses or provider needs to take precedence.  

6. Highlight and separate out inefficient duplication of work, for example case files 
that need to exist in both physical and digital form. 

7. Distinguish the development of new (digital) methods for social work and make 
sure that the right competence and access to technology is available. 

To sum up it is important to emphasise that the aim with the above recommendations 
is to contribute to the awareness in regards to what status and practice that digita-
lisation has in the municipal structure of social work in the municipal organisation. 
Why is this important? Partly because, society and its use  of technology changes 
despite what the social services practice looks like – which means that there is a need 
to constantly keep up with its surrounding. Partly because there is an organisational 
potential where resources can be ring-fenced to the core values of the municipal social 
work through a better digitalisation, where time consuming tasks are avoided, with 
the promise of both lower thresholds for service users and more time for physical 
meetings (if it is deemed to be the best variant of the meeting) and a more efficient 
internal administration where the systems are adapted in line with the needs, and not 
the other way around. 



5 1T H E  D I G I T A L I S AT I O N  O F  A  M U N I C I PA L  S O C I A L 
S E R V I C E S



5 2 T H E  D I G I T A L I S AT I O N  O F  A  M U N I C I PA L  S O C I A L   
S E R V I C E S



5 3T H E  D I G I T A L I S AT I O N  O F  A  M U N I C I PA L  S O C I A L 
S E R V I C E S

In the last part of the report, the afterword, Annika Nilsson, project manager FoU 
Helsingborg, ties together the research and development parts of the project. Anni-
ka Nilsson, with help from the teams in the form of their views, around possibilities 
and challenges associated with participating in a part of the research project, high-
lights a number of lessons learnt about running a research and development project 
in a municipal social services and in regards to the practice of social work. 

AFTERWORD
Annika Nilsson
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To run a research and development project 
in a municipal social services setting -   
lessons learned from a practice perspective 
To connect research with development in the area of social work, and particular with 
such a new field as digitalisation, is both challenging and educational. This chapter 
highlights the development work that has both been done and is still ongoing in City of 
Helsingborg’s social services in connection to the research project that was described 
in the report. The focus here is on all those activities that has taken place around the 
research project, in the department and nationally, which was not a part of the resear-
ch, but where the practice will find lessons to learn from.  

The chapter is structured on interviews with four officials from City of Helsingborg’s 
social services who were involved in the project: the development manager who 
initiated the project, the head of service for Gemensamma resurser (previously head of 
service for the Access team), head of service Children, young people and family team 
as well as the developer who acted in the role of project manager for the project within 
the social services. The interviews were conducted before the researchers report had 
been written, in other words the four officials had not been privy to the final results 
when they were interviewed.    

Organisational development with a focus on digitalisation 
The digitalisation project began in 2016 with Lupita Svensson and Stefan Larsson wri-
ting a knowledge evaluation of digitalisation in the area of social work. The outcomes 
in regards to existing knowledge in the area was rather poor, but shown to be mea-
ningful in several ways. The report pinpointed how far behind the digitalisation within 
social work is and this experience was almost regarded as liberating. By reaching the 
understanding of just how underdeveloped the department is, and that it is the same 
situation across the country, made it easier to take on the development of the service. 
Whatever action taken would be a step in the right direction. 

Digitalisation was the overarching focus area for City of Helsingborg during 2017, and 
therefore also in the social services. This has been supportive to the research project, 
not in the least through the management encouraging teams to try new approaches.  
The release of Svensson & Larssons (2017) knowledge evaluation was therefore felt 
to be timely, just at the start of the overarching venture. However, at first the organi-
sation did not show much interest in the report. It was released at a time when the 
organisation had not yet committed to digitalisation of its services, but were still in a 
phase of orientation. The development manager would even describe it as a defence 
mode, there was a reluctance in parts of the organisation. The reluctance was founded 
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to a large part in the notion that the physical meeting was one of the core elements of 
social work; to meet service users digitally was not appropriate. Today the reluctance 
has been replaced with curiosity and an openness to learn from each other, both from 
within the own department and from colleagues across the rest of the city.  

However, the knowledge evaluation proved to be of significance for the research 
project to proceed and to take hold. The head of service for Children, young people 
and family team pointed out that the significance of the researchers presenting their 
report to the colleagues in her team and that they could together with them discuss 
the results and what that meant in practice. Further, this meant that the researchers 
were able to get access to the team and made contact easily with the staff that they 
shadowed in their project.  

Even the setup of study of the Access team was designed through discussions 
between the researchers and the team. To start with, the head of service’s ambition 
was to digitalise the whole department and include all the instances where there is an 
encounter with the service users. To define the study she decided that the researcher 
should begin with two target groups: young people taken into care subject to LOB and 
guardians living out of area. Eventually, the researchers highlighted that the target 
group was relatively small. In hindsight it was concluded that other or more target 
groups should have been selected. At the same time, the lessons learnt from these 
target groups have been significant for the continuing approach in the service. We now 
know that the service users own incentive for contact is important, which gives us a 
better understanding of what groups we should primarily offer digital services.   

The City of Helsingborg’s social services are now developing an overarching digitali-
sation strategy in order to get more momentum going. In addition, all heads of service 
have been asked to review their processes and look at how their teams can work more 
digitally in their practice. New solutions are tried, everything from a digital booking sys-
tem and digital parent classes to digital interpreters and digital signatures. The work 
is largely driven as a bottom-up process, by managers that are close to the practice, 
workers and often with service user involvement. The development moves slowly, one 
activity at a time, and even if there is a long way to travel before we reach the third 
wave of digitalisation we are at least in some areas of the service, a good way into the 
second wave of digitalisation.    
      
Ownership, development limited to the individual and organisational 
learning 
The social services is a department that is very busy running its core business. To 
digitalise is priorities centrally, and has a connection to the development of the primary 
function, which has been essential for the teams’ (Access and Children, Young people 
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and Family) ability to focus on this issue. The head of service for Children, Young 
people and Family suggests that another important factor in the development work is 
the colleagues’ participation, their involvement is even more important in a research 
project in order to lessen the gap between research and practice. Whilst the resear-
chers are highlighting things in the colleagues’ everyday work and analyse it from a 
theoretical perspective it is the worker’s task to transform the results into their context. 
Can one recognise ones role? Is there anything to add? The researcher’s feedback to 
the service, in the form of reports, presentations and conversations with co-workers, 
food for though is generated and contribute to discussions and ideas of transforma-
tion. This exchange between researchers and co-workers is also a good way to ensure 
that the research results are understandable and in order to create an “ownership” for 
these amongst colleagues. The embedding and ownership can be different in the diffe-
rent parts of the department. Each working group has to define their own digitalisation 
process starting with accessibility and good service for the users at the outset.  

A significant factor in the project, highlighted by the co-workers, is Lupita Svensson’s 
experience of working in the social services. A researcher with social work experience, 
understands the complex reality that many of the social workers find themselves in, 
and also has the ability to make herself understood. Together with her, the group even 
perceived Stefan Larsson’s digitalisation competence as legitimate and understanda-
ble. An important lesson is to plan the embedding of the project as a part of the project 
and to involve the researches in this knowledge exchange. This is too often overlooked 
when the project workers and researchers disappear into their new missions.     

Ownership is an expression that recurs in the conversation about the digitalisation of 
the Access team. In the Access team two of the co-workers were leading in the digital 
development. They furnished the “technology room” together with the departments 
IT-officer and they learned about all kinds of technical solutions and digital ways of 
communications, and could consequently support their more inexperienced collea-
gues. Nowadays the co-workers in the Access team and other parts of the department 
use the technology room regularly, even if they since before had a computer room 
in the conference part of the office which is open to all staff. The previous head of 
services for the Access team suggests that in the computer room staff feel unsure 
of whether or how the equipment work, and if a problem occurs the procedure is 
to contact the IT-officer who sits in another part of the building. In the Access team 
the co-workers have taken ownership for the facility and feel comfortable with the 
equipment. The significance of having this room in their own office space rather than 
another part of the building probably should not be underestimated. It contributes to 
accessibility and facilitates spontaneous meetings.  
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How do you get the co-workers to feel ownership? The colleagues in the Access team 
had an interest in digitalisation and development, and with some inductor help from 
the departments IT-officer it quickly became self-sustainable. They were given free 
hands to take the work forward and their engagement for development had a conta-
gious effect on others. It was of significance that this work was led by social workers, 
and not by the IT-officer. Thus the focus was on the social work rather than on the 
technical solutions, which decreased the threshold. 

At the same time there were obviously challenges, in relation to the digitalisation, in 
making other colleagues feel ownership in relation to the digitalisation. Many social 
workers state that they are not particularly knowledgeable when it comes to the digital 
area. In the study of the Access team, where young people had been subject to LOB, 
either physical or digital meetings were offered, without the social worker knowing 
which channel the meeting would take place until the service user was present. This 
makes high demands on the flexibility of the social worker. One challenge for the or-
ganisation is to get co-workers to learn these channels, without creating a reluctance 
amongst the staff. If forced to learn technology that you feel uncomfortable with this 
would most likely result in more problems and technical issues which would make the 
co-workers feel even less comfortable. Therefore an important strategy for the social 
services management group would be to reward those that dare to use new techno-
logy and dare to try new solutions. Hopefully, this would mean that more colleagues 
dare to try and learn from each other. 

A lot of the digitalisation that has happened within the framework of research projects 
has been led by committed managers and staff. The fact that development is tied to 
the individual is symptomatic of public authorities. In order to implement organisatio-
nal learning it becomes even more important to encourage the bottom-up perspective 
(the second wave of digitalisation), where the service are able to put forward ideas and 
to lead the development work. Then it is the role of the management team to help and 
support, disseminate lessons and reward. In order to remove obstacles on a strategic 
level is also an important task, for example ensuring that the systems used by diffe-
rent teams communicate with each other. 
  
Some of the pilots have run into technical and practical challenges. Text message 
reminders cannot be managed automatically via Outlook instead they have to be 
done manually. Documents cannot be signed digitally. A communication platform 
for children in care, their biological parents, the foster carers and the social worker 
used for regular meetings did not meet the security requirements. It can be a drawn 
out process in partnership with IT staff and legal staff to find a solution when these 
challenges arise. It would then be desirable to have someone that can take these 
processes forward outside the regular work. A suggestion is to set up a test bed in 
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the form of a digital team, where complicated solutions can be tested before they are 
rolled out across the department. The digital team could even offer support, guidance 
and education in conjunction with the release of new solutions. Within the structure of 
that kind of team there is a possibility to build an organisation that entails the whole 
social services department, from assessment to decisions, to intervention and closure, 
for both children and adults. To offer services with a focus on digitalisation, where 
the social workers get to work with the whole process rather than being specialised 
in on area, which would strengthen the social services in the city of Helsingborg as an 
attractive employer. However, one challenge would be to implement the digital team in 
a way that underpins the practice driven development rather than at the expense of it.

Research and practice are driven by different logic 
During the course of the project it has become evident that researcher and co-workers 
are driven by different logics, which both enriches and aggravates partnership working. 
The works in the social services experienced the research pace to be slower than 
the pace of the practice; the department has developed further before a result has 
had time to be produced and published. It is therefore, important that researcher and 
practitioners work together. In that way the department can learn lessons from the 
research continuously and can use the outcomes in their change process at the same 
time as the research becomes relevant, up to date and comprehensive. The research 
is also perceived as more preserving and to have a longer term perspective. In the 
daily practice the risk is that the focus is on the things that are most urgent and jump 
between tasks, in a sense ‘firefighting’. The research project has allowed the teams 
to patiently focus on a limited area of work during a longer period of time. When it be-
came apparent that the target groups for the trail with digital meetings in the Access 
team, the project group discussed whether there needed to be some adjustments 
made to the data collection. For the workers in the social services it is not uncommon 
to adjust a project and processes in accordance to new circumstances as they arise. 
When the researchers emphasised the importance of stringency through the project 
the group still made a decision together to conduct the project as it was first intended. 
Instead the social services colleagues made an extra effort to get in contact with the 
respondents in the target groups. 

Even the expectations around what a ‘result’ is are different. The practitioners often 
find that the researchers have an investigation approach and that “everything is a 
result”, even unexpected or the lack of results can be analysed and can contribute to 
learning. On the other hand the teams are more impatient and wants to have quick re-
sults, the fact that something is happening needs to be visible. There is an expectation 
of and a hope of concrete outcomes, either a confirmation that things are done cor-
rectly, or a hint of what should be done differently. Preferably, the teams would like this 
feedback to be continuous during the project so there is an opportunity to adjust ways 
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of working and processes, while the researcher seldom gives a normative response, at 
least not until the result has been analysed completely.  

During the project a particularly challenging situation arose due to these different 
logics. When it was time for the researchers to “shadow” the workers in the Children, 
Young People and Family team there was a risk of them seeing confidential infor-
mation. Consequently, an internal ethical assessment was needed, where the social 
services’s legal team completed a legal assessment and a risk analysis as well as 
stipulated the terms and conditions around the shadowing. This incident caused se-
veral months of delay to the project, partly because it took a while before the situation 
was identified as a risk and it was decided how it should be dealt with, and partly 
because it was uncertain who in the project should lead the processes in relation to 
the legal team: the researchers, FoU or the teams’ project manager. A lesson from this 
occurrence is to go through the project step by step together, to visualise how it all 
connects, what circumstances need to be in place and who is responsible. In that way 
all participants might also get a clearer holistic view of the project and not just of the 
part they are involved in. An explanation around the lack of clarity might also be that 
within the social services there are several projects development running in parallel 
with a connect to digitalisation and that at times it can be difficult to separate the work 
in the research project with other development work. An additional lesson is therefore 
to make it clearer what a research project contributes with that the teams are not able 
to do themselves, how the results from a research projects relate to the other develop-
ment projects and how the results should be implemented.  

User centred development and service user influence 
An important part of the service logic that we in the City of Helsingborg aspire to, is 
service user involvement and service user influence.  One aim within the social servi-
ces and FoU, is that the service user should participate in our research and develop-
ment projects as much as it is possible. However, in the beginning of this project it 
was difficult to involve service users. We were ourselves in an orientation phase and 
had an investigating approach, which made it very difficult to know where and how, 
we should involve the service users. We did not think it appropriate to involve service 
users before we knew what their role would be. Instead, several good opportunities to 
involve service users in the process were offered as the project developed, not at least 
in the component study, to try different communication tools and ways of working. 
Are they user friendly? Are they equivalent to a physical meeting? What added values 
do they bring? Within the frame of the research project, service user representatives 
contributed with valuable input in the design of the appointment letter that was sent to 
the young people subject to the (see appendix 2). They also helped to trial the techno-
logy before it was used in the meeting with service users. 
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A reflection from the developer is that service users could have been involved to a gre-
ater extent even in the design of the project, for example in the selection of the target 
groups in the Access team. By asking the service users about in what context an offer 
of a digital service would create, most added value and can we get a further hint of 
what parts of the service to work with first. A lesson for coming projects is to allow 
service users to identify what they can help with, to ensure it is not just the co-workers 
and the researchers setting the agenda. 

The law as a hindrance and possibility 
Some of the most common questions we receive from other municipalities in relation 
to digitalisation is in regards to the law. What is the situation, how should the law be 
interpreted and what are your thoughts around providers and different solutions? 
Many are waiting for an announcement from SKL that will show the way, but SKL is 
most often very careful in their announcements. Instead, the City of Helsingborg has 
taken the approach that the law should be seen as facilitating rather than an obstacle 
and even in this area of work we were allowed to test our way forward. 

An important starting point for the digitalisation of the social services in Helsingborg 
has been that video calls can been put on par with phone calls. This is an interpreta-
tion that is made by the anthology (n.b. free translation) Social Work and the Inter-
net – to understand and manage social problems on new grounds (Daneback and 
Sorbring, 2016), and this has been the agreed starting point after the leagal team gave 
the go ahead. The interpretation has been a valuable help even for other muncipalities. 
However, SKL:s stance is that the interpretation should be used with care as it has not 
been tested by a higher authority. 

When it comes down to the chat function, the legal framework poses a greater 
hindrance, it is particularly hard to ensure confidentiality. All conversations also need 
to be filed as an incoming document which is hard to find a practical solution for. The 
stance here is that, if the service users starts to request a chat then we will have to 
solve it practically in time, but in the meantime we focus on the more simple solutions 
such as video calls.  

Research creates legitimacy 
Even if the knowledge evaluation to begin with did not create a strong interest internal-
ly in the social services, it did so nationally, from other municipalities and authorities 
such as SKL , Socialstyrelsen and E-hälsomyndigheten. The development manager 
suggests that it has been valuable to work in partnership with researchers, it gives the 
work legitimacy which opens up doors to contexts where the City of Helsingborg’s 
social services otherewise would not be a part of. His opinion is that the researchers 
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report granted access to arenas where he as a development manager would not have 
been granted access to otherwise, even if the development work with the department 
would have been the same. The social services, researchers and FoU Helsingborg 
have in this way managed to put digitalisation on the agenda in several different natio-
nal contexts.  

The researchers highlighted in the knowledge evaluation that what is done within 
digitalisation of social work across Sweden often stays within the own service and 
there is a need for an exchange of knowledge. The development manager suggests 
that an effect of pushing the question nationally has created a forum for discussions 
and knowledge being disseminated in the form of conferences and digital platforms.  
More and more talk about and share what they are doing and ideas can be borrowed 
from each other. At the same time the City of Helsingborg is now on the map as the 
municipality that are digitalising its social services. This was not an aim in itself, and 
the development manager does not think that Helsingborg will be the municipality that 
will deliver the largest and most transformative solutions going forward, it will be a 
contribution from several municipalities. However, many municipalities appreciate that 
Helsingborg’s social services are leading the work.   

Annika Nilsson
Project manager, FoU Helsingborg
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Annex 1
Deltagande observationer, enkel mall 
Observationsstudien kommer att ha ett etnografiskt anslag vilket innebär att det 
handlar om deltagande direkta observationer. Det innebär studier av individer i sitt 
naturliga sammanhang. I detta sammanhang innebär det att vi studerar utredare på 
sin arbetsplats. Våra observationer är av passiv karaktär, det innebär att vi interagerar/
påverkar så lite som möjligt med den individ som vi observerar. Observationerna sker 
under 3-4 timmars pass i 2-3 omgångar. Observationerna är kända och godkända av 
studieobjekten. En observatör deltar per tillfälle.
 
Observationsschema
Observationsschemat kommer att bestå av både standardiserade och öppna moment 
som omfattar både kvalitativa och kvantitativa observationer. Ett observationsschema 
kan bli för klumpigt att arbeta med i observationen, utan att föredra är papper och 
penna, ev. möjligheter till ljudinspelning och bildupptagning.
 
Tänk på skillnad mellan omtolkning och beskrivning.
Var noga med att undvika adjektiv och adverb, ange istället antal (frekvenser) och tid 
(min).
 
Kvantitativa observationer: uppmärksamma frekvenser

• Interaktion med kollegor

• Antal/ Tid vid dator

• Antal/ Tid i telefon (mottagna / uppringda)

• Antal vid annan teknik

• Antal teknikproblem (lösning?)

• Antal planerade möten

• Antal raster – (tid)
 
Kvalitativa observationer: göra beskrivningar av fenomen

• Vid interaktion med kollegor vad pratar man om – handledning/rådgivning/privat/
annat

• Vad händer under dagen, vilka arbetsmoment ingår

• Avbryter telefonsamtal andra arbetsuppgifter

• Kan utredaren bestämma över sin arbetsdag

• Vilka problematiska situationer uppstår

• Vilka problem är återkommande

• Vilket material använder utredaren (papper, filer, akter mm)
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Annex 2
Mottagningens brev
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