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Abstract 

This article presents a scoping review of existing research on the use of digital data in 

social work. This review focuses on research that includes empirical investigations of 

digital data on citizens in social work practices. The purpose of this review is to map the 

emerging field of research and contribute knowledge of the role of digital data on citizens 

in social work. This review includes 28 articles published between 2013 and 2020, and 

concludes that data pervades almost every aspect of social work and that there is a variety 

of research on the use of data in social work. However, detailed analyses of data that 

describe and conceptualise the production, circulation and utilisation of data are few. In 

consequence, this article introduces and discusses concepts from other data-laden fields 

of research, and calls for further research that addresses the challenges presented by 

digital data used in social work. 
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Introduction 

In recent years, digital data on citizens have become vital to social work. Digital data may 

be present in large databases, generated by case management systems, created through 

digitally-mediated forms of interaction between citizens and case workers, and in 

numerous other ways. In information theory, data are commonly conceptualised as the 

basic units that, when pieced together, generate information, which in turn contributes 

to knowledge of a given object, process or phenomenon (Ackoff 1989). Therefore, and 

given the turn to data evident in many practices today, attention to how data is collected, 

processed and used is crucial. The ‘turn to data’ in social work calls for research that 

investigates the problems, possibilities and performative effects of digital data used in 

social work, knowledge that may inform decisions made by politicians, managers, social 

workers, citizens and other actors involved in, or affected by the increased use of digital 

data. The current Covid-19 pandemic further exemplifies the pertinence of questions 

related to digital data, knowledge production and its integration across professions and 

institutions.  

This article presents a review of existing research on the use of digital data in social work 

and the datafication of social work. ‘Datafication’ is defined as ‘the quantification of 

human life through digital information’ (Mejias & Couldry, 2019, 1). This review covers 

research that includes empirical investigations of digital data on citizens in social work. 

The aim of this review is to deepen our knowledge of the role of digital data in social 

work, and how social work and digital data may mutually transform each other. This 

review is guided by the following four research questions: 

1. Which citizens are represented by digital data and how? 

2. How and when are digital data on citizens used in which types of social work 

practices? 

3. What are the implications of, or the conclusions drawn from the existing research 

on data on citizens in social work? 

4. How does existing research theorise about or conceptualise digital data? 

The empirical focus of the research questions excludes articles from the review that focus 

on implications of datafication for the economy or the performance of case workers; 

social-work education (e.g. in developing a curriculum on datafication); articles that 

address data in social work exclusively in terms of theory or method; and so forth.  

The articles included in our study generally describe three different kinds of data on 

citizens. The first are data provided by social workers. The second are data already 

collected and stored in databases, often for other purposes. The third are the digital 

footprints of the citizens on social media and other platforms. This review also shows 
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that there is a wide range of interesting projects and publications that investigate the 

production and use of digital data, and discuss the implications of this for citizens and 

social work. This research presents important observations and results. However, the 

number of empirical studies seems very limited when compared to the importance 

attributed to datafication of social work in public projects and strategies, and the 

research identified does not seem to match the diversity of contexts in which digital data 

are produced, shaped by and, in their turn, shape, social work. Thus, when the existing 

body of research is compared to the pace at which digital data are introduced to social 

work, and to the hopes and fears that cling to this development, more knowledge and 

research on the actual empirical consequences of data is needed.  

Such empirical investigations should, of course, be informed by theoretical and 

methodological discussions. As this review shows, existing research draws on a range of 

different theories and concepts, but at the same time, the key concept of digital data 

needs to be further explored. What digital data are and how they may be investigated is 

only sporadically touched on in most existing research. 

Method 

‘Digital data’ is a very general and nebulous term, and what exactly comprise data and 

their empirical role seems to be contingent on empirical contexts as well as the theories 

and methods of different research traditions. As such, we did not aspire to evaluate the 

impact of digital data, as one might do in a systematic PRISMA-informed review. But 

instead applied an inductive, qualitative approach to how existing research describe the 

use of digital data in specific practices; therefore, we choose to conduct a scoping review. 

Our purpose was, first, to map an emerging and interdisciplinary field of research; 

secondly, to synthesise key findings and central themes, to provide guidance for future 

research (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005; Peters et al., 2015).  

Research publications were identified, assessed for eligibility and analysed in a three-

step process shown in figure 1 and described below. 
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Flowchart of database search, screening process and eligibility assessment. 

The process began with a search of the Scopus and Web of Science (WoS) databases for 

empirical research on the use and production of digital data in social work. These 

databases were selected to ensure the best coverage, because together, they include all 

significant social work journals. Although there are some uses of the term ‘social 

informatics’ to describe the use of digital technologies in social work, there is no coherent 

field of research. Also, it is impossible to simply search for ‘data in social work’. Such 

queries yield a large number of false positives, for instance, articles that refer to research 

data. Furthermore, few of the articles included in our criteria actually used the term 

‘data’, but instead used other terms, such as ‘documentation’ and ‘information’. Thus, we 

defined data as any form of digital information about citizens that is produced during, or 

used in social work. Another question is what constitutes social work, and how to 

differentiate between social work and health care, for example. In accordance with the 

international definition of social work, we chose to understand social work as ‘the work 

of creating social change or development in relation to citizens’ (Global Definition of 

Social Work, 2014). This definition, for instance, excludes practices that are 

predominately aimed at physical or practical assistance in relation to health.  

Consequently, we constructed an overly inclusive search string around two sets of 

synonymous keywords that represent data and social work respectively, which we then 

subjected to a subsequent manual selection: 
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▪ Data: digital, digitisation, information technology, information system(s), ICT, 

IT governance, personal data, private data, big data, data sharing. 

▪ Social work: social welfare, social care, welfare service(s), social work 

The keywords were translated into the following search strings: 

Scopus search string: 

TITLE-ABS-KEY ( “digital” OR “digitization” OR “information 

technology” OR “information system*” OR “ICT” OR “it governance” 

OR “personal data” OR “private data” OR “big data” OR “data 

sharing”) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY ( “social welfare” OR “social care” 

OR “welfare service*” OR “social work” ) AND PUBYEAR > 2013 

Web of Science search string: 

TS=(“social welfare” OR “social care” OR “welfare service*” OR 

“social work”) AND TS=(“digital” OR “digitization” OR “information 

technology” OR “information system*” OR “ICT” OR “it governance” 

OR “personal data” OR “private data” OR “big data” OR “data 

sharing”). Timespan: 2013–2020. Indexes: SCI-EXPANDED, SSCI, 

A&HCI, CPCI-S, CPCI-SSH, ESCI.  

Our search was limited to research published from 2013 to 2020. We applied these limits 

because we were interested in the most recent publications on the subject which parallel 

the rise of projects and initiatives on ‘big data’ and ‘data-driven’ social work. In an 

international context these trends could, for instance, be observed in the Manage by Data 

Initiative in Maine described by Ross et al. (2013) and in the way educational institutions 

sought to prepare students for data-driven practice as described by Shaw et al. (2013) in 

the same year. In the author’s own national context, the early 2010s also marked by a 

clear shift in digital policy from administrative systems and self-service portals towards 

increased use, production and exchange of data on citizens (Fahnøe 2015; Regeringen et 

al. 2013). When evaluating the articles for eligibility, we read the title, keywords and 

abstracts, to better assess whether they matched the inclusion criteria.  

The database search was conducted in two rounds. An initial search (s1) was conducted 

on April 1st, 2019, and a supplementary search (s2) was conducted on November 27, 

2020. With duplicates removed, the database search yielded 1,363 articles. In accordance 

with our research focus, the articles were screened and assessed for eligibility through 

the following inclusion criteria: 
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The article is relevant IF it contains an empirical analysis of the 

production or use of digital information about citizens in a social 

work practice directed at creating social change or development. 

The screening and assessment were conducted as a blinded review, where each article 

was assessed by at least two of the authors to ensure a consistent and explicit 

interpretation of our inclusion criteria. In the initial screening, the reviewers assessed 

titles, keywords and abstracts through an overly inclusive process, where all research was 

deemed relevant, unless it clearly did not meet the inclusion criteria. The screening 

excluded 1,161 publications, leaving 202 items for full text assessment for eligibility. Full 

text assessment involved the same approach, and excluded a further 174 publications, 

leaving us with a final count of 28. It should be noted that one of the articles included 

was pending publication, and was published in 2021 (Wang et al., 2021). 

We analysed the 28 articles by developing a series of analytical questions based on our 

initial reading and the overarching purpose of our research, each of which with several 

sub-questions: 

▪ Which citizens are represented by digital data? 

▪ How are the citizens represented? 

▪ How are the digital data collected or produced? 

▪ How are they used? And in which practices? 

▪ Which conclusions are drawn by the research? 

▪ Which implications or perspectives are related to the use of digital 

data? 

▪ How are digital data conceptualised or theorised? 

The analytical questions were supplemented by a more bibliographic mapping of the 

research related to the methods and theories used, who or what informs the analysis, and 

so forth. Again, at least two of the authors read through all the articles, and collaborated 

on answering the above-mentioned questions and mapping the research. Although we 

could have added more search terms and included more databases, there was no 

indication that this would have added a substantial amount of literature. Also, we 

reviewed the research literature, as we know that there is much grey literature on the 

topic that may be relevant. However, we imposed the following limitations on our review. 

We limited our selection to research literature, because it is peer reviewed, and our initial 

assessment of grey literature revealed a tendency for publications to be instrumental 

regarding the use of data, instead of empirically investigating how data are used. Lastly, 

our study is limited to research written in English. 
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Results 

This section outlines some general characteristics of this body of research. First, the 

yearly research output on digital data used in social work grew from two in 2013 to six in 

2020, which, although these numbers are low, indicates an increase in the research on 

data on citizens in social work.  

The included research was published in 18 different journals. The Journal of Social Work 

(3 articles) and The British Journal of Social Work (8 articles) stand out as the journals 

in which most of this research is published. The articles cover cases from the following 

countries: Australia, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, England, Finland, Germany, Jamaica, 

New Zealand, Scotland, Sweden, The Netherlands and the United States of America. 

Thus, little attention is paid to data used in social work outside of Northern Europe and 

English-speaking countries. 

Concerning methodology, most of the articles work with either a qualitative research 

paradigm or take an interventionist approach, such as design projects. In these cases, 

social workers are mostly interviewed or observed by the researcher. The perspectives of 

citizens, managers and others are second to those of the social workers. Only a few 

quantitative studies are represented.  

Seven of the articles explicitly adhere to, or may be categorised as, action research. For 

example, this may be seen in articles that explicitly identify the empowerment of silenced 

groups as the purpose of their research. For instance, Heron and Steckley’s (2018) action 

research project is focused on giving a voice to vulnerable young people by co-producing 

digital storytelling and thereby empowering them to participate in decision-making 

processes. In addition to this (and similar to Heron & Steckley, 2018), there are several 

articles that present design activities with different actors. For instance, Bowyer et al. 

(2018) used Family Design Games and card sorting as ways to facilitate ethnographic 

investigations.  

Concerning theory, our initial observation was that seven articles did not explicate their 

approach, whereas most of the articles applied theories that, in various ways, stressed 

the mutually formative relationship between humans and technologies, such as 

Computer Supported Cooperative Work (CSCW) (Dolata et al., 2020; Holten Møller et 

al., 2019; Lecluijze et al., 2015; Wastell & White, 2014), affordance theory (Gillingham, 

2018; Sarwar & Harris, 2019) and assemblage theory (Barfoed, 2019; Redden et al., 

2020). Narrative approaches also figure prominently (De Witte et al., 2016; Heron & 

Steckley, 2018; Keymolen & Broeders, 2013; Lenette et al., 2015), alongside design 

theory (Chotvijit et al., 2018; Cooner et al., 2020; Gillingham, 2013, 2020; Rönkkö, 2018; 

Ross et al., 2013).  

Although the research uses the foregoing theories to understand the broader practices in 

which digital data are produced and/or used, it must also be noted that only a handful of 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=EBzERj
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=EBzERj
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the articles discuss more specifically what data are and how they may be conceptualised 

(e.g. data as data-doubles, socio-technical constructs, narratives, grounded phenomena). 

A general finding was that the majority of research does not conceptualise or theorise 

about data as a special or distinct type of phenomenon. We return to this below. 

What are data?  

The articles reviewed generally describe three different kinds of data on citizens. The first 

are data provided by social workers who interview or observe a client, and then store the 

information in a database. Like the mentioned example from Heron and Steckley (2018) 

where digital storytelling is used as a means of co-producing data about young people. 

Digital storytelling combines narrative storytelling with electronic records of the stories. 

The electronic accounts of the stories allow a variety of formats to be encompassed into 

the record (i.e. pictures, videos, music etc.). By co-producing data and addressing 

questions of importance to social work, dilemmas, settings of unease, emotional 

situations and so on may be examined in greater depth than the written or spoken word. 

Devlieghere and Roose (2019) and Dolata et al. (2020) emphasise a reflective, 

transparent practice when constructing data together with the citizen. Devlieghere and 

Roose argue that although information systems may help highlight and manage 

important questions concerning a case, it is important that the processes of data-

gathering and -entry are transparent, because the systems tend to reduce the complexity 

of the cases (Devlieghere & Roose, 2019: 212–215). 

The second type is data already collected and stored in databases, often for other 

purposes. For instance, Bowyer et al., (2018: 1) point out that civic data (e.g. date of birth, 

address, marital status, children, school records, welfare benefits, employment, criminal 

records, hospital records etc.) can ‘provide care workers with holistic views of families 

they support’. Wang et al. (2021: 394) provide another example, which ‘demonstrates the 

use of population-level data and GIS technology in social work research and practice’. 

Lastly, Chotvijit et al. (2018: 1) ‘employs state-of-the-art data analytics and visualisation 

techniques to analyse six years of local government social care data for the city of 

Birmingham’. 

The third type of data is the digital footprints of citizens on social media and other 

platforms (Frey et al., 2020). For instance, posts on social media may be used by social 

workers to better understand citizens in need of help, or activities that occur on the 

margins of society (Boddy & Dominelli, 2017). Redden et al. (2020) point out that such 

practices raise all sorts of questions related to privacy, surveillance and ethics. 

Which citizens are represented by data? 

Most publications describe data used to represent children/adolescents and/or their 

families (Boddy & Dominelli, 2017; De Witte et al., 2016; Devlieghere et al., 2018; 

Devlieghere & Roose, 2019; Fallon et al., 2017; Gillingham, 2013, 2016, 2018; Heron & 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=qaPlKE
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=zRxAx1
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=0yr0oS
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=JxdmbC
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=aVnuUJ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=87Wrgh
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Steckley, 2018; Huuskonen & Vakkari, 2015; Keymolen & Broeders, 2013; Lecluijze et 

al., 2015; Redden et al., 2020; Rönkkö, 2018; Wang et al., 2021; Wastell & White, 2014). 

Many articles investigate the use practices and/or consequences of IT systems and data 

for social work related to child welfare and protection. For instance, De Witte et al. 

discuss a case from Flanders, Belgium, in which the children in focus are raised in 

circumstances deemed ‘problematic’, and ‘in which their physical integrity or 

opportunities for affective, moral, intellectual or social development suffer due to 

incidents, relational conflicts’ (De Witte et al., 2016: 1254). Another example of this is 

Bowyer et al.’s focus on how to use data to gain a holistic overview of families from a 

social work perspective (Bowyer et al., 2018). The article focuses on the perspective of 

the involved families concerning which data they would like to share with public 

authorities. Yet another example is provided by Boddy and Dominelli, who focus on the 

well-being of very young children raised by ‘disempowered’ young parents (Boddy & 

Dominelli, 2017). The focus on children/adolescents may be explained by a general 

interest in children’s well-being, but some articles indicate that tragic incidents where 

children were abused or killed is a crucial motivation behind a given technological 

system, and the research into said system. And, by implication, the persistent need to 

protect children in marginal positions is a prominent driver of the datafication of social 

work, because data are regarded as improving the quality and effectiveness of social 

authorities, and thus constitutes a political response to public outcry (Lecluijze et al., 

2015; Redden et al., 2020; Sarwar & Harris, 2019). 

Although data on children/adolescents is dominant, there is research on other groups, 

too. Lenette et al. discuss single mothers with refugee backgrounds. Their article 

investigates the potential of digital technologies as means of producing narratives that 

may ‘inform social work practices […] and address some of the intricacies of working in 

diverse and challenging contexts’ (Lenette et al., 2015: 988). Anderson and Mansingh 

(2015) present a system architecture for decision support related to the provision of 

social benefits to the poor by integrating data from existing systems. In Hansen et al.’s 

study, the people in focus with regard to the datafication of social work are hospice 

patients, and the objective is to improve the quality of care via a system called Social 

Work Assessment Notes. This system is designed to ‘integrate assessment, planning and 

outcome measurement’ of care (Hansen et al., 2015: 191). Barfoed (2019) investigates the 

practice of translating questionnaire data about citizens into computer-generated 

narratives, thereby arguably making the constructed data more accessible to social 

workers. A last example is provided by Frey et al., (2020), where former gang members 

assist and collaborate with social workers in analysing Twitter data produced by young 

people, so the social workers may better understand their young clients and the conflicts 

in which they may be involved. 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=UWGrCN
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=UWGrCN
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=nZm7xX
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=UdnBYj
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How are data used in social work?  

The ways in which data are utilised or attempted utilised in social work are many. The 

following list is inconclusive, but covers many of the ways in which the purposes and 

contribution of data are referenced in the articles included in our study. Data are used 

(1) for ‘automatisation’ (Anderson & Mansingh, 2015: 250), (2), for ‘decision making’ 

(Gillingham, 2013: 430), (3) to establish ‘an overview/a holistic view/transparency’ 

(Bowyer et al., 2018: 1; De Witte et al., 2016: 1261; Devlieghere & Roose, 2019: 207), (4) 

for ‘information sharing’ (Gillingham, 2018: 523; Rönkkö, 2018: 5), (5) for ‘control’ 

(Keymolen & Broeders, 2013: 41; Sarwar & Harris, 2019: 702), (6) for ‘improving quality’ 

(Chotvijit et al., 2018), (7) for ‘empowering citizens’ (Heron & Steckley, 2018; Lenette et 

al., 2015; Rönkkö, 2018), (8) for ‘assessment and evaluation’ (Hansen et al., 2015), (9) 

for ‘identification and/or prediction’ (Fallon et al., 2017; Gillingham, 2016; Keymolen & 

Broeders, 2013; Lecluijze et al., 2015; Redden et al., 2020). It is evident that these are 

indeed general and common perceptions of what data may be used for, but they 

nonetheless provide some insights into the many different ways of producing, working 

with and utilising specific data in concrete social work practices. The articles rarely offer 

detailed accounts of specific ‘data problems’. Two notable exceptions are Redden et al. 

(2020) and Barfoed (2019). 

Understanding the relationship between data and practice 

A prominent theme in the research is how the relationship between data and practice 

may be understood. Some articles highlight the positive potential of data and data use. 

For instance, Frey et al. (2020) identify Twitter data, and more generally, big data, as 

resourceful in relation to social work. Frey et al. (2020: 43) state, ‘Big Data represents an 

unprecedented opportunity to understand and support segments of the human 

population that were at one time too difficult to reach through traditional methods.’ 

Wang et al. (2021) and Chotvijit et al. (2018) also offer examples of research into how IT 

systems and data may improve social services. Other examples include articles on the 

potential of data with regard to digital storytelling as a therapeutic practice (Heron & 

Steckley, 2018; Lenette et al., 2015). 

Most research publications take a clearly critical stance on the way data are used in social 

work. Many of the articles address the question of data – and IT systems in general – 

from a critical management perspective. In this perspective, IT systems and data are seen 

as being deployed as part of a new public management or neoliberal agenda with a focus 

on technology as a means of making the public service sector more efficient, less 

expensive and delivering better quality/service to both the individual citizen and society 

(Barfoed, 2019; De Witte et al., 2016; Devlieghere et al., 2018; Devlieghere & Roose, 

2019; Gillingham, 2016; Redden et al., 2020; Sarwar & Harris, 2019). With regard to the 

criticism of new public management regimes in social work, it is also pointed out that 

data and the digital systems do not simply increase the efficiency and knowledge base of 

existing practices, but also displace this practice towards other ends like control of risk 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=kkHiK5
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=D7dEZu
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=8Cy9Zd
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and increased surveillance from managers (Keymolen & Broeders, 2013), or that systems 

intended to connect different work domains and thereby create a better overview, instead 

have the opposite effect, owing to different standards or understandings of phenomena 

such as ‘risk’ (Lecluijze et al., 2015).  

Another point related to the foregoing criticism is that data use often become opposed to 

narrative and holistic understandings of the client, as pointed out by Lenette et al. (2015), 

for example. In another article, data are defined as mediators of a systems logic inherent 

to databases, which enable, ‘decontextualisation by which clients are disconnected from 

their social and relational context […]. Consequently, a client’s situation is split into a 

series of data elements and this risks breaking up the holistic view of the client’s life 

story… the complexity of the client’s situation is left out of account’ (Devlieghere et al., 

2018: 738). In these cases, data are considered to be reductive and alienating, and the 

social worker’s understanding to be richer and more comprehensive than what may be 

derived from data.  

Finally, some research articles point out that interpreting data is a difficult and 

complicated task. As touched on above, the point is that data do not speak for themselves, 

although they are often viewed as doing so (Frey et al., 2020; Huuskonen & Vakkari, 

2015; Wastell & White, 2014). On the contrary, data require contextualisation and 

interpretation to become meaningful. With regard to this, Wastell and White (2014) 

show how presenting and organising data affects the possibility of social workers to make 

sense of the data. Also, Frey et al. (2020) actively involved former gang-members in the 

interpretation of social media data. Finally, Huuskonen and Vakkari (2015) show how 

sensemaking involves filtering out information from clients’ records, which raises the 

important question of what constitutes relevant data. Such considerations mean that the 

question of data used in social work (and other practices) is addressed both broadly and 

in depth. Among the included articles an illustrative example of this is found in Redden 

et al.’s study (2020). This article draws on Rob Kitchin’s concept of data assemblage ‘as 

an analytical framework to deconstruct data infrastructures in order to better 

understand the relations and processes that are influencing how a particular data 

application works […] to better understand how the data system in question reinforces 

particular sets of rationalities, influences, how people and issues are represented and 

understood, and can lead to shifts in policy and governance more broadly’ (p. 509). Such 

an approach analyses a given data system historically, politically, economically and at a 

concrete practical level related to social work and the citizens ‘targeted’ by those systems. 

Conclusion 

To summarise, this review notes the following:  

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=523RnQ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=dUu2p8
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=tOnxCp
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1. Although it is evident that there is an interest in investigating data in social work, 

the amount of empirical research is still limited. As social work becomes 

increasingly datafied, more research is required and probably will also be 

expected. 

2. The articles display a rich diversity, and draw on a variety of concepts and 

approaches. This diversity should be appreciated, and further explored and 

explicated. At the same time, it is important to note that the articles contain little 

empirical detail dedicated to data as an explicit phenomenon. It thus remains a 

principal challenge for research to investigate what data are empirically, and how 

they can be comprehended and researched. These are important questions that 

should be at the centre of the discussion of how research should proceed in the 

future.  

3. Data are often referred to with limited theoretical development and 

conceptualisation. With few exceptions, the conceptualisation of data is often 

kept at a general level, for example, with a focus on the overall purpose or 

consequence of a given technology. We do not mean to suggest that the existing 

research is not interesting and relevant, only that detailed analyses of data that 

describe and conceptualise the production, circulation and utilisation of data are 

limited. Consequently, this means that there are obvious avenues for future 

research on developing theories and concepts explicitly devoted to researching 

data in social work.  

4. The research reviewed shows how data already pervade social work practices. 

Children and adolescents are the most frequently mentioned groups, but other 

categories of citizens are also included. This clearly transforms the practices of 

social work, and often leads to concerns such as social work becoming 

disconnected from individual citizens, that narrative and holistic interpretations 

of citizens become difficult or impossible, and that data do not support social 

work or the citizen, but instead serve managerial and political interests. 

Suggestions for future research on the digital 

transformation of social work  

The use of data has already transformed the field of social work, and will continue to do 

so in the future. This calls for more research that contributes theoretically and 

empirically. How are data generated, processed, shared and distributed, used and 

interpreted, maintained, repaired and replaced? And with what concrete consequences? 

Research that focuses on the concrete and practical aspects of data work will enable us 

to better answer questions such as how may, and should, data be used, and thereby 

enable citizens, practitioners, managers and politicians to make informed decisions on 

data production and use (Bonde et al., 2019; Bossen et al., 2019).  
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Such a research agenda may draw inspiration from other areas and academic fields. 

Based on our own backgrounds, we will briefly suggest some possible sources of 

inspiration. Our aim is not to exclude other potential sources of inspiration, only to point 

out what we consider productive sources for future research. 

One area research is surveillance studies. Harvesting and producing data on citizens 

clearly involve surveillance, and is increasing being subjected to legal scrutiny and 

regulation (Motzfeldt & Næsborg-Andersen, 2018). Within a surveillance framework, it 

becomes evident that data use may easily violate personal privacy of citizens (and social 

workers for that matter) (Andersen et al., 2016). Data may be used to sniff out more detail 

on  people’s private lives, and to increase control of their lives. However, as David Lyon 

points out, surveillance is not only a matter of control, but also a condition of care (Lyon, 

2007). This is clearly relevant to social work, but it does not change the fact that data are 

also a means of control that must be restrained, if social work is to be ethical, and respect 

the autonomy of citizens. Here, a relevant concept from surveillance studies is the data 

double (Clarke, 1988, 1994; Solove, 2004; Barfoed, 2019: 202). The data double is the 

digital representation of a citizen which, in contrast to the actual citizen, the digital 

representation may be easily ‘transported’ over distance, shared and negotiated by 

various professionals, affect how decision-making may become more transparent, and 

how information and documentation can become readily available. However, as Clarke 

points out, the data double needs to be critically evaluated. For example, Clarke asks  how 

to ensure that the data are valid? And whether it is possible for citizens to change 

incorrect data, and participate in the interpretation of his or her own digital double? 

Because data are not neutral, but crafted and worked with, it is vital for the citizen to be 

able to play a decisive role in data-based social work, especially as one may worry that it 

is already becoming far too common for social workers to work with clients’ digital data 

than with the actual citizens. 

Another potential resource for understanding data in social work is science and 

technology studies (STS). STS is a broad and diverse field that includes social 

constructivist perspectives on science, feminist approaches to technology, actor-network 

theory, and many other such research approaches (Jasanoff et al., 2001; Sismondo, 

2010). STS is predominantly constructivist, and has contributed to understanding 

scientific knowledge as a product of associations of human and non-human actors and 

elements (Latour, 1999, 2005). In short, facts are neither completely social nor natural, 

but a conglomerate of the two. Equally true, but less controversial, is that technology is 

considered the product of a long chain of actors and forces such as materiality, economy, 

politics, culture, history and social factors, and therefore contingent on all of these all of 

the these in their consequences (Law, 1991; Winner, 1980).  

In light of STS, data are constructed and conditioned in specific ways, which implies that 

we cannot regard them as neutral, objective or raw (Borgman, 2016; Boyd & Crawford, 

2012; Edwards, 2013; Gitelman, 2013). Therefore, it becomes important to scrutinise 
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what motivates a given data project, how it is conceived and what assumptions underlie 

it. Who decides on a given data project, and on what grounds? What motivates data 

collection? How is data being collected, cleaned, prepared, processed and interpreted? 

What becomes visible and what becomes invisible in the process? Who benefits and who 

pays the price? In short, Cui bono (Star, 1990, 1999)? 

The STS concept of infrastructure also has significant potential for social work and data 

research. Contemporary Western societies are inherently infrastructured. Moreover, the 

digital is a complex and highly opaque infrastructure on which large parts of society are 

dependent. These infrastructures configure the social relations and actors. Infrastructure 

studies involve analysing infrastructures as ‘world producing’ and as relational, in the 

sense that they have different consequences for different actors (Danholt & Langstrup, 

2012; Harvey et al., 2017; Jensen & Morita, 2015; Ratner & Gad, 2019; Star, 1999; Star 

& Ruhleder, 1994). This entails multi-site approaches and analytical specificity 

concerning how those affected by infrastructures are situated.  

Last, we emphasise a performative understanding of data and the digital (Barad, 2003; 

Barfoed, 2019; Lecluijze et al., 2015; Mackenzie, 2005; Pickering, 1995). Performativity 

is central to constructivist studies of technology, and entails an empirical focus on the 

concrete consequences of practices related to a given technology. The focus is anti-

determinist and holds that the fate of a given technology, fact or policy is in the hands of 

those who use it (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1987). Thus, a given project or technology is 

translated, and possibly betrayed, by its users and their practices (Akrich, 1992; Callon, 

1986; de Laet & Mol, 2000). A performative understanding invites us to study – not 

presume – the consequences of a given system under concrete circumstances, thereby 

establishing the possibility of surprising consequences that may be both positive and 

negative – or difficult to determine in binary terms. Nonetheless, surfacing those 

consequences is central to understanding, discussing and making informed decisions 

related to using and designing technological systems such as data and digital 

infrastructures.  
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