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This study examines the nature of discretion in social
work in order to debunk myths dominating prevalent
debates on digitisation and automation in the public
sector.

Social workers have traditionally used their discretion
widely and with great autonomy, but discretion has
increasingly come under pressure for its apparent
subjectivity and randomness.

In Denmark, our case in point, the government
recently planned to standardise laws to limit or
remove discretion where possible in order for
automation of case management to gain a foothold.

The results of our analysis provide a new
understanding of discretion as a cooperative
endeavour, based on consultation and skill, rather than
an arbitrary or idiosyncratic choice.

The Role of Discretion in the Age of Automation
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The Role of Discretion in the Age of Automation

• Based on what assumptions about 
discretion, is there a wish to 
reduce/remove it? And what will 
the consequences be?

• Assuming that it is possible, what 
will be lost? And what will be left?

• If discretion is replaced with 
something else, what will that be?

• When is it desirable to minimise 
caseworkers use of discretion?

• And when is it possible?
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AI is increasingly used in public administration with the 
promise of improving decision-making. For AI to succeed, it 
needs all the criteria used as part of decisions, formal and 
informal. 

In this study, we examine case workers decision-making 
processes when categorising unemployed citizens seeking 
welfare services in a Danish job centre. 

It shows that caseworkers make decisions by combining 
formal categories with informal judgements of citizens. 

Caseworkers find that these latter informal judgements are 
inappropriate to enter into systems databases, nevertheless 
they play a significant role in case work. 

Rather than attributing the problematics of machine 
learning to the technology itself, we argue that problems 
may be caused by the unwillingness of people to provide 
certain kinds of data that may be needed for machine 
learning to work.

‘We Would Never Write That Down’: Classifications of Unemployed and Data Challenges for AI
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”Artificial intelligence will be used to improve public 
services [and] help us to analyse, understand and make
better decisions”

‘We Would Never Write That Down’: Classifications of Unemployed and Data Challenges for AI



Rather than attributing the problematics of Machine 
Learning to the technology itself, we argue that 
problems may be caused by the unwillingness of 
people to provide certain kinds of data that may be 
needed for Machine Learning to work.

‘We Would Never Write That Down’: Classifications of Unemployed and Data Challenges for AI
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Thinking Problematically’ as a Resource for AI Design in Politicised Contexts (CHItaly 2021)



Digitalisation is narrated as necessary to secure 
welfare, but at the same time it is the reach, extent, 
and pace of digitalisation that puts us under threat 

of not being ready to be digitised.

. 

Problematising
‘readiness’ as a 

driver for AI design
#
Thinking Problematically’ as a Resource for AI Design in Politicised Contexts (CHItaly 2021)
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Ethnography can intervene
in AI design by accepting,
challenging, or diversifying
the problems that AI is
tasked to solve.

Thinking Problematically’ as a Resource for AI Design in Politicised Contexts (CHItaly 2021)



Although casework processes is commonly 
understood as an individual task, documentation 
practices are calibrated against other decisions and 
thus collaborative. 

Caseworkers see a potential in increased use of AI in 
job placement, when it can support their 
discretionary capabilities either towards 
management or citizens, through an aggregated 
understanding. 
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Street-Level Algorithms and AI in Bureaucratic Decision-Making (CSCW 2021)

# AI design is not a 
matter of stand-

alone tasks



Caseworkers preferred algorithmic 
decision-support over automation, 
particularly for “simple” decisions. 
Thus, create value in a high-stake 
domain as job placement, a a step 
forward could be to map the tasks 
caseworkers point out with different 
types of AI (e.g. ML). 

Future questions to consider

• What makes simple decisions 
complex?

• How can we design AI systems that 
allows for collaborative work?
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Street-Level Algorithms and AI in Bureaucratic Decision-Making (CSCW 2021)

Workshop at Socialrådgiverdagene, October 30th, 2019. 



16-08-2021 · 13

Shifting concepts of value. Designing algorithmic decision-support systems for public services

# Direct attention   
to responsible 

‘human’ AI



Participatory workshops

WS1: Feb. 2019 Categorization practices? WS2: March 2019 
Citizen pathway? WS3: May 2019 Caseworker value metrics?

Shifting concepts of value. Designing algorithmic decision-support systems for public services



AI for “flagging” of individuals 

Obscure 
processes

Shifting concepts of value. Designing algorithmic decision-support systems for public services
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Based on what assumptions about discretion, is there a 
wish to reduce/remove it? And what will the consequences 
be of replacing it with more automation?

Assuming that it is possible, what will be lost? And what 
will be left?

When is it desirable to minimise caseworkers use of 
discretion?

What are the limitations of AI in case managenet, 
especially in terms of the data avaliable to AI.

Some future research questions

16-08-2021 · 17



A very warm thank you to all our collaborators and 
partners, including the case workers, managers and 
citizens of Gladsaxe Kommune and Syddjurs 
Kommune.  

Also a very warm thanks to our industrial partners, not 
least KMD and DCR-Solutions. 

Thank you!
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