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The digitalisation of public services brought challenges for their access and use. This article looks at the
migrants as claimants of the public services to analyse the problems with the digital delivery of public
services. The previous research recognised the various resources, such as digital skills and administrative
literacy, needed for the successful use of digital services. However, the role of administrative literacy has not
been studied in linguistically and culturally diverse contexts, such as migration. This article draws on the
qualitative study of Russian-speaking migrants in Finland. By analysing the perspective of the service users,
it describes in detail the requirements that people with migrant backgrounds try to meet to gain access to
social protection. Findings demonstrate the multiple obstacles that burden or prevent access to
entitlements.
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Introduction
During the last twenty years, advanced welfare states such as Finland have gradually implemented
digital solutions for public institutions changing the form of delivery of its citizen services. Social
policy scholars have studied how this change has affected the allocation of public services and
inequalities related to it (Pors, 2015). The existing research on digital public encounter has been
primarily focused on the practices of front-line workers, increasing the understanding of the
impact that digital reforms have on the organisational level (Buffat, 2015; Pors, 2015; Schou
and Pors, 2019). On the street level, studies viewed how the recent transformations have affected
the discretion of bureaucrats and the decision-making generally (Lindgren and Van Veenstra,
2018; Ratzmann and Sahraoui, 2021). This article complements these studies by examining the
perspectives of the service users and their experience of claiming the social benefits, which have
previously received less attention (Madsen and Kræmmergaard, 2016; Hansen et al., 2018).

Numerous researchers recognised the range of resources, such as digital skills, required to be
afforded equal access to the services (Deursen et al., 2006). In this vein, Grönlund et al. (2007)
introduced the notion of administrative literacy (AL) which refers to the ability to navigate and
understand bureaucracy effortlessly. The aim of the concept that has also been adopted by other
researchers (Döring, 2021), is to bring attention to the complexity of the capacities required in
such digital encounter. People in vulnerable social positions tend to lack sufficient skills and lit-
eracies for accessing digital services that seldom have invested in user-friendliness (Gillingham,
2015). However, the role of AL has not been much studied in linguistically and culturally diverse

‡The original version of this article was published without the funding statement, and Figure 1 was incorrectly placed.
A notice detailing these has been published and the errors rectified in the online and print PDF and HTML copies.

© The Author(s), 2023. Published by Cambridge University Press.. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution, and reproduction in
any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

Social Policy and Society (2023), page 1 of 14
doi:10.1017/S1474746422000719

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746422000719 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://orcid.org/0000-0001-9770-4204
mailto:nuriiar.safarov@helsinki.fi
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746422000719
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746422000719


contexts, such as migration. Acknowledging the importance of AL, in this article I have examined
migration as a particular social context that influences the ability to access and use digital services.
Thereby it increases the understanding of complex and rigid requirements of successful public
encounter, that have largely remained focused on digital skills. The study aims at revisiting
the concept of administrative literacy to consider how the context of migration shapes it.

Finland provides a specific context as it has extensive public social and health services that have
already undergone digitalisation. The empirical analysis draws on a qualitative study of the expe-
riences of Russian-speaking migrants in Finland. Research participants were seeking support with
digital systems in Finland as they lacked some of the key capacities required for their successful
use. This study adds to the understanding of the problems many Russian-speakers face when try-
ing to make sense of the system of social protection.

The article examines the use of digital public services, focusing on the capacities such as AL and
digital skills and their roles for the public encounter in the particular migration context. The cen-
tral objective of the article is to analyse the experiences of migrants who have problems with access
and use of public services online. To reach this objective, the study attempts to answer the ques-
tions of which resources do migrants need to use digital public services successfully, and what
facilitates and inhibits access to the entitlements.

Theoretical background
Migrants and the digital public encounter

Migrants’ access to the welfare systems of the host countries is a long-debated issue (Ratzmann
and Sahraoui, 2021). Many studies have examined how non-citizens’ entitlements are differenti-
ated based on their legal and residential statuses, rendering particular groups of migrants excluded
from the social protection system (Könönen, 2017). Even being entitled to public services,
migrants often find themselves in disadvantaged positions (Buchert and Wrede, 2021). For exam-
ple, it has been demonstrated how street-level bureaucrats may deem migrants illegitimate of
receiving public services through discriminatory practices (Ratzmann, 2021). Migrants’ limited
language skills and knowledge of the welfare system also may impact access to public services
negatively (Holzinger, 2019; Safarov, 2021).

Researchers paid less attention to such issues in the digital context (Barth and Veit, 2011;
Aaltonen, 2019; Safarov, 2021). Existing studies on e-government and digital citizenship com-
monly perceive the migrant background as a participation barrier in digital society
(Mossberger et al., 2008; Jamal et al., 2019). Digitalisation often creates barriers for vulnerable
groups, especially for those who are already disadvantaged in other ways (Moynihan et al.,
2015; Schou and Pors, 2019). Many studies examining information practices of migrants see their
wider social inclusion as largely dependent on access to information (Schuler, 2010; Lloyd et al.,
2013; Alam and Imran, 2015; Nedelcu and Soysüren, 2022). Caidi and Allard (2005) argue that
information needs must be met in the first place for them to be able to navigate the local citizen
services.

Existing studies on electronic public services in US and European contexts demonstrate that
migrants were disadvantaged in accessing the internet for health (Zhao et al., 2019; Samkange-
Zeeb et al., 2020) and for e-participation (Jamal et al., 2019). In the context of e-government, poor
language skills appear to be a significant barrier to finding and understanding the information on
the services (Brazier and Harvey, 2017). Aaltonen (2019) demonstrated that migrants found the
employment-related e-services difficult to access because of compound barriers related to AL, lan-
guage and digital skills.
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Administrative literacy and digital skills

The literature on e-government, which is a use of digital technologies to improve the delivery of
government services (Silcock, 2001), has previously considered multiple factors that affect its
adoption and use, with digital skills often viewed as the central (Deursen et al., 2006; Bélanger
and Carter, 2009; Helbig et al., 2009; Rodriguez-Hevía et al., 2020). As governments across devel-
oped countries have rapidly digitalised the welfare systems, the lack of skills related to internet use
may result in the exclusion of people in vulnerable positions (Schou and Pors, 2019). Digital lit-
eracy has been considered to be a new kind of literacy, essential for operating in the twenty-first-
century society, comparable to literacy and numeracy (OECD, 2001; Ferrari, 2012). In this study,
digital skills are understood as a combination of operational skills necessary to use the digital
hardware and information-related skills that are the abilities to find, process, and produce infor-
mation on the internet (van Deursen and van Dijk, 2009, 2011).

Governments have introduced programmes on enhancing digital inclusion by the digital skills
training through the community-based, third sector organisations, libraries, etc. (Buchert and
Wrede, 2021; Suchowerska and McCosker, 2022). However, evidence suggests that digital literacy
is not enough for the successful use of the e-government (Cestnik and Kern, 2014; Döring, 2021).
Being able to use e-government services requires an understanding of how the system works
(Pollitt, 2012; Madsen and Kræmmergaard, 2015; Pors, 2015). Grönlund et al. (2007) demon-
strated that digital services may reduce the burdens such as extra paperwork yet impose a higher
requirement for knowledge of the services. For example, Simonsen et al. (2020) showed in their
study of chat-bot use that users need high-level knowledge of the domain to receive the help
needed. Several studies claim that citizens’ AL is essential for the successful use of digital public
services (Grönlund et al., 2007; Cestnik and Kern, 2014; Döring, 2021). Analysis of the relation-
ship between AL and digital skills has received limited attention with a few exceptions (Cestnik
and Kern, 2014; Simonsen et al., 2020; Döring, 2021). The common understanding is that citizens’
digital skills have to be sufficient for the use of electronic services (Heponiemi et al., 2021).
Gronlund et al. define AL as:

The ability to navigate bureaucracy, which includes having a good idea of how society’s insti-
tutions work, the terminology involved and hence being better able to know where to go to
find the forms, procedures, contact information etc. necessary, and indeed understand the
information once found and being able to act upon it (Grönlund et al., 2007: 217).

In his recent study, Döring (2021) breaks the concept down to different types of literacy by
analysing it against the health literacy concept. He defined it as a combination of competencies
that are required to use the digital public services, including understanding the technical vocabu-
lary and complex sentence structures of bureaucratic texts (functional literacy); basic negotiating
skills (communicative literacy); knowledge of the structure and procedures of public organisations
(structural, processual literacies); understanding the context of interaction with the bureaucrat
(civic literacy); media literacy. Döring (2021) describes the latter as encompassing the internet
and media literacy, such as the ability to search, assess and process information on public services
online.

User encounters with public bureaucracies differ vastly between traditional and digital contexts
when it comes to the responsibilities of the different parties (Pollitt, 2012; Henriksen, 2015; Pors,
2015; Lindgren and Van Veenstra, 2018). In a traditional public encounter, the bureaucrat typi-
cally is responsible for a proper process. Lindgren et al. (2019) argue that digitalisation of public
services altered the nature of the public encounter, changing where and how it happens, adding
the higher need in a diverse set of competencies and skills. When governments shifted the respon-
sibility for the communication to citizens, several prerequisites emerged for the self-service to be
performed (Lindgren et al., 2019). To access a service, the citizen must know that the service in
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question exists, and how to search for it. They also have to be able to use electronic identification
to access online systems independently of offline support (Lindgren et al., 2019). In line with the
arguments of Grönlund et al. (2007), this requires both digital skills and AL.

The bureaucratic encounter comes with administrative burdens that mean ‘the individual’s
experience of policy implementation as onerous’ (Burden et al., 2012: 741). This concept helps
to dismantle the costs that public services impose on citizens, such as learning about the public
services, or the need for continuous reporting to the governmental agency (Moynihan et al.,
2015). Including the administrative burdens in the analysis in this article improves the under-
standing of access to public services by demonstrating the efforts that migrants need to exert to
gain AL.

Based on the introduced conceptualisations (Döring, 2021; Grönlund et al., 2007) the forthcom-
ing analysis of the data builds on understanding of administrative literacy as a combination of lit-
eracies: (1) bureaucratic literacy, which is understanding the bureaucratic vocabulary and the ability
to communicate with authorities both digitally and in person; (2) structural knowledge of public
organisations, which includes knowledge of the institutions’ structure, names, and what they are
responsible for, understanding and being familiar with the entitlements that are available; (3) welfare
system navigation, which is knowledge of how and where to find information on social services and
how to apply for them, which forms to fill. This article also draws attention to digital (4) and lan-
guage skills (5) as relevant resources. The existing conceptualisations are further discussed and spec-
ified for the context of digitalisation and migration in light of the analysis presented.

Transformation of social protection in Finland

Russian-speakers form the largest foreign-language group in Finland, accounting for 20 per cent
of the total migrant-background population in Finland (Statistics Finland, 2021). The Russian-
speaking migrants are those who moved to Finland permanently from the countries of the for-
mer Soviet Union and whose native language is Russian. Earlier research showed that a consid-
erable proportion of them confront multiple exclusions, with poverty, unemployment,
discrimination often being in place (Mannila and Reuter, 2009). Using social protection services
is common for the group, as 42 per cent of the working age Russian-speakers received basic
social assistance which is significantly higher than in the general population of Finland
(7 per cent) (Kuusio et al., 2020). The Finnish constitution grants residents, including perma-
nent migrants, full access to necessary social protection (Könönen, 2017). As equal access to
entitlements increasingly relies on digital technology, several scholars consider digital govern-
ment to be a threat to the universalistic principles of the welfare states and the equality of social
rights (Schou and Pors, 2019; Buchert and Wrede, 2021). This is because digitalisation of the
public health and social services in Finland (as elsewhere) implies a radical reduction in the
traditional in-person services (Schou and Hjelholt, 2019; Buchert and Wrede, 2021), that jeop-
ardise the access to services for those who are unable to use the digital means. The expectation
associated with digitalisation is that users of public services take more responsibility for their
individual situation, replacing the role that the public front-line workers and bureaucrats pre-
viously carried out (Landsbergen, 2004; Breit and Salomon, 2015; Buffat, 2015; Hansen et al.,
2018). Finland has been among the leaders in government digitalisation in Europe during the
last decade (European Commission, 2020), and digitalisation has long been one of the priorities
of the Finnish government, with Social and Health Services Strategy 2020 (STM, 2014) and
Strategy 2030 (STM, 2019) giving a pivotal role to active citizens in the acquisition of services.
The strategies present citizens as informed participants capable of producing information
related to public services (Kyytsönen et al., 2021).

According to the latest report of the Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare (Kyytsönen et al.,
2021), 83 per cent of the population used online public services independently – however, 79 per
cent of the population reported that they experienced barriers or worries concerning their use. On

4 Nuriiar Safarov

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746422000719 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1474746422000719


the one hand, this indicates that the digital social and health care services have become an essential
part of the citizens’ lives; on the other hand, it means that the high access to the internet and
services does not guarantee their successful use.

Methodology
Data collection and research participants

This article is a part of wider research for which the overall aim has been to study the experiences
of public service access and use by Russian-speaking people of various ages. The data were col-
lected mainly in 2020 in the capital region of Finland. The research participants were recruited
through the workshops where migrants sought to improve their general digital skills and received
guidance for public services use online. Workshops were chosen from all those available in
Russian that included such topics in the curriculum. They were organised by the municipal edu-
cational centres and third-sector organisations in the capital area of Finland. Participants found
and enrolled in the workshops themselves, having recognised their need for assistance with digital
services and being willing to learn more about them. The author conducted the participant obser-
vation (approximately 100 hours) during the workshops that were followed by interviews in
Russian with attendants individually (n=20). Such recruitment strategy responded well to the ini-
tial aim of studying Russian-speaking migrants as they tried to navigate the digital public services.
The author made fieldnotes during the observations, recorded and analysed interview texts.

Participants were aged between twenty-eight and sixty-eight years old, with an average age of
fifty-three, and stayed in Finland for an average of eight years. The recruitment strategy aimed at
finding a specific group of migrants who needed digital support and who sought help with it. As
the workshops were more popular with women, only three out of twenty participants were men.
They joined workshops voluntarily, mostly to learn about running different errands digitally in
Finland, such as paying bills, sending official emails, applying for benefits, checking the benefits
situation, and using the personal health data repository.

This study did not determine which of the public services to study, but the data analysis
revealed that the social protection services were the most important for the participants. Most
of the participants were dependent on social benefits, as they were unemployed, caring mothers,
studying, or pensioners, which underlines their low economic position. They used social protec-
tion such as basic social assistance, unemployment benefit, housing allowance, child benefits, or
received a pension to support their subsistence. All those benefits are offered by the Social
Insurance Institution of Finland (Kela – the Finnish abbreviation to be used further). The excep-
tion is the unemployment benefit that also involves the Employment Office. Participants all
needed to maintain the benefits through the digital systems yet were unable to do so indepen-
dently. There were workshops on each of those social protection benefits applications.

Data analysis and ethics

Inductive thematic analysis (Boyatzis, 1998) was applied to reduce, describe, and interpret the data
collected from the observations and interviews. The focus of the analysis was narrowed following
the themes raised during the observation fieldwork. The recurring topics that were important for
the research participants guided the focus and contributed to building the interview plan. Some of
those themes were not related to the initial research questions, which also guided the research
plan. In the whole data, first-level themes were united into broader second-level categories –
for example, themes such as ‘hard to find where to click’, ‘how do I scroll down to that button?’,
and ‘everything disappeared once I clicked back’ were merged into the category ‘operational com-
puter skills’. At the next stage of analysis, thematic categories were conceptualised and developed
in dialogue with earlier literature (for example, ‘operational computer skills’, ‘information search
skills’ were included into category ‘digital skills’. Such analysis proceeded in a cyclic manner
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reading and comparing the themes and categories several times and allowing categories to form.
At the final stage of analysis, the concepts of administrative literacy, public encounter, adminis-
trative burdens, digital and language skills emerged as useful organising concepts.

The study was approved by the Ethical Board of the University of Helsinki (Statement
40/2019). The research was carried out strictly following the statement, to ensure the security
of the data and identities of the research participants. The Data Protection Agreement was made
with the Happy Scribe Ltd, which transcribed the interview recordings.

Results
Findings in general

Most of the research participants considered their language skills as intermediate or poor. Their
digital skills were determined through questions on purposes and frequency of internet use.
Participants all used the internet daily, yet the range of use was mostly limited to simpler tasks.
Those tasks that were relatively easy and were appropriated by most of the research participants
include: emailing, using social media, instant messaging applications, using maps, and searching
for information. Some used digital technologies at an advanced level, but it rarely improved their
use of digital public services.

In using the various public services digitally, users encountered various levels of difficulty, so
they required different levels of administrative literacy. The only online form that participants
referred to as an easy to learn was the form that unemployed people submit once a month to
report on their occupation status. Nevertheless, none of the research participants managed to
learn to use it independently in the first place. Many of the social protection applications are com-
plex and required multiple meetings with a front-line worker. Overall, using the social protection
services required migrants to have a strong AL with all its components that they were unable to
gain by themselves. Most importantly, having digital and language skills did not guarantee suc-
cessful use of digital public services.

Assistance for people who cannot use digital public services independently exists primarily out-
side the official services. For migrant-background people, third-sector organisations (such as the
data collection sites) function as key providers of help with digital public services. The third-sector
involvement in providing access to lawful entitlements may also be problematic as they may be
expected to take broader responsibilities in the context of the hard to reach and over-burdened
public services (Buchert and Wrede, 2021). In face-to-face services, migrants have an option of
communicating with an interpreter, yet no support in languages other than Finnish or Swedish
(Finland’s two official languages) is offered digitally or by telephone. In a situation with inade-
quate support, research participants often turned to their social network to find assistance in deal-
ing with public services. Social networks proved to be a valuable resource for getting information
on digital health services and filling online forms. Relatives and friends were also providers of
translation or interpretation in the public encounter that mediated the access to the public
services.

Table 1 shows the breakdown of resources that participants mentioned as essential for access to
digital public services. In the whole data, participants referred to the language skills most often;
bureaucratic literacy and structure knowledge of the public organisations have been present in
fifteen of the twenty interviews; twelve participants elaborated on navigating the welfare system,
and only five mentioned that digital skills played a pivotal role in using digital public services.
Most of the participants had multiple insufficient literacies at the same time which underlines
the argument of the complexity of interrelated requirements. The importance of the social net-
works for the use of web services is emphasised by the fact that half of the participants reported
that friends or relatives helped them learn to use digital services.

The following sections elucidate the results of analysis through the narratives of five partici-
pants constructed by the author. These participants represent the broader data and are most
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illustrative of the problems discussed in the article. The five participants are of different ages, gen-
ders and migrated to Finland from several former Soviet Union countries. They also possess varied
levels of digital and language skills. Next, the stories demonstrate the complexity of interconnected
literacies showing how different combinations of lacking resources inhibit the access to the entitle-
ments in various ways.

Navigating the complex welfare system

Maria (in her late twenties) moved to Finland with her husband. She got pregnant soon after
moving to Finland and explained that she ‘did not have to socialise or integrate here’. Her husband
took care of all the ‘documents stuff’meaning the bureaucratic aspects of the relocation to Finland.
When their child started day care, Maria started to encounter difficulties with the public systems.
Maria’s digital skills were at an advanced level as she used various software applications for work.
She did not speak Finnish, but she used English for communication with official institutions. It
was evident that she faced problems with accessing and using digital public services because she
lacked AL. Maria ended up losing her unemployment benefit because ‘the system was too com-
plicated’ to understand in a situation in which she wanted to opt for self-employment to end her
unemployment. The authority responsible for financial support for new entrepreneurs was dif-
ferent from that paying the unemployment benefit, which created a confusing situation for
Maria. Accordingly, at first Maria did not know that for being eligible for a start-up grant, she
would have to register officially as an entrepreneur in another institution. Even after a face-to-
face meeting with the employment office front-line worker, Maria did not know how to find infor-
mation on the proper procedure nor on which digital forms to fill, or in which order. She turned to
a third sector organisation that helped migrants with official documents, but they did not know
how to help her in such a complicated situation. Accordingly, in her effort to employ herself,
Maria ended up losing her social protection and faced the challenge of trying to either get back
into unemployment or somehow find a way forward with starting her own business.

Nadezhda, who was in her mid-sixties at the time of the interview, moved to Finland from
Ukraine with her family in the 1990s. Starting life in a new country was not easy for them, as
neither Nadezhda nor her husband managed to find a permanent job in Finland. As a result, they
were not eligible for employment-based pension when retired and received the minimal pension.
At the time of the interview, Nadezhda participated in volunteer work and attended the work-
shops for her digital skills. She spoke Finnish at a fair level. She admitted that her digital skills
were not very strong, yet her husband considered her to be the ‘computer genius of the family’.
She used a smartphone for video calling, text messaging, emailing, reading news, for entertain-
ment, or just for information search. Prior to the workshops, Nadezhda had never used digital
social protection services. At the time of the workshop, she had an urgent need to access the serv-
ices of Kela to check on her benefits situation. During one of the workshops about the Kela digital
service, Nadezhda encountered some problems at the stage of electronic identification through the
bank codes1. Eventually, Nadezhda managed to find her login information pen-written in her
notebook. After typing it she realised that she also needed a passcode, she exclaimed: ‘Oh my
God, the login is not enough?’ Frustrated comments and questions followed, as she was struggling
with the system: ‘They are just making it too difficult’, ‘why should we use our banks for Kela?’,
‘where is this bank data going then?’. Reflecting on her digital capacities, she considered herself to

Table 1 Number of participants that identified each of the resources as important

Bureaucratic
literacy

Structural
knowledge

Welfare system
navigation

Digital
skills

Local language
skills

Friends or relatives
help

15 15 12 5 17 10
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be ‘illiterate’. She described herself as an ’Old Believer’, a pleb, who did not know how to navigate
the digital systems.

Neither Maria’s nor Nadezhda’s digital skills enabled them to be successful in using digital
public services. Adequate language skills in Finnish or English did not reduce the difficulties
as they lacked more than one type of AL to access public services. Maria’s poor structural knowl-
edge and bureaucratic literacies did not even allow her to initiate a search on the web. Searching
for information about services requires knowledge of the institutional structure of public organ-
isations as well as the terms used for specific benefits. For Maria, finding her way around the
services entailed a long learning process by trial and error, because she was not able to find enough
support. Seeking support from the employment office and the third sector organisation did not
yield positive results and her needs remained unmet. Nadezhda, in turn, needed professional assis-
tance to gain broader digital skills and welfare system navigation literacy to be able to use the
online social protection services starting from the very beginning – the electronic identification.
For both stories, taking digital services into use represented a considerable burden in terms of
learning costs, while for Maria it meant also a loss of social protection.

Comprehending the forms: vocabulary and language

Anatoli, who was in his late thirties, moved to Finland more than five years before the interview.
Anatoli could not find employment in Finland, mainly because he found the Finnish language
difficult to learn. In the interview, he describes his financial difficulties, mentioning using the
breadline. Anatoli uses a computer and a smartphone, describing his digital skills as good enough
for everyday tasks. At the time of the interview, he was studying in Finland, but his limited lan-
guage skills hampered both his studies and the use of social protection services. For Anatoly, it felt
like a challenge to adopt the digital social protection services as everything was unfamiliar.
Recently, he had to adopt digital services because it had become difficult to access them in person
due to the waiting times for appointments that could take more than three months. Although it
was more convenient to attach scanned documents online, the difficulties with the Finnish lan-
guage have made it impossible for him to understand Kela’s website properly and to fill a longer
basic social assistance form. Anatoli reported that he had learned to fill the easier online applica-
tion form in Finnish with the help of a friend, to maintain his unemployment benefit. He had also
used an automatic translation for it, although, ‘the translation is not exact’, he stated. He reflected
on the fact that some terms did not make sense when translated, so he had to seek assistance from
friends.

For Anatoly, bureaucratic literacy and limited language ability prevented him from accessing
the public services. The poor quality of automatic translations of bureaucratic texts did not offer
an appropriate tool for him to improve his understanding of the content of the websites, as some
terms were not translatable and only made sense in the system of social protection services. This
underlines the interconnection of bureaucratic literacy, language skills and welfare system navi-
gation. Regardless of the help from friends and his success in learning to manage some of the
simpler forms, Anatoly could not manage the other more complicated services such as basic social
assistance, which left him in a precarious situation. Long waiting times for the appointment and
the requirement to use digital systems imposed a burden on Anatoly and put him at risk of losing
his benefits for the next month

Being able to act upon information found

Lidia was in her mid-forties at the time of the interview, and moved to Finland to be reunited with
her husband. She tried to find employment in Finland but was only able to find short-term intern-
ships. Before the move, Lidia had used a computer in her work, and she was accustomed to using a
smartphone. The workshops for her were ‘more interesting for Finnish language and services’ than
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for digital skills, as she did not speak Finnish very well, and she mastered the digital skills taught at
the workshops. Lidia liked the system with electronic identification to access public services, which
she finds to be efficient. However, at the time of the interview, she preferred face-to-face services
when she found the matter difficult. For example, she stated that she would not use the digital
services for basic social assistance as ‘I am afraid to make a mistake there.’ Lidia was able to find
the electronic forms and the information on how to apply for benefits, but she was not able to
understand the details well enough for her to fill the forms. Accordingly, she maintained that
when the matter was ‘too serious’ she was not able to use a digital form. She found the cost
of a mistake to be too high, as she was dependent on the benefits. Losing basic social assistance
would have been life changing.

Apparently, Lidia had enough structural knowledge and welfare system navigation literacy to
locate and access the right forms and the information regarding them. However, this ability did
not give her the capacity to act upon it. Her limited ability in Finnish does not entirely explain the
difficulties Lidia faced. She couldn’t fill out the application independently, as understanding the
logic of the forms required significantly deeper bureaucratic literacy and higher language skills.
Lacking such abilities meant that she was not confident enough to rely on her judgement. As Lidia
was dependent on social benefits, the system’s expectation that applicants use the digital self-ser-
vice constituted an extra burden for her, as she perceived potential failure as a risk for her
subsistence.

Learning burden

Irina, in her mid-sixties, experienced problems in finding courses for her language skills level
when she moved to Finland as she ended up not learning Finnish that well. At the time of the
interview, she used a smartphone and a computer in her daily life for many purposes: social net-
works, email, banking, services. Regarding the pension system and other websites for public serv-
ices, Irina had refrained from active use, describing her activities on sites like that as only ‘reading’.
Irina felt that she already had made a big investment in her digital skills, complaining that she had
spent years learning to use services for public transport or internet banking. She described how
visiting the official Finnish websites, such as the Kela for social security, the Employment and Tax
offices was always very demanding for her. She described having become familiar with these
online services but stated that she had applied a great deal of effort to do so. She found the present
situation to be unreasonable for migrant-background people: ‘My opinion is that, for migrants, it
has to be simplified. There must be other versions of the webpages, like there should be a button
for migrants at all the official institutions’ websites.’ She summarised that for migrants, learning to
use the public services is a great burden, as there was too much information they had to learn. In
Irina’s view, bridging the language difficulties was central for helping migrants to use services,
maintaining that ‘simply translating them is not a big deal!’. In her experience, most of the time
navigating the system was spent on translating, trying to find assistance with the forms as well as
getting to know how the welfare system works.

Irina’s story demonstrates how the requirements for AL and its components are intertwined in
using digital social protection services. Her experiences underline the substantial effort in trans-
lating, learning digital skills as well as in looking for help to overcome the learning burden that the
digital social protection systems impose on their users.

Discussion
By studying how migrants access public services online, this article contributes to the public
encounter research with a detailed examination of the hardships, risks, and exclusions they face
in the process. These findings are in line with the previous studies on street-level bureaucracy
arguing that digitalisation and simultaneous reduction of in-person services establish another
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layer of barriers for vulnerable groups to access public services (Buchert andWrede, 2021; Buchert
et al., 2022). Focusing on the personal resources, the current research demonstrated that language
skills were among the most important for the participants, yet, good skills did not necessarily
improve access to services, which challenges previous findings (Brazier and Harvey, 2017;
Holzinger, 2019). It also showed that digital skills and age appeared to make up only indirect
barriers to digital public services, as the difficulties in locating and understanding the information
about them remained regardless of the age and various levels of digital skills. This contradicts
previous findings that relied on the central relevance of digital skills for the access to e-government
(Bélanger and Carter, 2009; Helbig et al., 2009; Rodriguez-Hevía et al., 2020). By that, this article
showcased the distinctiveness of public services as a unique sphere of the internet use that requires
a wider combination of skills and literacies for their successful use. Although people belonging to
the national populations have also reportedly experienced learning burdens derived from the com-
plexity of public services (Grönlund et al., 2007; Döring, 2021), the problems migrants face are
more complicated. In parallel with the findings of Aaltonen (2019), the study demonstrated that
when moving to another country, migrants are several steps away from the national population, as
they have to learn the local culture and language as well as to acquire AL in a new country, which
represent a significant burden. Unlike digital skills, research participants had to build their com-
petence in other components of administrative literacy from the very beginning, especially the
structural knowledge and welfare system navigation. It means that there was no evidence of these
literacies transferred into another country upon moving, as the Finnish system of social protection
was completely unfamiliar for them.

The theoretical contribution of this study lies in revisiting the concept of AL in the context of
migration that is relevant for contemporary diversifying and digitalising societies. This study com-
plements the previous research on the AL by emphasising the interrelation and ordered structure of
its types. The pyramid structure of the AL (see figure 1) represents the relation of literacy compo-
nents, with the language and digital skills setting up the basis of it and the rest of the resources, such
as bureaucratic literacy, structural knowledge, and welfare system navigation building on top of one
another. As it deals with AL of migrants, it includes language skills as a necessary foundation of it, in
addition to previously researched digital skills (Cestnik and Kern, 2014; Döring, 2021). The pyramid
displays the ideal formulation of resources that migrants need to acquire to use digital public service
independently – that is, disregarding the mediating factors. The social networks and third sector
organisations may improve the access to services at least partly bypassing the requirement for a

Figure 1. The pyramid of administrative literacy components.
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broad span of literacies. Yet, when support was insufficient, research participants were required to
acquire all the necessary personal resources from the bottom of the pyramid to the top of it to avoid
losing access to entitlements.

Many earlier e-government studies claimed that by erasing the time and space barriers, digital-
isation leads to better accessibility of its services, reduced burdens and improved citizen participation
(Silcock, 2001; Grönlund et al., 2007; Bannister and Connolly, 2014; Wihlborg et al., 2017). Digital
public encounter studies mentioned that the demand for face-to-face services would continue, and
the combined delivery of services was believed to solve the potential access issues (Reddick and
Turner, 2012; Breit and Salomon, 2015; Tangi et al., 2021). The results demonstrated that multi-
channel delivery of digital and in-person services could not meet the needs of migrants in claiming
the social protection. Multiple obstacles that burden or prevent access to services remain, regardless
of the formal availability of face-to-face services, which also has policy implications.

Conclusions
The aim of this article was to examine migrants’ experiences of accessing public services online.
The research questions asked which resources migrants need to use the digital public services
successfully, as well as what facilitates and inhibits access to such services.

The qualitative data provided evidence of the burdening experience of learning to use the digi-
tal social protection services and challenges that migrants faced along the way. The central finding
is that missing at least one of the resources research participants were unable to navigate the digital
services independently. While trying to access the services, migrants faced administrative burdens,
which means that they had to overcome significant barriers of the multiple required resources that
they did not possess. They had to learn one of the local languages, get the necessary digital skills,
bureaucratic literacy, structural knowledge of public organisations, and learn to navigate the wel-
fare system. Social networks and third sector organisations were valuable facilitators of access to
digital public services. However, after research participants had already received help, their service
needs often remained unmet. This suggests that such assistance may not have been appropriate,
especially in cases when the needs were complex. These findings are calling for more research into
the third sector organisations and other ways of assistance with digital services. As studied par-
ticipants were mostly women, more research is required to find out how men access and seek for
help with digital services.

This study has policy implications, as it calls for attention to the diversity of digital public ser-
vice users and their needs. It means that online public service delivery must be adapted to the
needs of migrant populations. As the state-led interventions on the digital skills trainings did
not solve the access issues for migrant populations, more personalised support and opportunities
to get instant help in their language should exist to make access to services equally accessible to
migrants.

The article has limitations of the specific case drawing on research participants recruited
through the digital skills workshops. Findings do not necessarily apply to other migrants, as
the study aimed at detailed examination of the phenomenon rather than generalisation of results.
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Note
1 Finnish digital public services use internet banking as the most common way for electronic identification (for more, Vehko
et al., 2020).
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