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Abstract. The aim of this paper is to highlight use of different digital solu-

tions and systems in two public welfare offices in Norway, and the impact this 

has on recently graduated students work practices in the public welfare services. 

This requires new knowledge, theories, methods and ethics related to profes-

sional work. In this paper, innovation theory is used to promote the understanding 

of work practices using technology in public welfare services. When using a qual-

itative method, the advantages and disadvantages of using current digital prac-

tices among newly graduated workers in public sector are analyzed. The results 

are linked to activities that can contribute to realizing potentials for further inno-

vation in  public welfare services through the use of technology. There is a need 

for educational institutions to facilitate educations for more knowledge and com-

petence in public welfare services regarding digital competence, technology, and 

innovation to be able to help develop the service in the future. 

Keywords: Innovation Diffusion Theory, Public Benefit Organization De-

cision Making, Digital Work Practices, Use of Technology 

1 Introduction 

1.1 A Subsection Sample 

This paper is based on perspectives from new work practices by educated social 

workers in public welfare services and use of technology [1, 2, 27], and analyzes of 

these work practices related to Everett Rogers' theory of diffusion of innovation [18-

20]. This research is based on a study by Zhu and Andersen [27] at two public welfare 

service offices in Norway. The following issue is examined: How do newly graduated 

workers experience that technology affects their work practices, and how can new work 

practices promote innovation in the welfare service?   

Developing new knowledge, new skills and general competence that is incorporated 

in all education, is the basis for a goal of lifelong learning for a society in constant 

change. This requires new perspectives that promote innovation in new forms of inter-

disciplinary education. In this regard is innovation a very important factor, that should 

contribute to value creation and/or societal benefit. In the new Norwegian national 

guidelines for health and social sciences educations [28], innovation is included as part 

of the learning outcome descriptions. The student organization [29], claim that innova-

tion in the education should involve continuous professional development and new 
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thinking about solutions. Furthermore, they claim that the educations must promote the 

students' own development of innovation competence, which is characterized by the 

ability to apply theory, skills and competence, to develop and improve conditions 

around them. 

 

2 Theory 

2.1 Diffusion Of Innovation 

The term innovation covers all activity that creates something new, "new combina-

tions of knowledge and resources that lead to a desired effect" [2,p. 66], or new idea, 

new goods, new services, new work practices, new processes and new forms of organ-

ization [4, 20, 22,25]. Dissemination of innovations is called diffusion [9, 13, 16], and 

is defined by Rogers [19] as «Diffusion is the process by which an innovation is com-

municated through certain channels over time among the members of a social system. 

It is a special type of communication, in that the messages are concerned with new 

ideas »(p. 259). Rogers [19] describes four specific elements that affect the spread of 

innovation in the public sector:  

 

a) innovation and its characteristics,  

b) communication,  

c) time,  

d) the social system.  

 

2.2 Characteristic of Innovation 

According to Rogers [20], an innovation has specific characteristics: 

 

1. Relative advantage indicates how favorable the new idea or innovation is to key 

actors assessed on the basis of their interests and objectives [18]. If someone 

claims that new solutions and technologies do not fit their goals, this may be a 

sign of inertia and resistance to change.  

 

2. Observability indicates the extent to which the result of an innovation is visible 

to oneself and to others[18]. Visible innovations will spread faster than innova-

tions that are difficult to observe.  

 

3. Compatibility is about how a new measure fits into the existing structure and 

culture [18]. An innovation is likely to spread faster than if the innovation is 

difficult to reconcile with previous experiences and existing attitudes. It also 

becomes more uncertain whether users will end up using the innovation at all. 

In public organizations, there is often a hierarchical organization, and it can be 

difficult to make room for new solutions.  
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4. Complexity addresses how difficult it is to understand and apply innovation 

[18]. Innovations that are perceived as difficult to understand and difficult to 

use will spread more slowly than innovations that are simple and user-friendly.  

 

5. Testability is about the extent to which an innovation can be tested on a small 

scale or to a limited extent [18]. Testing an innovation gives people a better 

understanding of an innovation and the opportunity to find out how it works 

under their conditions. The possibility of a large degree of testability will lead 

to the innovation being implemented more quickly and reduce the risk of adop-

tion. 

 

3 Methodology  

The study follows the hermeneutic and qualitative tradition in pedagogical and social 

work research [15, 26]. Qualitative method is well suited when one is interested in each 

individual's experience and interpretation of a phenomenon. Qualitative method uses 

various forms of systematic collection, processing and analysis of material from partic-

ipatory observations, focus group interviews and semi-structured interviews [8, 23, 24]. 

 This survey covers two public welfare offices in Norway in the period 2017–2019. 

35 newly graduated workers at these offices participated in the survey, 20 women and 

15 men between the ages of 27 and 65. All informants were bachelor educated profes-

sional social workers. They had all digital competence so they could relate to and use 

digital tools and media in a safe, critical and creative way. Digital competence is about 

knowledge, skills and attitudes. It is about being able to perform practical tasks, com-

municate, obtain or process information [30]. However, they all had to learn to use new 

systems and solutions at their workplace, and learn about communicate in new ways. 

The interview questions dealt with the informants' perception, understanding and 

practical experiences of the various digital solutions. The individual interviews ranged 

from 20 to 60 minutes, with questions about the newly graduated worker's work prac-

tices and use of technology. All interviews were recorded and transcribed. All inform-

ants are newly graduated worker's and also described as employees in the rest of the 

article. In the treatment of the empirical data, different work practices and different 

technologies were considered and identified what all the informants said about pre-

cisely these topics. This approach made it possible to compare what all the informants 

said on the same topic, and made it possible to analyze how similarities and differences 

between the feedback could be understood. Qualitative method is well suited when one 

is interested in each individual's experience and interpretation of a phenomenon. It was 

important that the informants contributed to the survey to the best of their ability and 

in that way could provide relevant empirical data. 
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4 Analysis 

The findings are analyzed in relation to Rogers'[18] five characteristics for innova-

tion: relative advantages, observability, compatibility, complexity and testability. All 

informants say that user participation is a fundamental goal in public services. Further-

more, all the informants state that extensive use of laptops and smartphones with access 

to various systems means that the employees can be more accessible and flexible. The 

introduction of new technology solutions has made it possible for more frequent com-

munication between employees and users of welare serices. An informant said: «… I 

can write a short message to the user, and we can discuss it at the next personal meet-

ing. In this way, he can become more involved in his own process. » 

The empiri shows that the challenge is to organize this so that both users and em-

ployees experience this as good solutions. This is similar to Rogers' [18] description of 

relative advantage, in that the new way of working is perceived as something new and 

innovative for employees, since the new work practices also ensure their interests and 

objectives. Observability is when employees describe various new ways of communi-

cating, and to what extent the result of such innovation is visible to the employee 

him/herself and to the users. An informant said: 

 

«You need to communicate with young people and understand how they use various 

social media, snaps and text messages with a mix of symbols, characters and GIFs.  

I have used Snapchat and Instagram to communicate with a group of young people  

who are job seekers. I often post new vacancies along with photos or snaps of the  

workplaces to give them a more visual and visible understanding of what it looks  

like if they work there. »   

 

According to Rogers [19], compatibility means fitting in with something. Here it 

means to what extent the innovation is perceived to be in accordance with existing val-

ues, previous experiences and the needs of potential users. Furthermore, an innovation 

is likely to spread more quickly if the innovation can easily be reconciled with previous 

experiences and existing attitudes. An informant said: «I think some people miss seeing 

a face when communicating. When using a screen, I can not predict the user's reaction. 

He can read the message long after it was sent, and I can not help in relation to his 

feeling or reaction.» The analysis shows that standardization allows for quality assur-

ance of information. An informant said:  

 

«I am against standardization. Because it may seem that we who work here are  

concerned with satisfying a system all the time. I enter a lot of data instead of going  

out to meet the users. We have the requirements for how much we should do in a  

week or month. In this way, we work continuously to satisfy the system.» 

 

 Public welfare organizations are often hierarchical. The introduction of new tech-

nologies and system solutions in large welfare organizations must be adapted to the 

organizations at all levels. The use of technologies that may be difficult to use 
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effectively may end up not being used as intended. Rogers [18] describes this as com-

patibility, as it is about how a new tool fits into the existing structure and culture.  

Innovations that are perceived as difficult to understand and difficult to use will 

spread more slowly than innovations that are simple and user-friendly. One informant 

said: «I need to log in to the IT system consistently within a day to check if I have 

overlooked something important coming from my clients. » The quote can be under-

stood so that the informant describes regular logins in IT systems every day. The anal-

ysis shows that several task requests in different information systems in public welfare 

services overlap due to errors in the integration and synchronization of systems.  

The introduction of innovation as a new process, new work practices, new systems 

and solutions that are difficult to understand and apply, is perceived as complex and 

not very user-friendly [18]. This can lead to innovation being perceived as inappropri-

ate. Testability and observability means the extent to which an innovation can be tested 

on a small scale or to a limited extent. The possibility of a large degree of testability 

will lead to the innovation being implemented more quickly and reduce the risk of 

adoption. All the informants in this survey describe the technology that has been used 

(adopted) as a top-down process, since the decision has been made by the public welfare 

organization entrally. 

5 Discussion 

The informants in the survey describe that they experience the new technological 

solutions as good tools in their work practices. Use of technology requires digital com-

petence [12, 14, 17]. There is a need for knowledge related to the advantages and dis-

advantages of digital welfare services as well as identifying necessary knowledge and 

resources in the work of supporting digital inclusion [11, 17].  

Challenges with complex technologies and system solutions can prevent the ac-

ceptance and spread of innovations [20]. Interaction can not be described independently 

of an offline dimension [4, 6]. The study shows that the technology solutions in public 

welfare services have led to a standardization of work practices in that case processing 

takes place by following predefined systematic steps in the information systems [3, 14, 

21]. Several informants state that they experience that digital case processing contrib-

utes to quality control. Many informants are concerned about all the welfare services 

that are being standardized. Some of the informants state that they want to give the 

individual job-seeker individual follow-up and guidance, but that this is sometimes dif-

ficult because the system solutions are standardized and do not allow for what is differ-

ent.  Complexity problems are a reason for spending a lot of time on demanding system 

tasks that take away the attention you want to have on users. The majority of informants 

stated that they spend more than half of their working time on digital documentation, 

registration of new information, filling in forms and reporting of meetings.  

Almost all the informants want a combination of the various computer systems in 

public welfare services into a common user-friendly system for data information search 

and registration. This will simplify employees' digital work practices related to docu-

mentation and help to avoid endless duplication of information. A study of similar work 
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practices shows that the result can also provide high-quality information and better ser-

vice [7, 10 ]. Findings suggest the need for more training in the use of technology and 

discussion of new ethical assessments of digital work practices. The majority of the 

informants stated that they thought previous technology training during education was 

not interactive and useful enough to help them understand the functionalities and pos-

sibilities of the various solutions. Studies in welfare work, point out that new education 

must focus both on ways of tackling specific system tasks, data registration, and also 

address challenges and opportunities when using technology [5, 12]. Increased aware-

ness when using digital solutions leads to a need for increased awareness related to the 

collection, sharing and administration of users' personal information, must take place 

in an ethically sound manner [7, 11]. More use of digital solutions in the welfare ser-

vices leads to a need for increased awareness related to the collection, sharing and ad-

ministration of users' personal information. Other studies indicate that this must be done 

in an ethically sound manner [10, 12]. The findings show that employees can help 

users understand how their data can be used, and what is included in privacy statements, 

terms and conditions. The informants expect that the various digital solutions will be 

improved and updated so that they can be used with different user groups, among other 

things so that this is offered as more personal conversations through text-based mes-

sages. 

6 Concluding Remarks 

The survey shows that employees in public welfare services experience those new 

technological solutions help to simplify the way they now work, the new work practices 

and that this provides a better overview of the procedure. Further, the survey shows that 

there is a need for more knowledge and competence in public welfare services regard-

ing digital competence, technology, and innovation. and innovation but also need for 

further evaluation of change processes related to the introduction of digital solutions. 

There is a need for more knowledge and competence to promote the understanding 

of new work practices through the use of technology. The technology solutions provide 

the opportunity for active participation for users of the welfare services who have rele-

vant resources and expertise in the use of technology, but that there are also challenges 

related to communication with the users that must be improved. The survey represents 

only a small number of employees, and there is therefore a need for further studies with 

a larger number of respondents to get a more accurate overall picture. In addition to 

assessing the characteristics of innovation, it will be interesting to study other influenc-

ing factors such as communication channels, organizational context and user-centered 

processes. Educational institutions must facilitate the education of social workers for 

today's society by implementing and develop new pedagogy and new learning tools so 

that innovation is better integrated in professional study courses in order to be able to 

help develop the service in the future. 
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