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Abstract

Purpose — The article examines how street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) manage the digital bureaucratic
relationship in dealing with customer needs and the technological innovations introduced into organisations
(digital tools). The topic of technological transformations from a street-level perspective has garnered limited
interest so far, especially in Italy. The research question underlying the article is as follows: how does the
discretion of SLBs change with the introduction of digital tools within the public administration? We expect that
the characteristics of clients on the one hand, and the degree of institutionalisation of the digital tool in question
on the other, will change the way in which SLBs exercise their discretion.

Design/methodology/approach — The data were collected from two separate research projects in which the
authors were involved: (1) the first was a doctoral research project concerning labour inspectors tasked with
investigating labour irregularities reported by workers; (2) the second was a research project regarding the
relationship between the elderly and public service caseworkers. Information gathered through a series of semi-
structured interviews was analysed, with a focus on the digitalisation process. The interviewees included 15
labour inspectors, and 12 long-term care caseworkers. With regard to the interviews conducted with labour
inspectors, we examined the online request for action submitted by workers reporting irregularities in their
employment relationships. As regards the interviews with caseworkers involved in services for the elderly, the
discussion revolved around the option introduced during the pandemic period in 2020, to request access to the
services in question through submission of an online form rather than requesting such services in person.
Findings — What emerges is that while the introduction of digitalised policies allows SLBs to obtain more
information with which to assess the situation of individuals, the discretionary power exercised by front-line
workers only results in the partial use of the digital tool, whilst favouring the traditional relationship between
bureaucrats and their clients.

Originality/value — We introduce the concepts of “digital discretion” and “analogic discretion” in an attempt to
understand how SLBs use their decision-making powers, which may prove to be useful analytical tools for
studying the ways in which the discretion of SLBs is realised through new digital practices.
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Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

Digital welfare and digital public policy are becoming increasingly important (Larsson and
Teigland, 2020; Huws, 2020; Manzo and Paraciani, 2022). When examining the relationship
between social policy and technological innovation, several aspects of that relationship
emerge, including efficiency, cost reduction, staff savings, openness, the consistency of
decisions and a reduction in the number of errors made. Over time, new objectives such as
policy responsiveness and agility, customer service and service innovation, personalisation
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and improved accountability, have been adopted (Henman, 2022). This paper analyses how
frontline workers, conceived as street-level bureaucrats (SLBs), manage relationships with
service customers through the medium of digitalised public policy.

While this topic is still of limited interest (Barberis et al., 2019), it has not remained
unexplored. There are a number of studies that focus on how the work of SLBs changes with
the introduction of digital practices and tools (Wihlborg et al., 2016), and on how the discretion
of SLBs is limited or amplified by the use of automated processes (Jansson and Erlingsson,
2014; Houston et al., 2015). Specifically, we aim to answer the following research question:
how does the discretion of SLBs change with the introduction of digitalised tools?

Two qualitative case studies will be examined, focussing on the relationship between SLBs and
citizens that has been — to some extent — digitalised. The first concerns the relationship between
labour inspectors and workers who report irregularities in their work. The second looks at the
digital relationship between caseworkers and the elderly or their carers, which went online during
the pandemic in 2020. The digital tool introduced by the labour inspectorate is institutionalised to a
greater extent than the services for the elderly implemented during the emergency.

We expect the discretion of SLBs to be modified by both the characteristics of their clients
(including, for example, the degree of perceived digital literacy), and the degree of
institutionalisation of digital practices. A practice becomes institutionalised when rooted in the
assumptions, beliefs and values held by individuals, and when legitimised within the
organisation (Meyer and Rowan, 1977).

What emerges from, and unites, the different case studies is that while the introduction of
digitalised policies has allowed SLBs to obtain more information with which to assess the
situation of individuals, the discretionary power exercised by such frontline workers results in
just a partial use of digital tools while privileging the preservation of the traditional
bureaucratic relationship. Furthermore, we offer what we believe to be a major advancement in
regard to digital bureaucracy and discretion. Regardless of the outcome of SLBs’ decisions, we
introduce the concepts of ‘digital discretion’ and ‘analogical discretion’ in an attempt to
understand how SLBs use their decision-making powers.

The paper is organised as follows. The first section introduces the concept of digital public
policy, and then discusses the relationship between SLBs and service clients in the area of
digitalised policy. The following section presents two case studies. The results of the
qualitative research into digital and analogical discretion are presented in section three. The
final section concludes by considering new research challenges in the study of digitalised
social policy from the street-level bureaucratic perspective.

2. Public administration and digitalisation

The emerging phenomenon of digital transformations in the public sector now registers a
growing body of scientific research. There are several definitions of the concept of digitalised
policy to be found in the literature. One of the classifications often referred to is that proposed by
the organisation for economic co-operation and development (Burtscher et al., 2024), based on
the activities and purposes pursued. A public administration is considered digitalised when it
uses information and communication technologies (ICT) — especially the Internet — to improve
the quality of the services it provides (Brown, 2005). ICTs are the combination of technologies
embodied in the Internet, which emerged in the early 1990s (Rowland, 2006), and its more
recent offspring, notably wireless technologies and social networking. This is a broad label that
encompasses various different actions, ranging from the simple use of the Internet in the
delivery of public services, to the transformation of the governance of the public sector and the
latter’s relationship with a nation’s citizens. More specifically, digitalisation brings together two
elements that were not previously linked. The first is the environment created by the use of
electronic technologies such as computers, e-mail, the Internet and other ICTs, combined with
new management approaches. The other refers more generally to the relationship between
citizens and the state, and comprises changes in the concept of democracy as such (Hu et al.,



2009). One strand of studies considers digitalisation to be an independent variable determining
how public policies are transformed (Buccoliero and Bellio, 2010). A second strand considers
digitisation to be a co-dependent variable that intersects with service design, infrastructure
quality and new management procedures (Nograsek and Vintar, 2014). Both have limitations
and have led scholars to develop alternative explanations and models, such as the ‘stage model’
(Layne and Lee, 2001), which conceives the digitalisation of public policy as a four-stage
evolutionary process characterised by increasing levels of technical and organisational
complexity. Andersen and Henriksen (2006) go beyond this model and propose a ‘Public Sector
Process Rebuilding Model’, which links digitalisation to citizens’ needs. Reddick (2011)
identifies three ways in which digital public policies can be implemented.

(1) By managerial means, based on a unidirectional communicative logic, functional to
the interests of the PA and where citizens have no place;

(2) By consultative means, whereby technology is used to facilitate the two-way
relationship between citizens and public service providers;

(3) By participatory means, akin to e-democracy, whereby the relationship between the
state and citizens becomes of a horizontal nature.

These approaches share the belief that digitalisation strengthens the direct relationship
between citizens and frontline workers. In fact, the rapid development of new technologies in
recent decades has increasingly influenced the interactions between public administrations
and citizens (Bovens and Zouridis, 2002). Through their ability to connect entities and
individuals in ways that transcend the standard organisational chart, and to simultaneously
centralise and decentralise within an integrated institutional environment, ICTs have
transformative potential, leading to what has been described as IT-enabled government
(Borins et al., 2007) or digital-era governance (Dunleavy et al., 2006). Accordingly, it is
important to understand what impact the introduction of a digital tool in the public policy field
can have on the discretionary power of SLBs.

3. Digitalisation and street-level bureaucracy: the state of the debate

Research on street-level bureaucracy has shown that policy implementation is more than
simply making decisions based on policy rules and regulations (van Berkel, 2023). These
studies make two important points: firstly, that policymaking and implementation are two
separate concerns; and secondly, that the frontline decision-making process is not policy-
driven. What is required here is a contextualised approach that takes into account
organisational resources and the quality of work, the governance system in which SLBs are
embedded and the role of clients. SLBs interact directly with citizens while implementing
public policies by adapting and shaping policy measures according to specific situations
(Saruis, 2015; Paraciani, 2023). In this sense, they exercise a considerable degree of discretion
when implementing policies addressing different dilemmas (Raaphorst and Loyens, 2020).
The discretion of SLBs affects the implementation of policies and the rules or procedures
(Riccucci, 2005). When acting, they are faced with various problems regarding the
interpretation of the applicable guidelines, and ultimately they determine what is considered
feasible. The bureaucratic relationship thus becomes an integral part of public policy
implementation (Leonardi et al., 2021): operators determine their schedule of meetings and the
information they need, and they even decide whether or not to provide a service (Kazepov and
Barberis, 2013; Jilke and Tummers, 2018). Over time, computer modelling and simulation
tools have been utilised to help the development of public policy, by enhancing policymakers’
capacity to create more nuanced, far-sighted, far-reaching policies (Henman, 2022). PA
agencies have amassed a considerable number of digital administrative datasets (Cukier and
Mayer-Schoenberger, 2014) that shape social policy. What was made possible through the
exercise of administrative or professional discretion is codified in complex algorithms. The
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most pressing questions focus mainly on the conditions and consequences of applying
algorithms to decision-making processes affecting the public sector, thus partially or
completely replacing physical operators (Rghl, 2022; Veale et al., 2018).

Our study aims to better understand the relationship between digitalisation and the
discretionary powers of SLBs. One strand of research argues that the discretion of SLBs
disappears in the face of the standardisation of digital bureaucracy (Snellen, 2002;
Landsbergen, 2004). These scholars argue that digitalisation excludes practitioners from
decision-making by introducing automated case evaluation into policy implementation. We
move from a street-level encounter to a “screen-level encounter”, whereby human judgement
is gradually replaced by accurate algorithms (Bovens and Zouridis, 2002): the greater the
degree of digitalisation, the less important human intervention and discretion become. A
second line of research considers digitalisation as just one factor shaping the discretionary
actions of SLBs. Buffat (2011) examines the impact of digitalisation on the discretionary
powers of street-level caseworkers. The author shows the paradoxical effects of the newly-
introduced electronic document management system. This system provides managers with
much more information, and enables them to comply with legal requirements. However, the
introduction of remote control through a software programme compromises the quality of
supervision: senior managers are no longer part of the working group, and they need a clearer
view of the decision-making process. The time available for supervision is limited and
consequently managers are unaware of the content of the work in question. The degree of
discretion of SLBs therefore remained the same after the introduction of digitalisation. Jorna
and Wagenaar (2007) examine the allocation of welfare benefits in the Netherlands. They find
that digitalisation provides greater accuracy with regard to formal aspects, but fails to capture
the informal dimension of the decision-making process in which SLBs play a crucial role.
Rather than eliminating or reducing discretion through tighter controls, digitalisation simply
conceals the informal aspect of discretion. Another line of research argues that the contrast
between digitalisation and discretion is irrelevant. Weller (2012) reports the case of a street-
level caseworker who used satellite measurements to prevent a farmer from being penalised by
French agricultural regulations. The importance of this case lies in the fact that human
judgement and in-depth knowledge of the terrain made it possible to evaluate and challenge the
automated, digital decision, thus demonstrating the critical role played by the discretion
exercised by SLBs. Some studies focus on the digitalisation of the more traditional
bureaucratic encounter (Hasnfeld et al., 1987). The impact of the introduction of technology is
complex. For example, Vitalis and Duhaut (2004) point out that customers only prefer a remote
call if they consider their request to be simple and straightforward. Otherwise, customers
would rather have direct, face-to-face contact: and thus current digital tools seem to be limited
to translating customers’ needs into administrative outcomes. Tummers and Bekkers (2014)
show how SLBs see their actions limited by digitalised procedures which adopt an overly rigid
strategy vis-a-vis clients, and consequently the SL.Bs implement a considerable degree of
discretion in their daily work.

4. Research methodology: an exploratory study of two qualitative case studies

This section outlines the research methodology adopted here, and presents two case studies
that explore the relationship between the digitalisation of public policy and the discretionary
powers of frontline street-level workers. The findings are derived from a secondary analysis
(Heaton, 2008). The data were collected from two separate research projects in which the
authors were involved: (1) the first was a doctoral research project concerning labour
inspectors tasked with investigating labour irregularities reported by workers; (2) the second
was a research project regarding the relationship between the elderly and public service
caseworkers. Information gathered through a series of semi-structured interviews was
analysed, with a focus on the digitalisation process. The interviewees included 15 labour
inspectors interviewed in 2019, and 12 long-term care caseworkers interviewed in 2020-21.



With regard to the interviews conducted with labour inspectors, we examined the online
request for action submitted by workers reporting irregularities in their employment
relationships. As regards the interviews with caseworkers involved in services for the elderly,
the discussion revolved around the option introduced during the pandemic period in 2020, to
request access to the services in question through submission of an online form rather than
requesting such services in person. The material was analysed using QDA software in order to
facilitate data labelling and analysis, with a specific focus on the question of digitalisation
(Bryman, 2016). Building on the existing literature on street-level bureaucracy (SLB),
information was classified according to the nature of the discretion exercised, and according to
the characteristics of the solutions proposed by street-level operators.

The first classification strategy was based on the SLB literature. Discretion can be
exercised by adhering to rules and procedures whilst nevertheless preserving room for
manoeuvre with regard to the interpretation of those rules and guidelines. The second approach
concerns the fact that SLBs operate in those grey areas lying between the rules and their
interpretation. The third classification regards the possibility that SLBs may ignore rules and
procedures, and depart from established protocols, to resolve a given situation (Kazepov and
Barberis, 2013; Barberis et al., 2019). The second strategy identifies the type of discretion
exercised by respondents regardless of the use of digital tools. Discretion that requires
interaction with digitalisation is classified as ‘digital discretion’, while the type of discretion
that does not depend on digitalisation is classified as ‘analogical discretion’. The reliability of
data is enhanced by the similarity of the digital tools selected for comparison, making it
possible to analyse the different uses of discretion.

5. Discretion and digitalisation: an exploratory research

This section presents the primary findings resulting from the secondary analysis of the 27
interviews conducted. The aim here is to examine street-level operators’ freedom of choice
when technological mediation is involved in a bureaucratic relationship, and how this dynamic
reshapes interaction with the clients concerned.

5.1 Digitalisation and types of discretion

The analysis is based on a categorisation of the concept of discretion. By merging different
definitions, three non-mutually exclusive meanings emerge that enrich its meaning (Ham and
Hill, 1986; Evans and Harris, 2004; Kazepov and Barberis, 2013).

(1) Discretion within the law: SLBs utilise discretionary power confined within the limits
set by the formal normative framework assigned to them. For example, if a rule
provides that the SLB can decide which penalty to assign within a predetermined
range, then the discretion is established by the rule itself (Saruis, 2015).

(2) Discretion among the law: SLBs interpret and construct norms to address gaps and
uncertainties in the formal regulatory system. For example, when two standards
overlap and SLBs have the opportunity to decide which standard is more valid
(Paraciani and Rizza, 2021).

(3) Discretion out of the law: SLBs deviate from formal regulations to grant or deny
service clients access. In these cases, the SLBs are actually breaking the rules, e.g. by
deciding to turn a blind eye and not to impose a sanction, or by managing the case in
such a way as to achieve a particular outcome of the assessment (Leonardi et al., 2021).

Table 1 shows the types of discretion used by SLBs in their approach to digitalisation. In both
cases, there is a tendency to operate outside of the established norms. In both cases (that of
labour inspectors and that of caseworkers), this is clear from the majority of the
interviews given.
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Table 1. Types of discretion and their absolute value for SLBs

Type of discretion

Within the law Among the law Out of the law
Labour inspectors 2 5 8
Caseworkers 3 2 7

Source(s): Authors’ own creation based on the fieldwork

Because it’s not just a question of . . . as it were, bureaucracy, but a question of listening. You [meaning
the client] want to be listened to; you won’t settle for being simply filed away. So I’'m supposed to say
to people who come to the counter, ‘Look, it’s all on the site’ or Listen, you can do this online’
[referring to an operational rule established at the organizational level]. But I accept the complaint the
old-fashioned way.

Labour Inspector 4. Discretion out of the law.

But it must also be said that we are talking about older people in many cases. In such cases, the
caregiveris also an older adult . . . in short, let’s say that they may call to ask for help, and often I end up
counting the call as a request to take responsibility even if I can’t. I’'m more useful that way because I
then have to assess the request and maybe enter it online later, just like we used to do when they came
to the counter in person.

Caseworker 6. Discretion out of the law.

Labour inspectors often use what has been defined here as discretion within the law. A total of 5 out
of the 15 inspectors interviewed admitted to finding loopholes in the law by using the online tool.
‘What emerges here, as will be discussed in more detail in the following subsection, is that in most
cases of discretionary powers employed outside of the law, the use of so-called analogical discretion
prevails. Discretion within the law only emerges in two interviews conducted with caseworkers.

It was the third time this worker came outside of counter hours [referring to the complaints desk] and
told me he could not fill in the online form because he did not know Italian well enough. So I told him,
‘Look, come into my office for a moment’ and I sat him down, and filled out the online form with him.
Let’s say, in the end, he did it under my guidance.

Labour Inspector 12. Discretion among the law.

You can be contacted by phone. There was this caregiver . .. the lady’s son, a grown up man ... I
simply understood that,. how should I put it, there was no way this could have worked. So I asked for
the name of someone close to them, perhaps a family member. I spoke the next day with the nephew
... ayoung boy I think, but he understood, and a few days later the online evaluation request came.
[...]Because ... we have an evaluation grid to follow, and we need to have the digital platform filled
to follow a case from start to finish ... we have to track it starting from the initial request.
Caseworker 11. Discretion among the law.

5.2 Digital and analogical discretion
As expected, in this section we look at both the outcome of the use of the digital tool and the
nature of discretion, that is, whether it is digital or analogical. We have tried to ascertain
whether the outcome of the use of discretionary power leads to the adoption of the digital tool
or otherwise. Table 2 summarises the overlap between the categories of digital and analogical
discretion and the types of discretion used in the previous subsection.

What emerges is that in all those cases where the discretion employed is within the limits
established by the rule, this leads to the use of the digital tool.

You don’t have problems with Italian; you turn up at the counter and maybe there are a lot of people
behind you in the queue, and I say, ‘Look, go to the website—I give them the instructions- and do it
from there.’

Labour inspector 2. Digital Discretion.
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Digital discretion Analogical discretion Transformation
Within the law 1 4
Among the law 6 0
Out of the law 9 6
Source(s): Authors’ own creation based on the fieldwork 43

The frontline worker also uses digital tool when he/she acts in accordance with the laws and
procedures.

If they call-and many do call, either in person or through their children perhaps- . .. anyway, if they
call I listen to them, I explain to them how to follow the online procedure, and to be on the safe side, I
write down the data, some notes, and the number. So, then I enter the system to check that they have
done so successfully, and if they haven’t I call them back.

Caseworker 7. Analogical Discretion.

However, in 11 out of 15 cases where discretion is used outside of the law, the digital tool is not
employed. In both case studies, seven respondents indicated that they bypass both the rule and
the digital tool in order to help clients.

We have classified discretion as digital regardless of the use of ICT. For example, in those
cases where SLBs enter fake data on the platform, or replace the data of the clients. Conversely,
we classify discretion as analogical when it is not mediated by the digital tool. For example, if
the SLB decides to spend more time with the client, explaining how the platform works, then
this behaviour is classified as “analogical discretion”.

The result is that when discretionary power is exercised within the law, SLBs tend to use the
digital tool. Despite this, the employment of analogical discretion tends to prevail.

Sometimes, they call to find out how to send the [intervention] request online. If I realise that they
don’t understand each other on the phone, I tell them to come to the complaint desk with their mobile
phone and I explain how to do it. That way, they also know what to do the next time.

Labour inspector 12. Analogical Discretion.

I make him talk, and while he makes the phone call, I complete the request form using his data just as if
he were doing it himself.
Caseworker 7. Analogical Discretion.

On the contrary, there are several cases in which behaviour outside of the law moves within the
digital dimension, even though the aim is to bypass ITC.

I prefer the complaint desk. So, I take the complaint in the traditional manner. And then as things
proceed, maybe I enter it once, and then pick it up again. That is to say, when I am then in ‘phase two’
[referring to the next phase of the proceedings, that of the investigations], if it’s up to me or a colleague
I know, then maybe I enter it and put the date of when he came in to do it on paper—otherwise I don’t,
and leave it at that

Labour Inspector 13. Digital Discretion.

While he explained the situation to me, I went to our dataset and checked previously reported
situations or anything related to the ISEE and the housing situation. I reconstruct his history. Then
afterward, I manage it autonomously, let’s say.

Caseworker 1. Digital Discretion.

Although the question of digital discretion has not been studied in any great depth, it is
interesting to see how discretion changes, and the new forms it takes, when channelled
through ICT.
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5.3 The characteristics of clients and the institutionalisation of the digital tool

Our findings would seem to confirm our first research hypothesis, namely that clients’
characteristics determine the nature of the discretion exercised by SLBs. What emerges from
the interviews we have analysed is that the tendency of labour inspectors and caseworkers to
use or not to use, digital tools is generally correlated to clients’ age and nationality.

It is also true that our clientele [referring to older people] is a specific one. In many cases, we do not
receive requests directly from the elderly but from their caregivers who may be familiar with the
digital tool.

Caseworker 11

Even after the pandemic, they will keep this tool [the online form]. And that may be fine if it remains
an option, but it will create problems if only one solution exists. Can you imagine an elderly person on
the Internet? Not to mention the caregivers. Often, our clients’ caregivers are elderly as well.
Caseworker 2

But how do we get low-skilled workers, who may no longer be young, to use computers?
Labour Inspector 13

If the client is elderly or has a low level of education, attempts will be made to limit the use of
the digital tool. The same applies if the client is of foreign origin. The service often has no way
of overcoming the language barrier, even though the digital tool could easily be adapted to
overcome this obstacle, for example by preparing the same form in different languages, so that
the client can choose his/her preferred language.

If you turn up at the complaints desk this probably means that you don’t have problems understanding
Italian, and that’s something I take into consideration, anyway.
Labour inspector 2.

If you are a foreigner, I’ll find a way of helping you. . .. if you don’t speak Italian, how can you be
expected to fill out a form written in Italian? Perhaps in English? If you know neither Italian nor
English, I have to find a way to include you in any case.

Labour inspector 14.

Over here, foreigners struggle to access services offline; can you imagine online ?.
Caseworker 12

While our data show how clients’ characteristics influence the SLB’s use of the digital
tool, they are not positively correlated to the tool’s level of institutionalisation. In the case of
the labour inspectorate and social services, half of the SLBs surveyed use their discretionary
powers to refrain from using the IT tool, and in doing so they are thus acting wrongly.

Those in question include seven out of 15 labour inspectors, and five out of 12 caseworkers.
The interesting thing is the reasons why certain SLBs use their discretionary powers outside of
the law. Theoretically, what is termed “discretion outside of the law” results from the praxis
when dealing with clients. The definition foresees an action outside of the law either favouring
the client or, on the contrary, harming the client (Sager et al., 2014; Saruis, 2015). What our
analysis of the interviews shows, on the contrary, that it is the SLB’s lack of trust in the digital
tool that leads to the aforesaid course of action. In fact, of the 12 SLBs who tend not to use
digital tools, nine stated that they do so not only for the benefit of the client but also because
they do not recognise this type of practice. This group comprises six labour inspectors and
three caseworkers.

Below are some extracts taken from the interviews, which may help us understand the
reasons for their distancing themselves from the use of the digital tool.

How can a programme, no matter how detailed (and in our case, I guarantee it is not exhaustive),
replace our work?
Labour Inspector 15



This form [referring to the application for access to the social service] needs to be better. Not only
because we are dealing with particular clients, elderly people, but also because it could be smarter.
And also because it limits our work a lot. At the end of the day, when a person has come to us in person,
we understand and decide how they ought to be approached and asked for information, so we don’t use
the programme. You get a list that you don’t even know about. You get a list that doesn’t tell you much
or tells you things that you don’t need to know because you want to do things another way.
Caseworker 1

In all nine of the interviews where SLBs do not share the suitability of the digital tool, the
reason is that they see that tool as a limitation, and in some cases, as a form of control. It distorts
the work of the individual and the SLB-client relationship, which is no longer seen as such. The
face-to-face relationship, the essence of the bureaucratic encounter, inevitably becomes
screen-to-screen, and thus the work of these operators loses its meaning.

This result certainly needs to be contextualised: the digitisation of the public sector in Italy,
where the interviews were conducted, is still in progress. Despite the digital PA targets set by
the national recovery and resilience plan (NRRP), the digital divide in Italy is still high and the
gap with other European countries is still large (Pérez-Morote et al., 2020).

6. Concluding remarks

Although the digitalisation of welfare is an increasingly pervasive topic in our daily lives and
in political and social science debate, it still seems little studied from a street-level perspective
(Buffat et al., 2016; Barberis et al., 2019). Although limited by the need for an ad hoc research
design, this article aims to offer an analysis designed to bridge this gap. If, at the international
level, the debate on the relationship between digitalisation and SLBs is still of a limited entity,
there is a need for greater discussion and analysis of the question in Italy, also because the
digitalisation of the country’s public administration is still incomplete, despite being on-going
for some years now (Datta et al., 2020). At the international level, existing research focusses on
the persistence or otherwise of SLBs’ discretionary power without investigating the nature of
that power. This paper, on the other hand, attempts to reflect on the forms of such discretionary
power and on the dimension — digital or analogical — in which it becomes concrete; and in
doing so, the article introduces a new analytical tool for the purposes of social research.
Furthermore, it analyse an understudied context: the Italian case, which requires further
research. In this context, the topic of the digital transformation of public administration is
indeed little researched, especially from a street level perspective, despite the fact that it is one
of the main objectives of the European Digital Agenda 2030 and the Digital PA 2026 of the
NRRP. Moreover, more than 50% of the Italian population is over 32 years old and in 2050 the
over 65 could represent 34.5% of the total population (today they are 14%).

This means that the potential users of services are not digital natives and therefore the
way in which the bureaucratic relationship is changing and will change is certainly worth
studying.

Our initial hypothesis was that the discretion of SLBs would vary in accordance with
clients’ characteristics, such as their perceived degree of digital literacy, together with the
extent to which digital tools are institutionalised. We then considered one institutionalised tool
embedded in the labour inspectorate, and one instrument introduced in 2020 during the
COVID pandemic, namely that of applying for online access to services for the elderly. In both
cases, the type of client with whom the SLBs interface plays a substantial part in the decision of
whether or not to employ the digital tool. In the case of an elderly client (who may encounter
problems due to the “digital gap”), and in that of a foreign client (who may language problems
when filling in an online form in Italian), the SLBs will tend to avoid the digital tool and look
for an alternative solution.

However, to find such a solution, they will have to use a new form of discretion, that is,
digital discretion, which is key to “fooling” the platform and render the system unaware of the
fact that the traditional procedure is actually being used. On the other hand, as far as the
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institutionalisation of the tool is concerned, our analysis did not reveal any differences between
one case and the other. What did emerge was a general resistance to using the tool on the part of
the SLBs. Although the digital bureaucratic encounter is the focus of the paper, the reasons for
not using the digital tool, in many cases, include those more closely related to the SLB him/
herself and the SLB’s relationship with ICTs, rather than reasons concerning the client and his/
her needs.

Many frontline workers prefer ‘face-to-face’ meetings with their clients since they need a
degree of recognition in their work, whereas digital procedures seem to make their work
meaningless and tend to diminish the importance of personal style.

Despite its exploratory nature, the article contributes to the SLB literature by exploring the
new bureaucrat—user relationship: SLBs—digital tool users. By focussing on practices, the
paper provides a new analytical tool for studying the digitisation of the public sector with a
street-level lens, including two new categories of analysis: digital discretion and analogical
discretion.

As anotable limitation, this study is based on a secondary analysis of data collected in two
case studies and lacks an ad hoc research design. Nevertheless, its exploratory intent aims to
increase understanding of the topic and stimulate new research on it.

For the same reason, the replicability of the coded strategy could help to extend the analysis
within other European countries to reflect on the different digital contextual settings.
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