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Knowledge Lost - or Gained? 

The Changing Knowledge Base of Danish Social Work 

As the institutional setting and conditions of Danish social work have changed to attain 

new levels of efficiency, social work practice has changed substantially. The demands 

for social services of high quality have intensified as a result of high priority cases of 

neglect and maladministration, as well as municipalities exceeding their budgets. 

This article explores the consequences of the extensive reform initiatives targeted at 

Danish social work services. The reforms generate new demands for monitoring, 

regulating, evidence-basing and evaluating social work, and new processes and ways of 

knowing the professional object of social work are required to meet these demands. The 

overall research object is thus the emergence of new social work epistemologies. Setting 

out from the theory of the professional knowledge base, the article explores how 

elements of the professional knowledge base in social work are prioritised, changed and 

sculpted because of organisational reforms.  

  

The analysis is grounded in two qualitative case studies, both based on multiple types of 

qualitative data (fieldwork, interview transcripts and document analysis). The first case 

study investigates organisational responses to high priority cases, while the second 

study investigates the consequences of introducing assessment software as a decision-

making tool in social work. The organisational changes and initiatives underpin two 

different models of reality in social work, and while possibly strengthening 

practitioners’ knowledge base, social work might encounter various pitfalls as a result 

of the discrepant goals of reforms. 

 

Keywords: case-work; child protection; evidence-based social work; information 

technology; social administration 

 

Introduction 

Contemporary social policy reform in welfare states frequently puts an emphasis on 

efficiency, equity and accountability (Le Grand 2007; Kline and Preston-Shoot 2012). 

The trend of evidence-basing social work (Gray et al. 2009; Greener and Greve 2013; 

Ruth and Matusitz 2013), meanwhile, aims at ensuring quality in the social 

interventions through scientific methods. The tangled organisational consequences of 

waves of reforms with such diverse ideals and goals have altered social work practice. 



Through two case studies of Danish social work, we have traced the practical effects of 

reforms, in the management paradigms employed to deliver organisational change and 

in the information and communication technologies utilised by social workers. These 

case studies in combination, then, gave rise to the research question of this article, 

namely: How do reforms in (Danish) social work restructure the knowledge base of 

social workers? 

We find that the Danish approach to delivering efficient, equitable and 

accountable social services, as an answer to pressures and challenges in the institutional 

environment (Meyer and Rowan 1977) influences and redefines the professional 

knowledge base. The article thus contributes to the current discussion in the sociology 

of professions (e.g. Brante 2010; Saks 2012; Harrits 2014) concerning the professional 

knowledge base, and addresses the problem of a changing knowledge base in social 

work as a consequence of reforms. 

Following a description of our theoretical approach and of the reforms in Danish 

social care, we present the methodologies used in our case studies for tracking the 

consequences of the reforms. Exploring the implications of reforms in two branches of 

social work organisations, we try to establish a comprehensive picture of how reform 

initiatives carry with them certain logics and embed new epistemologies into social 

work by restructuring the professional knowledge base of social work.  

  

Theoretical Approach: Professional Ways of Knowing in Social Work 

The reforms sweeping over Danish social services present the social workers and 

managers with the challenge of reconciling different requirements, expectations, and 

justifications in new institutional structures (Olsen 2005, 19). In the case studies of two 

organisational and management reforms presented below, we have found that a major 

aspect of these reforms is the restructuring of the professional knowledge base. In this 

section, we will define the concept of professional knowledge base, discuss how social 

workers create knowledge about their objects, and why demands for creating this 

knowledge in a new way are emerging.  

The topic of knowledge is central to understanding contemporary changes in 

social work practice and related welfare professions (e.g. Trevithick 2008; Nordstoga and 

Støkken 2011). In this article, we touch upon one aspect of this topic that is yet 



understudied as research object in social work studies: the problem of introducing new 

epistemologies, or new ways of “knowing” social service users, interventions, and results. 

Leung (2008) and Hübner (2016) studied similar problems from the perspective of 

knowledge management, but we will depart from the theory of professional knowledge 

bases. We argue that the object of social workers’ professional knowledge base is 

changing from inter-subjectively perceived social and mental problems to a categorical 

and commensurable object consisting of impairments and intervention types. That is, 

social workers are increasingly required to know citizens not as individuals, but as units 

with specific and predefined measurable attributes which can then be compared and 

computed. 

The object is one of three elements of a professional knowledge base, according 

to the definition given by Thomas Brante (2010, 850ff). Brante proposed a triad of 

elements constituting the professional knowledge base, namely the object of professional 

practice, the model of reality, and the practices of intervention into the object, informed 

by that model. Brante’s concept is similar to Kuhn’s way of using the term ‘scientific 

paradigm’, specifically his observations of how evidence is selected and made to fit 

explanatory models (Kuhn 1970, 24, 115), and is partly based on the notion of truth 

regimes (Kuhn 1970, 864) in Foucault (1980). According to Brante, knowledge in any 

profession (not just sciences) is constituted in the relation between professional methods, 

based on a scientific model of reality, and the treatment of some object that has been 

defined as a societal problem. The model, the method and the treatment in conjunction 

construct the ‘truth’ of the object in a Foucauldian sense: Perceiving, diagnosing and 

treating societal problem are all processes that co-constitute their object and its attributes.  

Impairments and social problems constitute the object of social work, and the 

model of how such problems can be treated is expressed in the codes, specific idioms and 

methods of social work professionals. This triad of object, model, and interventions in the 

professional knowledge base of social workers is also underpinned by tacit, embodied 

knowledge based on social workers' experiences (Polanyi 1966; Osmond 2005). 

However, tacit and affective knowledge is being relegated as a consequence of the 

reforms seen in the case studies reported below. This means that one of these elements of 

the knowledge base (the object) is reinterpreted in two different ways through the 

organisational and managerial responses to reforms. This element is transformed 

simultaneously by digitisation (or more precisely, the positivist epistemology that is 

embedded in digitisation initiatives) and bureaucratic intensification. 



Bureaucratisation, theorised originally by Max Weber (1980 [1922]), is a growing 

tendency in many service agencies of welfare states (e.g. Howe 1992; Munro 2011), but 

in academic literature, it has not been sufficiently related to social workers’ knowledge 

base. Indirectly, however, a link exists between governmental bureaucracy and the 

creation of data through auditing and performance measurement (Power 1997; Henman 

2016). Crucially, these kinds of data are turning into material feeding back into social 

work practice, so that this data becomes the object of social work practice. Furthermore, 

this feedback allows managers to use audit and performance data, obtained through 

bureaucratisation, standardisation and proceduralisation (Fish and Hardy 2015), in order 

to display and perform as a legitimate public agency.  

Organisational legitimacy (Brunsson 2009) in social work services, just like in the 

sector of public health, can be attained by producing visible markers of trust. According 

to Kuhlmann, these markers are increasingly based not on trust in individual professionals 

but on a disembodied trust in information. Through documentation tools from the realms 

of management, information itself becomes a signifier of quality in care services 

(Kuhlmann 2006, 616). Kuhlmann, however, black-boxes everything as ‘information’. 

We argue that the information derived from bureaucratic regulations can be distinguished 

from the data created through evidence-based practices and, especially, from quantitative 

data sets and randomised controlled trials. 

The demand for these distinct kinds of information has emerged from different 

professions and traditions, at different points in time, and to conceptually merge, say, 

evidence based practice (EBP) with bureaucracy, or audits with digitisation, is not 

feasible theoretically nor historically. The audit wave (Power 1997) and the 

organisational practices related to it precede digitisation and had organisational origins 

entirely different to the clinical practices where the trend of evidence-basing emerged 

(Webb 2001, 61). Similarly, social work knowledge based on digitisation (which 

researchers have termed commensuration, e.g. Espeland and Stevens 1998; Alastalo and 

Pösö 2014) is generated and operated in quite different ways than the bureaucratic mode 

(Parton 2008).  

Furthermore, we argue that changes in practice and the professional knowledge 

base do not come about simply because of new tools. Rather, the digitisation tools 

implemented in practice are guided by an embedded positivist epistemological stance 

(Pors 2015) that (via the process of commensuration) promote changes in the professional 



knowledge base of social workers. The match between digitisation and such a stance and 

governmentality needs to be unpacked, however:          

                                                                                                                                 

It is not coincidental then that the growing hyper-dynamic of performance measurement 

occurs alongside increasingly networked digital information and communication 

infrastructures that intensify the collection, storage, circulation and calculation on digital 

data [.] Such technologies provide new ways in which to know the State and intervene in 

its operation, actors and service users. This is certainly worthy of critical appraisal 

(Henman 2016, 502). 

  

Bureaucracy and commensuration are in demand for different reasons, and are thus 

grounded in different kinds of discourse and demand different kinds of practice. 

Accordingly, each provides organisational legitimacy in distinct ways, and when 

introduced into social work practice, they produce elements of quite discrepant truth 

regimes. That discrepancy and the conflicts generated by it turn into a management issue, 

to which we will turn after reviewing social service reforms and our case studies. 

Summing up this section, we depart from the premise that a professional knowledge base 

may change with the introduction of new processes of knowing and new objects, but that 

the changing epistemology in social work may be driven by divergent ideals, demands, 

and logics. 

 

Reform Initiatives Changing the Institutional Field of Danish Social Services 

The particular organisational environment of both cases emerged from the wave of 

reforms in Danish social services from 2007 onwards. Following the Structural Reform 

of 2007, 271 municipalities merged into 98, and administrative areas were transferred 

from the regional governing structures of the counties (which also merged) to the local, 

municipal level, including service provision to disabled citizens as well as children and 

youth at risk (Olsen and Rieper 2007; Madsen 2014). Furthermore, NPM (New Public 

Management) (e.g. Hood 1991) spread in the social services sector (Pedersen and 

Löfgren 2012) with its strong management focus on measurable results, emphasis upon 

tight budget control, and business case models in provision of services not traditionally 

associated with business management (Magnussen et al. 2009; Nielsen and Nielsen 

2009). The emphasis on measurable results fed into several aspects of digitisation 

initiatives (see below). Furthermore, NPM infused the market logic in the public sector 



(Gregersen 2013) through a market-like structure of social service providers, dubbed the 

‘BUM model’ (Hansen and Bundesen 2011). By establishing a market for social care - 

mainly organised through a public website - incentives for competitive pricing and cost-

efficient social services were created, although the market in practice turned out to be a 

quasi-market because of informal restraints (Gregersen 2013). Finally, digitisation 

strategies have affected social service provision during the last decade (Greve 2012, 54-

55). Digitisation strategies, described in detail in Case 2, are ostensibly motivated by a 

goal of cost reduction, greater quality and efficiency, and digitisation is perceived as a 

way of establishing valid data material that can be mined for management information. 

This links digitisation to the paradigm of evidence-basing (Ministry of Finance 2013), 

when software and professional practices are implemented to gather, structure, and 

regulate information that tie into the scientific methods and logic of EBP (Henman 

2016).  

The reform initiatives mentioned in this brief overview share an overarching 

goal of maintaining legitimacy. Under changing conditions, social work organisations 

and services in Denmark (like in other welfare states) are dependent on gaining or 

preserving legitimacy by reflecting the dominant view of what is perceived as a 

legitimate organisation by the surroundings (Brunsson 2009). It is crucial for the 

agencies to adhere to these initiatives, but also to signal that activities do reflect the 

changing goals of the political actors and impulses behind the reforms. Striving for 

optimisation, managers have to navigate their organisational and political environment 

with the aim of displaying goal attainment, especially so in situations where inadequate 

compliance to social policy or legal requirements is disclosed. Then, media becomes an 

important factor for signalling goal attainment, and media attention even contribute to 

the development of reform initiatives (Brunsson and Olsen 1997; Ayre 2001). Each 

reform initiative infuses new practices into the organisations and the daily work of 

social workers and managers, which affect the application of the professional 

knowledge base at the street-level. In the following, we describe our methodological 

approach and sampling strategy for exploring this. 

  

Methodologies 

This article builds upon two consecutive case studies. Combined they bring to light 

interesting dynamics between managers and practitioners on one hand, and the 

professional knowledge base and organisational changes on the other.  



The first case study (Case 1) explored the organisational consequences of so-

called ‘high priority cases’ regarding children and youth at risk in the second half of 

2013. These cases, heavily covered by the media, featured ongoing abuse of children 

and, in some cases, instances of serious procedural errors in the municipal agencies 

responsible for case-handling. Case 1 comprised a document analysis and a subsequent 

fieldwork in a municipality handling a high priority case, studying the organisational 

and managerial responses at the macro-level (document analysis) and micro-level 

(fieldwork), and their effects on social work practice. This included analysis of all 

official documents relating to the case and qualitative interviews with the assigned 

responsible social worker and the mid-level manager, as well as the head of centre. Data 

was anonymised and fieldwork was conducted with consent by informants. Findings 

were reported back to informants. 

Case 2 researched the area of adult citizens with mental or physical disabilities. 

It also set out from a document analysis, exploring national guidelines for assessing 

impairments, the assessment and case management software, and the practices 

structured around the software and the guidelines. Settling on the topic of 

proceduralisation and digitisation in decision-making, six open-ended group interviews 

were then conducted with managers, supervisors and controllers. These interviews 

informed the questions for a semi-structured group interview of managers and a group 

interview of social workers. Following these, five individual and structured interviews 

were conducted, recorded and transcribed to document the actual digital case handling 

practices. 

In both studies, the strategy for analysis was divided into an exploratory and 

subsequently an abductive phase. Our document analyses were conducted inductively 

guided by an overall research interest; in Case 1, the macro- and micro level 

consequences of ‘high priority cases’ and, in Case 2, the influence of assessment 

software on social work practice. In Case 1, the document analysis resulted in a 

mapping of the organisational responses at macro-level which informed the following 

field work. In Case 2, the data collection was iterative in the sense that each new round 

of interviews was informed by the former, gradually developing the understanding of 

the phenomena at hand. The circular research strategy of our research processes 

functioned as a way of “revisiting the phenomenon” (Timmermans and Tavory 2012, 

176) whereby we tested the “preliminary guesses” (Timmermans and Tavory 2012, 

179). 



The intention of this strictly qualitative, dual research design, was not to create 

generalisable knowledge in a nomothetic sense. Instead, our design opted for studying 

the varied responses of both top and bottom of the institutional ladder, emphasising the 

explanatory force and importance of contextual, ideographic factors. Together, the cases 

shed light on the effects of different government initiatives being implemented to 

address apparent shortcomings in the assessment processes in Danish social work. As a 

corollary, this yields insights into the research question, that is, the restructuring of the 

professional knowledge base. The following summaries of the findings in Case 1 and 2 

additionally show how new approaches to knowledge management (Leung 2008) 

actually emerge in the service agencies. 

Children and Youth at Risk - the Bureaucracy Spiral 

The provision of services to children and youth at risk has generally been characterised 

by a high degree of professional autonomy for social workers (Thomsen and Egelund 

2002). Moreover, the field has been (and continues to be) costly. The first case study, of 

a municipality's handling of a high priority case, showed that annual expenses for 

customised services and institutionalisation could amount to 260.000€. Such 

expenditures have contributed to municipalities frequently exceeding their total budgets 

until 2011, when most municipalities reined in their expenses partly as a result of 

government pressure (Ministry of Finance 2010). 

During the last ten years, several municipalities struggled with so-called ‘high 

priority cases’. These cases included ongoing abuse of children and authorities failing to 

take adequate action despite being aware of signs of risk. Other cases involved abuse of 

children by professional staff at institutions employed by the municipality (Pedersen, 

Rendtorff, and Nielsen 2014). The legitimacy (Brunsson 2009) of casework quality 

management is generally reduced as a consequence of such cases, and pressure is thus 

put to ensure restoration of legitimacy. This pressure is contained by means of 

bureaucratisation, reflecting that the affected organisation is perceived to be handling 

the casework processes adequately. One example is the reduction of time frames for 

addressing incoming notifications about causes for concern which followed a policy 

reform labelled the Violation Programme (National Board of Social Services 2013). 

  

The cases were heavily covered by the media and scathingly criticised by interest 

groups, intellectuals and professional organisations. Investigating the managerial 



response at ministerial and municipal levels, the document analysis concluded the 

following: 

 

• Disclosure of high priority cases seems to initiate investigations into the 

casework procedures applied in the specific case. This was the case at the 

ministerial level, where The Social Appeals Board was appointed to carry out a 

quality assessment of casework in the municipalities in question. The indicators 

of this assessment focused on determining the level of compliance with the 

procedural and legal requirements of Danish social law - e.g. emphasising 

timeliness and documentation. The same behaviour also occurred in each 

municipality 

• Part of the governmental response was to formulate reform initiatives targeting 

local casework processes at the level of professional units - e.g. The Violation 

Programme 

• The study also suggests that the mounting critique of the municipal management 

in the wake of these cases was a contributory cause to a reform of the division of 

tasks called The Supervision Reform. The reform restructured many auditing 

tasks of public services (such as supervision of institutions), which had 

previously been the responsibility of each municipality. This task is now 

centralised in five large supervision units located in five municipalities 

• The Social Appeals Board's quality assessments of casework resulted in a set of 

recommendations on how to manage or regain control of casework quality and 

how to ensure compliance with Service Law 

• The Violation Programme reform initiative encompassed new legislation. 

Amongst these a 24-hour deadline for reacting on reports concerning suspected 

abuse or neglect 

                   

Similar responses to ‘high priority cases’ such as the infamous ‘Baby P Case’, have 

been seen in the UK, but they also differ from the Danish cases in a specific way: where 

the UK response among other things entailed the production of The Munro Review of 

Child Protection, shedding light on a high burden of bureaucracy put on the social 

workers (Fish and Hardy 2015), the Danish response was further bureaucratisation. 

 [Please insert Figure 1 here] 



Figure 1: Illustration of the response to high priority cases at ministerial and municipal 

level 

 

Figure 1 illustrates that the logic of bureaucracy (Freidson 2001) seems to be the 

criterion for determining casework quality in high priority cases. The ministerial 

evaluation reflects a focus on compliance with law, and to a lesser extent considerations 

of whether or not assessments in the specific case have been beneficial to the individual 

child. At the municipal level, the same chain of reasoning dominates the evaluation 

process, as the conclusions of casework quality assessments usually recommend more 

procedural elements, steps to increase the monitoring of casework, and intensified 

managerial supervision. Such recommendations are all associated with ‘Weberian 

bureaucracy’ (Weber 1980 [1922]; du Gay 2000). 

As a result, the bureaucratisation response fosters a bureaucracy spiral: The 

detection of malfunction and errors this severe continuously requires governmental or 

municipal action, such as steps to increase legal control and monitoring thus 

accumulating the proportion of management and casework - procedures stemming from 

the bureaucratic demands. Indeed, some publications presenting the reform initiatives 

specifically state in their preface that they are a response to high priority cases (National 

Board of Social Services 2013). 

We emphasise that the view on bureaucratisation applied above does not imply a 

rejection of the positive outcomes involved. Thus, we draw on du Gay’s argument that, 

although it is not consistently acknowledged, bureaucracy does provide instruments for 

ensuring “fairness, justice and equality in the treatment of citizens” (du Gay 2000, 2). 

Especially in the case of vulnerable children and youth, the bureaucratic form finds a 

legitimate raison d'etre. Yet we argue that the emphasis on bureaucratisation has not 

been supplemented with an equivalent focus on the substantial effects of the 

assessments and services provided by the relevant authorities. 

As awareness increases of the fact that the services allocated frequently lack 

evidence-based data documenting their effects, pressure is put on social services. 

Interestingly, the lack of knowledge about the effects of the services provided is 

reproduced in the reform initiatives, as they generally focus on ensuring timeliness, 

documentation and legal compliance (to fit the logic of bureaucracy), and to a much 

lesser extent evaluate the beneficial effects of actual case work carried out in the 

specific case. As argued by Munro (2010), such reform initiatives risk bringing about 



adverse effects, e.g. prioritising adherence to quality indicators such as timeliness and 

documentation in favour of more substantial elements of casework (Ayre 2001; Munro 

2010; Whittaker and Havard 2015). 

Preliminarily summing up, Danish service agencies have responded to high 

priority cases by increasing bureaucratisation, and as a result, the autonomy of 

professionals is restricted or framed (Jespersen and Wrede 2009). The additional 

bureaucratisation of casework and casework management generates a spiral of 

bureaucracy, thereby limiting the contribution to substantial knowledge gathering. In 

combination with this, digitisation initiatives have been implemented, both as means for 

monitoring service production and, more recently, as a tool for producing knowledge 

about the effects of these services. This is elaborated in the following section. 

 

Digitisation Initiatives as a Means for gaining Evidence-based Knowledge 

Since the Structural Reform, municipalities bear the responsibility of treating social, 

physical and psychological impairments, while they in principle enjoy free reign of 

methods and organisational structuring. However, in 2009, the National Board of Social 

Services coordinated a nationwide terminology alignment project to ensure equity and 

comparable quality standards in every municipality. Deriving from this, several 

digitisation tools were developed, not only to facilitate the extensive procedural 

requirements of the Service Law, but also to support evidence-based methods in 

assessments and eventually to harvest data concerning the effects of services.  

The terminology alignment project started with outlining a conceptual and data-

structural backbone of a national method for assessing adult citizen's impairments and 

disabilities. The method, ‘Voksenudredningsmetoden’ (the Citizen Assessment Method, 

or the CAM), was, by the time of the field work of case 2, adopted by half of the 

municipalities. 

When utilizing the CAM, the social worker, upon receiving an application for 

social care, goes through a sequence of steps. Several steps are purely procedural, in the 

sense that the social worker must document the legal compliance of her (or his) 

decisions and fillings. By ensuring that the social worker goes through the legally 

required steps when handling cases, formal bureaucratic procedures are emphasised in 

response to the pressures of the high priority cases described above. Every document 

management software system compliant with the CAM includes three levels of 



indexical scoring. The intention of these scores is to provide managers and professionals 

alike with comparable and accessible data on levels of impairments. Such data could 

then be used for evaluating standards of quality, at least ideally. 

The terminology project and the CAM thus tied into the trend of evidence-

basing social work common to many North European countries (Greener and Greve 

2013), with manuals for standardised treatments, the implementation of randomised 

control trials (Deeming 2013), and rigorous reviews and assessments of research. Like 

EBP in general, the CAM was modelled on a positivist approach (Webb 2001, 71). 

While research shows that a radical EBP programme targeted at social work has been in 

progress in Scandinavia for a longer period of time (Hübner 2016), many Danish social 

services are late to the game of EBP - for good or for worse. The reasons for this lies 

outside this article’s scope. Nonetheless, EBP is an important context of the CAM and 

the current management paradigm in Danish social services for disabled or marginalised 

adults and children (Järvinen and Mik-Meyer 2012; Hjort 2013). 

The first level of the CAM consists in three general categories of impairments 

(physical, psychological and social), followed by a second level of seven specific 

themes (including mobility, cleanliness, communication proficiency, etc.) 

corresponding to international systems of disability classification (the WHO's 

International Classification of Functioning, especially). When a citizen applies for care, 

the social worker will obtain data from other public administrative systems (medical 

records, any records from unemployment agency, school records etc.) and set up 

meetings with the citizen. On the basis of gathered information, each theme and 

category is ranked on a scale from 0 to 4 (with 0 corresponding to zero or negligible 

problems). After scoring the citizen, the social worker writes down suggestions for 

treatment(s) and lists the possible providers of this treatment on the market. Concluding 

the CAM assessment, a similar five-step scale is used for evaluating the final, summed 

level of disability. 

This standardisation of assessments faces challenges in practice, however. In 

many situations, social workers rely heavily on responding to and interpreting citizens' 

relational behaviour. These modes of social work have been variously framed as action 

knowledge (Osmond 2005) or tacit knowledge (Polanyi 1966; Reinders 2010). This 

characteristic has been perceived as a skewed relationship between subjective 

judgments and the rule-bound, technical processes of a profession (Jamous and Peloille 

1970; Traynor 2009). At the national level, the contingency margin in decisions of 



social workers is remarkably large, because it emerges in the combination of the 

individual social worker’s experiences, tacit knowledge and personality, the agency's 

methods and traditions, plus the relevant municipality's range of treatments and levels of 

service. As a result, social work processes with citizens are hardly ever objectively 

repeatable across situations and contexts. Isolating and categorizing generalizable 

effects of social work interventions is complex at best, if not indeterminable. 

As a corollary, social workers have had relatively wide discretionary space for 

determining which services citizens could obtain. The merits of digitisation relative to 

social workers’ discretion and contingent working environment have been much 

discussed: While Bovens and Zouridis in analyses of digitisation in public sector 

administration found that professionals, subjected to tighter regimes of documentation 

and digitisation, experienced significantly diminished discretionary space, Jorna and 

Wagenaar argue that the sheer amount of data produced in processes of digitisation de-

coupled managers from the practitioners, thus increasing the professionals' discretion 

(Bovens and Zouridis 2002; Jorna and Wagenaar 2007).  

The varying discretionary space and the indeterminacy of social work are not the 

only challenges to accumulating knowledge and reaping the potential rewards of 

standardisation through digitisation, however. As previously noted, a quasi-market for 

the social interventions has been established, meaning that the jurisdiction (in the sense 

of [Abbott 1988]) of the treatments themselves – distinct from the diagnoses and 

inferences about problems - is handed over to lower rungs of social workers, in 

particular contracted treatment facilities and care homes employing staff mostly with 

pedagogical education or qualifications. This split between the theoretically informed 

diagnosis (performed by municipal social workers) and the performing intervention 

(effectuated by pedagogues and, increasingly, employees without formal qualifications), 

was enacted in legislation in 2007. 

With a severed link between theory and practice, the social workers’ direct 

access to knowledge of the citizens is hampered: the understanding and explanation of 

the problem is moved from the organisations providing treatment and support. The 

social workers, as a consequence, lose opportunities for testing, rectifying and 

developing skills relative to theory and their professional knowledge base. As seen in 

Case 1, the logic of bureaucracy generally tethers social workers to their desks, leaving 

them to interpret the measurements reported by the contracted care homes and treatment 

facilities. 



Ultimately, Danish social care provision thus faces an impasse in the 

implementation of digital decision-making tools: while digitisation in principle could 

help establish stable categorical knowledge for professionals, the indeterminacy of the 

profession and the split between diagnostic and performative processes, combined with 

the bureaucracy spiral, undermines the quality of that knowledge. Furthermore, the 

economic incentive structure of the contracted treatment facilities is unfavourable to 

consistent data. If a contracted facility or care home reports beneficial developments of 

the treated citizens, odds are that the municipal social workers will relocate these 

citizens to less care-intensive facilities, thus reducing income of the facility, whereas 

reporting only minor progression will ensure the revenue. Economic pressure at the 

level of the contracted service providers might thus jeopardise data quality. 

  

Clashing Knowledge Elements  

This article set out to investigate two cases that could shed light on changes brought 

about in the professional knowledge base as a result of reforms. What changed, then? 

The short answer is the ways social workers produce knowledge, and as a corollary, the 

object of this knowledge production, hereby restructuring the professional knowledge 

base. Subsequently, this knowledge then feeds into managerial practices and decision-

making. In this section, we expand on some theoretical aspects of knowledge in social 

work, in order to understand why new processes and objects clash with existing 

elements of the professional knowledge base. 

As described above, we proceed from Brante’s definition arguing that all 

professions use ‘scientifically based ontological models by which their objects can be 

constituted so that they are understood, explained and treatable’ (Brante 2010, 875). 

Each profession holds more or less exclusive rights to a particular truth regime, because 

“by commencing from a scientific ontological model’s split of its object (reality) into 

two levels, professionals are equipped with a non-obvious code for interpreting 

(understanding, explaining) and treating (intervening) the object” (Brante 2010, 864). 

The code operates at the surface level of diagnoses and the deep level of causality, often 

embedded in professional talk and idioms, and supported by epistemological 

apparatuses and institutions (Foucault 1980, 93, 131). 

One such apparatus is established by introducing social work practices of data 

generation and quantifiable measurements. We will first consider how this infusion of 



digitisation introduces a new process and a new object of knowledge into practice, and 

then contrast it to the apparatus gradually installed through the spiral of bureaucracy. 

Where social workers used to focus on advocating citizen's needs and 

intervening on the basis of professional depth explanations (Howe 1996), digitisation 

encourages the social worker's documentation of surface considerations. As suggested 

by Parton (2008), that might in turn cause surface observation to supersede depth 

explanations. However, documenting the visible and hence measurable attributes of 

impaired citizens leaves out the hardly measurable aspects of gut instinct, relational 

trust work and other tacit and embodied aspects of social work practice. Digitisation, 

moreover, might apparently raise the bar for documenting technical elements of social 

work, and simultaneously lower the indeterminacy relative to technicality (Jamous and 

Peloille 1970), but again at the possible expense of depth explanations, as these are 

partly based on affective interactions and individual pools of tacit knowledge. 

Despite current winds that blow towards increased documentation, the idea 

persists in Danish social work (as well as in academic circles, e.g. Webb 2001, 72; Hjort 

2013) that many cases cannot be understood through technical or formal reductionism. 

This generates a conflict between the underlying mechanism of the CAM and the ideals 

of the unique and complex human being prevalent in social work. The knowledge base 

elements promoted with the CAM, in addition to its increasing turn towards evidence-

based methods, are oriented towards a certain kind of epistemic process that enables 

comparisons. This process, termed commensuration by Espeland and Stevens (1998), 

has been noted in other Nordic cases (e.g. Nordstoga and Støkken 2011; Alastalo and 

Pösö 2014). Commensuration, that is, the enabling of comparisons and evaluations by 

constructing a common measure, scale, or unit of worth, points municipal social 

workers towards other forms of professional interaction than the traditionally case-

oriented, holistic and affective professional mode of interaction. With this, the object of 

the professional knowledge base increasingly becomes measurable aspects of social 

work practice. 

Another clash of knowledge elements can be detected in Case 1. Here, the object 

of social work changed from impairments and actual treatments to documentation of 

timeliness, as managers and social workers were pressed to give priority precisely to 

technical and formal aspects. The high priority cases continuously generated a spiral of 

new governmental or municipal action, by increasing legal control and monitoring, as 

well as the instalment of task forces and proposals for new legislation. 



Combining the reform initiatives, however, did not contribute to the social 

workers’ options for acquiring and generating substantial case knowledge, that is, depth 

explanations. Furthermore, the logic of commensuration neither prevents nor explains 

the complexity of high priority cases, while some bureaucratic measures introduced 

proved to be unnecessary and time-consuming in standard cases. Thus, improvements of 

service quality and efficiency, two central goals of the reforms, were cancelled out by 

the combination of the logics of bureaucracy and commensuration. 

While the high priority cases surface infrequently, their impact is still entwined 

in the run-of-the-mill legal and procedural process descriptions embedded in the CAM. 

Simultaneously, the evaluative potential of scoring and standardised assessment systems 

fundamentally shift the overall managerial framework for decision-making, including 

decisions concerning high priority cases. The changes to knowledge production, 

operation, and management influence every agency and social care provider in 

Denmark, and collide in an epistemological clash of different objects of knowledge 

(Brante 2010, 851). At the same time, the epistemologies constrain the agency of actors 

and organisations, and thereby form the backdrop for both creation and management of 

professional knowledge. 

Changing micro-practices of social workers towards data-driven decisions also 

effects legitimacy and political grounds for management action, due to the exigency of 

dealing with the knowledge created. Rather than mere cross-pressures, it should be seen 

as the emergence of new epistemologies in social work, driven by bureaucracy and 

commensuration logics. The different layers of practice and knowledge emerge, co-exist 

and eclipse each other in complex ways, as the diverging logics grind the different parts 

and cogs of the institutional wheels together. 

 

Managing Contradictory Elements of the Professional Knowledge Base   

The logic of bureaucracy and the logic of commensuration can in some situations 

merge, but are not necessarily easily combined. The evident trend for dealing with the 

disparate knowledge processes and objects is a managerial tendency that goes beyond 

managing employees and clients, instead making the social workers’ knowledge the 

object of management practice. In the two cases, new and contradictory processes and 

objects of the professional knowledge base emerge as a consequence of the reforms and 

changes in practice, and these elements of the professional knowledge base and their 



interfaces with practice and theory together reshape the conditions and opportunities for 

knowledge management. 

Case 1 illustrates a strong tendency towards bureaucratisation, emphasising 

timeliness and juridical compliance. This generates a well-documented procedural 

knowledge of the interventions’ sequence, the structures of accountability in decisions 

concerning allocated treatment and care, and the exact warrants in the Service Law. By 

supporting transparent management and responsibility structures, the reforms oriented 

towards a logic of bureaucratisation also create certainty for managers (or rather, 

knowledge) of organisational actions, level of compliance to law (e.g. timeliness and 

documentation), as well as enabling strict budget discipline. 

In Case 2, digitisation creates a mix of commensurable and generalised 

knowledge that simultaneously aims at categorising and ranking citizens according to 

impairment types and levels of severity. This knowledge can then support evidence-

basing of methods and treatments as well as management decision-making, by 

converting the CAM scales into indicators of functional progress or regress. This, in 

turn, can be coupled to the economic monitoring of municipal expenses. The digitised 

assessments thus create knowledge that connects both to scientific and economic logics 

of management. 

The knowledges created with the reforms thus serve different purposes, although 

both knowledge created through bureaucratisation and commensuration can perform the 

role of visible markers of trust (Kuhlmann 2006): In the former case, trust in 

transparency and timeliness of the intervention and in the latter case, trust in the choice 

of treatment and equity in the level of expenses. In either case, the professional object of 

managers and social workers becomes measurable attributes rather than citizens’ needs 

and conditions. 

 

Conclusion 
Managers in Danish social services now have unprecedented amounts of data and 

knowledge about processes and citizens as a result of the shift from predominantly 

professional autonomy to an intensified logic of bureaucracy. This intensification of 

bureaucracy is the consequence of two parallel developments: More attention given to 

cases of neglect or abuse, and more municipalities exceeding budgets, requiring 

managers to implement control and audit measures in response to legal and budgetary 

reform initiatives. Digitisation, meanwhile, has been implemented as a way of both 



measuring compliance with the law and gaining much-needed data on citizens’ progress 

and the return of investments. Pushed by reforms, these two developments have inserted 

both commensurate and bureaucratic elements into social workers’ knowledge base. 

Along with these divergent elements, the following pitfalls appear: 

First and foremost, resources get re-distributed from casework to bureaucratic 

work, but the quality of decisions (in effect, the quality of professional discretion) is not 

in itself ensured by emphasising deadlines – only the timeliness of assessments and 

other procedures. Secondly, the responsibility for making the right decisions tends to get 

pushed upward in the hierarchy of the organisation. Thirdly, many social workers, 

proceeding from the professional knowledge base of social work in prior decades, are 

opposed to attempts at quantification, highlighting the complexity and individuality of 

each case. 

The question remains to what extent digitised assessments and bureaucratic 

documentation can capture the reality of social workers’ tacit knowledge. How to 

produce objective methods for assessing impairments and social risk that 

simultaneously satisfy professional ethics, scientific standards and due bureaucratic 

diligence? This is particularly significant, given that organisational attempts at 

structuring and controlling social work practices (e.g. as a response to high priority 

cases and lack of knowledge about effects) seem to highlight and thus prioritise the 

surface level of assessments - possibly at the expense of knowledge creation at depth 

level. 

Based on our findings, we suggest that further research look into the practical 

effects and experienced consequences of the large-scale shifts of epistemology, coupled 

with the constrained marketplace model: What do new bureaucratic and digitised 

practices mean to citizens, and what did the reforms mean to the work experience of 

social workers and managers? If new ways of knowing the object of social work have 

been introduced, what new insights were then gained? Is it possible - on the basis of the 

aggregate data collected with the CAM - to assess and improve practices of 

interventions and treatments, both high-priority and standard cases? We suggest that a 

second wave of research in this field should displace focus from objects of knowledge 

and on to the model of reality in the professional knowledge base of social work, and 

the links between this model and the social policies pursued locally and nationally. 
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