
This report examines the use of digital technologies in 

social services and the policies that promote digital 

transformation. The use of digital technologies in social 

services in Europe has not been studied to the same extent 

as its use in healthcare. While there are some studies on 

this topic, many of them focus on the use of information 

and communications technology (ICT) rather than more 

advanced types of digital technologies. The digital 

technologies analysed in this report are based on previous 

Eurofound research, which classified them into the 

following three clusters: 

£ automation of work: advanced robotics, artificial 

intelligence (AI) and machine learning 

£ digitisation of processes: Internet of Things, virtual 

reality/augmented reality and telepresence 

£ coordination by platforms 

Digitalisation is analysed in relation to its impact on the 

design and delivery of social services. The social services 

studied include those listed in the European Pillar of Social 

Rights and can be public, private for-profit, or non-profit. 

This report was researched and produced before the onset 

of the COVID-19 virus. A number of key messages and policy 

pointers have been added on the basis of the findings 

which could be useful for policymakers as they seek to 

address the range of issues which will emerge in the 

aftermath of the pandemic.  

Policy context 
Ensuring Europe is fit for the digital age is one of the 

priorities of the European Commission in the period       

2019–2024. The actions to achieve this include looking into 

the human and ethical implications of AI, a European data 

strategy, improving the working conditions of platform 

workers, strengthening the digital skills of Europeans and 

digitalising European institutions. 

European institutions have asked Member States to 

increase their efforts in promoting the digital economy. In 

the 2019 European Semester, 17 countries received 

recommendations related to digital technologies and 

digitalisation. Most of these 17 countries were asked to 

focus investment-related economic policy on digitalisation 

(including digital skills and infrastructure), taking into 

account regional disparities. 

EU initiatives that deal specifically with the digitalisation of 

health and social care tend to focus on health-related 

issues, such as e-prescriptions or disease prevention. This 

prevalence of digitalisation in healthcare rather than social 

care can also be seen at the national level. The 

digitalisation of social services often takes place in 

combination with healthcare (for example, setting up 

databases to share health and social care records) or as 

part of wider reforms in the public sector. Often, the 

objectives of the digitalisation of social services are to 

achieve cost efficiency and to allow older people to live in 

their own homes independently for as long as possible. 

Key findings 
£ Robots are used in health and social care mainly to 

monitor and interact with older people and/or to assist 

them with cognitive tasks. Robots also help carers by 

providing physical assistance (for example, lifting 

patients). The costs of robots, safety concerns and 

opposition from carers and the general public have 

limited their use in social care. 

£ The Internet of Things has been used in the homes of 

older people for monitoring purposes (for example, fall 

detection) and to facilitate cognitive and interactive 

tasks. The use of this technology and telecare in the 

future will be facilitated by the reduction in costs of 

wearable devices and the increasing familiarity of the 

population with these technologies. 

£ Care provided with the aid of robots, telepresence and 

wearable devices can also reduce the risk of contagion 

and ensure the continuity of care in times of 

confinement, lockdown and physical/social distancing. 
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£ AI has been used in the planning of resource allocation 

and in the handling of applications for benefits in cash 

or in kind. AI can also predict needs at the individual 

level from service users and assist public employment 

services in matching jobs with applicants more 

efficiently.  

£ As in the case of the services sector, the use of 

blockchain technology is in an early phase of adoption 

in health and social care, where it has been used to pay 

benefits in cash and to monitor pension contributions. 

£ Platforms have been used to put users and providers of 

home care and childminding services in contact. The 

use of this technology can increase in the future in 

those social services where public provision decreases. 

As citizens become more accustomed to these 

technologies, they are more likely to use them to 

access social services. 

£ The level of evidence regarding the impact of these 

technologies in social services is limited, partly 

because many of these technologies are in a 

preliminary level of deployment. There is evidence that 

the automation or reduction of administrative 

processes allows staff to increase their productivity 

and to dedicate more time to other tasks. For example, 

the information available through wearable devices 

facilitates more efficient use of resources. In contrast, 

there have also been cases in which digitalisation has 

increased the workload, where staff need to spend 

more time reporting, monitoring or assisting service 

users when services are digitalised (for example, filling 

in online application forms). 

£ Digital technologies can achieve savings by helping to 

prevent more costly and intensive care, detecting fraud 

more effectively and ensuring that scarce resources are 

allocated more efficiently. 

£ From the users’ perspective, digital technologies have 

contributed to an increased sense of safety and to the 

capacity of older people to live longer in their own 

homes. This in turn means that older people are less 

reliant on help from carers and that admissions to care 

homes can be postponed. 

Policy pointers 
£ Resistance from staff and service users constitutes a 

barrier to the further deployment of digital 

technologies. While some of their concerns may be 

justified, the reluctance to use digital technologies can 

be due to lack of knowledge and skills. Further 

involvement of users in the co-design of services would 

also have a positive impact on uptake and on the user-

friendliness of technologies. 

£ The review of the EU’s Digital Education Action Plan 

and the new EU funding programmes provide an 

opportunity to tackle the digital divide and increase 

skills and familiarity with digital technologies. Tackling 

the digital divide and investing in digital infrastructure 

and skills are crucial, as these technologies are 

important tools to prevent contagion. 

£ The fragmentation of social services and the lack of a 

specific institution responsible for the digital 

transformation process have hindered the 

digitalisation of social services. The fragmentation of 

information (for example, having several databases of 

service users) also has a negative impact. Digital 

technologies can themselves help to tackle this 

fragmentation, especially if there is a centrally 

responsible body that drives harmonisation and 

sharing. Further exchanges and mutual learning 

between Member States regarding how to achieve the 

digital transformation of services could benefit from 

action at EU level. 

£ Most of the policy initiatives dealing with the 

digitalisation of social services identified in this 

research at EU and national levels focus on healthcare. 

While some issues and services are similar to health 

and social care, a more specific approach dealing with 

data protection, ethical issues and user involvement 

would be beneficial for the successful implementation 

in social services. The crisis ensuing from the 

Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic makes this 

specific focus all the more necessary, as these 

technologies are vital in ensuring the continuity of 

care, tackling social isolation and meeting spikes in the 

demand of care. 

  

 

Further information 

The report Impact of digitalisation on social services is available at 
http://eurofound.link/ef19043 

Research manager: Daniel Molinuevo 

information@eurofound.europa.eu 

European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions EF/19/043/EN 1

http://eurofound.link/ef19043
mailto:information@eurofound.europa.eu


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


