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DIGITALIZATION AND ADMINISTRATIVE BURDEN: 
CHALLENGES OF IMMIGRANT WOMEN IN 
DIGITALIZED FINNISH PUBLIC SERVICES

TEEMA-ARTIKKELI

Migration, digitalization, and administrative burden shape access to public services. The situation becomes 
more challenging for immigrants who struggle to relocate to a new country of residence. This article 
examines the challenges immigrant women face in navigating digitalized public services, their coping 
mechanisms and available informal support, and the strategies that can help them overcome bureaucratic 
barriers. Based on 30 interviews with non-EU/EEA women in Helsinki and Turku, the findings indicate that 
lack of clear guidelines and language skills challenge immigrant women in navigating digitalized public 
services, making support groups an essential safety net in accessing these services.
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M
igration, digitalization, and administrati-
ve burden are the binding key factors in 
determining the availability of access to 

public services. The complex bureaucratic system 
often causes onerous experiences for individual 
citizens whenever they are dealing with public 
authorities. Financial costs, knowledge of the local 
language, and psychological burdens are the pri-
mary issues associated with migration and digita-
lization. The situation becomes more challenging 
for immigrants who struggle to relocate to a new 
country of residence. Although both immigrant 
men and women experienced challenges in in-
tegration in Finland, immigrant women are more 
prone to disadvantages (Finnish Institute of health 
and welfare 2024). The article addresses questions 
such as: What are the challenges to navigating 
the digitalized public services for immigrant wo-
men? Are there any coping mechanisms and in-
formal support to overcome these issues? What 
are the strategies that can help immigrant women 
overcome the impact of bureaucratic interactions 
and costly interactions with the state whilst encou-
raging them to navigate administrative processes 
more effectively? We conducted 30 in-depth in-
terviews, with non-EU / EEA migrant women with 
study or working permit based in Helsinki (n=15) 
and Turku (n=15) to examine their experiences of 
dealing with digitalized public services. Our findin-
gs indicate that two aspects challenge immigrant 
women in navigating digitalized public services, 
which are (1) the lack of clear guidelines and (2) 
language skills. Therefore, reliance on the support 
group has been a safety net during the application 
of public services.

Introduction

Digitalization of public service delivery is the re-
sponse of an effort to improve the efficiency and 
quality of public services in addition to improving 
its cost-effectiveness for modern Western societ-
ies (Schou & Hjelholt 2018, 2019 as cited in Tangi 
et al. 2021). The public service frames digitalization 
as a set of enigmatic processes that are connect-
ed to the broader welfare state approach and cit-
izens’ social rights of the state (James & Whelan 
2021). Correspondingly, emphasizing the impor-
tance of using information systems, ICT and dig-
ital data management is the government strategy 
to accelerate digitalizing public health and social 
welfare services (Hyppönen et al. 2018 as cited in 
Buchert et al. 2023).

In a recent digital performance comparison, 
Finland ranked first, followed by Denmark, the 
Netherlands, and Sweden (The European Com-

mission’s annual Digital Economy and Society 
Index 2022). Despite the government’s efforts to 
promote the significance of digitalization on ac-
tive citizens’ participation in the procurement of 
services within the Social and Health Services 
Strategy 2020 and Strategy 2030 (STM 2014 as cit-
ed in Safarov 2023), the latest report by the Finnish 
Institute for Health and Welfare showed that 83 
percent of the population reported using online 
public services on their own, but 79 percent ar-
gued that they had encountered some challenges 
when using them.

Finland maintains comprehensive legisla-
tion-based social rights, an extensive tax-financed 
public health system, as well as a social welfare 
service sector in the context of a Nordic welfare 
state (Christiansen & Markkola 2006). Since 2010, 
the Finnish government has underlined digita-
lization as an overarching goal across all policy 
sectors (Ministry of Finance 2020) and put into 
practice extensive digitalization projects in the 
public sector, including public health and social 
welfare services (Hyppönen et al. 2018 as cited in 
Buchert et al. 2023). Immigrant women in Finland, 
typically aged 25–66, represent a diverse group 
with varying education levels and migration his-
tories (Kemppainen et al. 2023). A notable number 
of migrant women, who are highly skilled profes-
sionals despite having a high level of education, 
are outside working life (Larja 2020 as cited in 
Saastamoinen & Bärlund 2022). Meanwhile, some 
arrive with limited formal education and primarily 
engage in domestic or caregiving roles (Kemp-
painen et al 2023).

The lack of knowledge and ability to use digital 
services of an individual in a marginalized group 
does not support significant investments in us-
er-friendliness (Gillingham 2015 as cited in Safa-
rov 2023). Based on numerous scholarly investi-
gations, non-citizen immigrants with limited legal 
status are excluded from the social protection 
framework as non-citizens’ rights are apportioned 
according to their residency statuses (Könönen 
2017 as cited in Safarov 2023). Furthermore, the 
impact of discriminatory actions by street-level 
bureaucrats can cause immigrants to presume the 
notion that they are not entitled to public services 
(Ratzmann 2021 as cited in Safarov 2023). Other 
significant factors that contribute to a negative 
influence on immigrants’ ability to reach public 
services are inadequate language proficiency and 
welfare system knowledge (Holzinger 2019; Safa-
rov 2021, 2023). The importance of our study lies in 
the growing intersection of challenges related to 
the specific needs of immigrant women especially 
in public services, where digitalization is hindered 
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by the limited ability of a marginalized group to 
utilize the digitalized administrative framework. 
When welfare state bureaucrats try to improve the 
efficiency and accessibility of their services, this 
may have the contrary effect if there is no tailored 
support. Thus, services can become less accessi-
ble to immigrant women. The article aims to tack-
le the following questions: What are the challeng-
es to navigating the digitalized public services for 
immigrant women? Are there any coping mech-
anisms and informal support to overcome these 
issues? What are the strategies that can help im-
migrant women overcome the impact of bureau-
cratic interactions and costly interactions with the 
state whilst encouraging them to navigate admin-
istrative processes more effectively?

In our conceptual and theoretical framework, 
we outline the key concepts and theories guid-
ing our study based on literature. The following 
sections are our research design and methodol-
ogy, and findings on the type of challenges that 
immigrant women in Finland encounter when 
using digitalized public services and discuss cop-
ing mechanisms used to overcome bureaucratic 
challenges. In the closing section, we suggested 
strategies that can help immigrant women miti-
gate the negative impact of these interactions 
and summarize the key findings of this research, 
identifying future directions, and discussing some 
limitations.

Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

Recent efforts have refined the understanding 
of administrative burden, emphasizing learning 
costs, compliance cost, and psychological tolls 
associated with benefit systems. Waiting in lines, 
communication failures, and administrative errors 
contribute to this burden, impacting both material 
and psychological well-being (Herd & Moynihan 
2018). Administrative burdens further complicate 
access to services for immigrants, necessitating 
proficiency in language, computer skills, bureau-
cratic literacy, and understanding of public orga-
nizations and welfare systems (Finn & Goodship 
2014 as cited in Heinrich 2016). Administrative bur-
dens are a common feature of public service sys-
tems. They exist because public service systems 
are often designed around institutional needs and 
regulatory goals rather than user accessibility. In 
many cases, governments implement detailed 
rules and procedures to maintain control, manage 
risk, or ensure that only eligible individuals receive 
services. These systems may prioritize efficien-
cy, legal accountability, or cost-saving measures 
over individual experience. As a result, complexity 

becomes built into the process, and individuals, 
especially those unfamiliar with the system, are 
expected to take responsibility for understand-
ing and navigating it on their own. Administrative 
burdens then are not always accidental; they can 
also be the result of choices made during policy 
design that unintentionally or sometimes deliber-
ately make access more difficult for certain groups 
(Herd & Moynihan 2018).

Administrative burdens pose a significant bar-
rier for immigrants navigating access to public 
services, as they must navigate challenges from 
resources that were needed yet often lacking. The 
requirement of language proficiency, computer 
skills, bureaucratic literacy, structural understand-
ing of public organizations, and welfare system 
navigation are mandatory prerequisites. In the 
non-profit sector, access to digital public services 
is predominantly facilitated through social net-
works and organizations. However, users’ service 
needs often remain unmet, even after receiving 
assistance. Consequently, this situation highlights 
the need for further studies in third-sector organi-
zations and other approaches to provide support 
for digital services (Safarov 2023). 

Although the causes and consequences of 
administrative burden are well understood, lit-
tle effort has been made to pay attention to how 
targeted policy beneficiaries react to or manage 
onerous policies and practices (Masood & Nisar 
2021). State-led interventions in digital skills train-
ing are insufficient to bridge the access gap; in-
stead, individualized support and assistance in na-
tive languages are needed to ensure equal access 
for all (Moynihan et al. 2015 as cited in Baekgaard 
& Tankink 2023). In addition, as the digital public 
service demands reflected the diversity of con-
sumers, therefore when delivering public services 
online, the prerequisite of immigrant communities 
must be considered (Safarov 2023). 

The Lack of Administrative Literacy

Studies show that although migrant women may 
have prior digital exposure, many encounter tech-
nology only upon arrival in Finland (Valonen 2021 
as cited in Kemppainen et al. 2023). The issue of 
employing new technologies in the realm of pub-
lic services extends to broader scopes of social 
adaptability. Often, the assumption is that with the 
implementation and continual utilization of new 
technologies, individuals will simply acquiesce 
and become accustomed to a new paradigm of 
daily life, in which previous tools either cease to 
exist or are greatly minimized (Berker et al 2006). 
However, research has demonstrated the selectiv-

ity of educated urban women in their approach to 
utilizing new technologies, which is based simply 
on an individual’s preference for a particular func-
tion or technology (Matassi et al. 2019).

From applying for social benefits to manag-
ing health records, digital infrastructures often 
assume a level of familiarity with country-specific 
knowledge. This structural disadvantage further 
marginalizes immigrant women, who may already 
be navigating complex bureaucratic systems and 
face administrative errors (Breit & Salomon 2015). 
Beyond language and technological barriers, im-
migrant women face institutional complexities 
when accessing digital services (Valonen 2021 as 
cited in Kemppainen et al. 2023). 

Compliance Cost of E-Bureaucracy

Female immigrants face multifaceted challenges 
within e-bureaucracy in Finland, such as bureau-

From applying for social 
benefits to managing 
health records, digital 
infrastructures often 
assume a level of 
familiarity with country-
specific knowledge. 
This structural 
disadvantage further 
marginalizes immigrant 
women, who may already 
be navigating complex 
bureaucratic systems and 
face administrative errors.

cratic barriers, identity verification challenges, 
stringent requirements imposed by financial in-
stitutions, and the ensuing social and economic 
implications. The first significant impediment aris-
es in the form of E-IDs (electronic identification), 
essential for accessing services like creating bank 
accounts (Eaton et al. 2018). The process of ob-
taining an online banking ID further underscores 
the complexity of identity verification. The require-
ment for a Finnish personal identity number (PIN), 
issued upon registration in the Population Infor-
mation System or upon receiving a residence per-
mit, poses challenges for immigrants without ID 
cards or passports. Asylum seekers face additional 
hurdles, as the absence of a travel document can 
lead to the denial of a Finnish PIN, exacerbating 
their already precarious situation (Ustek-Spilda & 
Alastalo 2020). Banks compound these challenges 
by imposing stringent criteria for granting online 
banking details. Proof of regular income, social 
benefits reception are prerequisites that, as high-
lighted in reports, disproportionately affect ref-
ugees, particularly women. These requirements 
not only hinder the integration of immigrants into 
society but also maintain a lower socio-econom-
ic position, increasing the risk of social exclusion, 
especially for women. The intertwined nature of 
these challenges creates a socio-technical prob-
lem in terms of immigrant integration (Digi arkeen 
-neuvottelukunta 2019).

Prioritizing the empowerment of immigrant 
women through comprehensive support systems 
is paramount in this endeavor. This entails imple-
menting targeted language education programs, 
culturally sensitive digital literacy initiatives, and 
facilitating streamlined access to digital services. 
Additionally, efforts to alleviate administrative 
burdens and simplify processes can significant-
ly alleviate the strain experienced by vulnerable 
populations (Leguina & Downey 2021). In achiev-
ing this goal, community-based organizations 
and non-governmental entities emerge as pivot-
al actors (Thomas & Parayil 2008). Through their 
concerted efforts, targeted language education 
programs, and culturally sensitive digital literacy 
initiatives can be effectively implemented. By nur-
turing confidence and agency among immigrant 
women, these initiatives empower them to navi-
gate the digital landscape with resilience and effi-
cacy, thereby facilitating their integration journey 
(van Deursen et al. 2021).

Research Design and Methodology

The primary data collection of this study was 
done by conducting semi-structured interviews 
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with immigrant women non-EU/EEA with study 
or working permit based in Helsinki and Turku. To 
ensure a thorough grasp of the topic matter and 
to reach saturation, 30 interviews with immigrant 
women were conducted in Helsinki (n=15) and in 
Turku (n=15). The reason we chose Helsinki and 
Turku were based on several considerations. First, 
they are among the largest cities in Finland based 
on the number of inhabitants. Second, they have 
diverse immigrant populations. Third, both cities 
have a higher permit approval (Finnish Immigra-
tion Service 2024), therefore offering a unique op-
portunity to evaluate immigrant women’s experi-
ences of applying for residence permits.

We interviewed non-EU/EEA immigrant wom-
en as bureaucratic requirements tend to be higher 
for non-Western citizens with study and work-
ing permit, and who have lived in Finland for at 
least one year. We examine their experiences of 
dealing with digitalized public services, focusing 
on Immigration services, and public healthcare. 
Thus, the questions that we address are related to 
their experience utilizing those services. The in-
terviews were conducted in English via Zoom with 
open-ended questions lasting about 30 minutes 
per session. Furthermore, we ensured that partic-
ipants were well-informed about data privacy by 
providing them with a consent form and a privacy 
notice prior to the interviews. 

Limitations and Future Directions

Our research interviews focus only on non-EU/
EEA immigrants with study or working permit as 
it is challenging to arrange encounters with oth-
er immigrant groups, therefore they do not rep-
resent immigrant women in Finland as a whole. 
Our variable reflects only the perspective of these 
groups of immigrant women and thus captures 
specific socio-demographic profiles such as ed-
ucation levels, and migration pathways. Future 
studies should consider a mixed-methods ap-
proach, utilizing quantitative data as well as qual-
itative approaches of various marginalized groups 
with challenges related to digitalization in public 
services.

Findings

Our findings suggest that two aspects challenge 
immigrant women in navigating digitalized immi-
gration and public healthcare services. These are 
(1) the lack of clear guidelines and (2) language 
skills. At the same time, coping mechanisms and 
informal support systems exist and provide sup-
port in the process of applying for public services. 

Immigrant women rely on their support group 
whenever they encounter difficulties.

Lack of Clear Guidelines

Many respondents emphasized the absence of 
coherent instructions or structured guidance 
when accessing digitalized public services for the 
first time upon arrival in Finland. This lack of trans-
parency and step-by-step support caused con-
fusion and heightened anxiety as the following 
statements show.

Where should I search for information and 
everything? I have been doing it by my-
self. 	 So, the challenge was, where should 
I start? I didn’t know about any websites or 
anything. (Respondent 1)

If they had some kind of clear guideline, that 
would be helpful. But I did everything 	
based on what others told me. There’s no 
central place to get this kind of information. 	
It was very challenging. (Respondent 2)

Nobody prepares you or gives you a list of 
steps you need to take. You only find out 	
about things when you encounter a prob-
lem. (Respondent 3)

These statements suggest a systemic lack of 
user-centered design in digital platforms for pub-
lic services, where essential procedures and re-
sources are not clearly outlined for newcomers.

Language Barriers

Language was consistently identified as a major 
barrier. Even after years of residence in Finland, 
many participants struggled with the limited avail-
ability of English-language resources on official 
platforms, especially when dealing with complex 
bureaucratic documents:

There is limited information in English 
when it comes to public services. You 
must 	use Google Translate and guess. (Re-
spondent 4)

Even when I go to the office, I use my 
phone to translate everything and try to un-
derstand what is going on. (Respondent 5)

Tax and Migri [Finnish Immigration Ser-
vices] decisions come in Finnish. It’s diffi-
cult to translate those accurately. I always 

must ask someone to help me. (Respon-
dent 6)

The language can be a huge problem be-
cause many of us don’t understand Finn-
ish. 	 (Respondent 7)

The dependency on unofficial tools such as 
Google Translate and peer assistance increases 
the risk of misinterpretation and administrative er-
rors, reinforcing structural vulnerability.

Peer Networks and Social Media Support

Faced with these structural barriers, immigrant 
women have developed a range of informal cop-
ing strategies. The most significant of these is re-
liance on personal and community-based social 
networks, both offline and online. Participants 
frequently mentioned turning to friends, family, 
colleagues, or online communities for advice and 
step-by-step guidance through administrative 
processes:

Most of the time, I’m not aware of how 
processes work. I learned from other im-
migrants or friends. (Respondent 8)

To understand administrative process-
es like taxes, I had to consult a colleague 
from 	my workplace. (Respondent 9)

Sometimes you ask people who’ve already 
done it before. Just to confirm you’re do-
ing it right. (Respondent 10)

There is a social media group created by our 
community where we exchange informa-
tion and help each other. (Respondent 11)

When I came to university, they gave us all 
the information we needed in orientation. 
That helped a lot. (Respondent 12)

The analysis of these quotations reveals sever-
al crucial patterns. First, immigrant women active-
ly seek guidance from peers who have previously 
navigated similar challenges, indicating that expe-
riential knowledge is highly valued and, in many 
cases, perceived as more reliable than official in-
structions. Second, both in-person networks and 
digital networks play a pivotal role in providing 
practical, step-by-step guidance through com-
plex administrative processes. Third, the reliance 
on informal networks highlights significant gaps 
in formal public services: official information and 

These statements 
suggest a systemic lack of 
user-centered design in 
digital platforms for 
public services, where 
essential procedures and 
resources are not clearly 
outlined for newcomers. 
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digital platforms are often insufficient, unclear, or 
difficult to access, thereby necessitating recourse 
to personal networks for support. Moreover, 
these informal networks offer not only practical 
assistance but also emotional reassurance and a 
sense of community, fostering greater confidence 
among women in navigating bureaucratic proce-
dures.

Discussion & Conclusion

Previous studies show that while immigrant 
women could utilize interpreters in face-to-face 
interactions, there was no digital or phone-based 
language support available in languages other 
than Finnish and Swedish. Consequently, par-
ticipants often relied on their social networks 
to surmount service-related challenges. These 
networks served as invaluable reservoirs of infor-
mation regarding digital healthcare services and 
assistance with online form completion. Addi-
tionally, relatives and friends played pivotal roles 
in facilitating translation or interpretation during 
public interactions, thereby mediating access to 
public services (Valonen 2021 as cited in Kemp-
painen et al. 2023). 

Digitalization can lead to the rise of people’s 
dependency on others, rather than removing bar-
riers (Buchert et al. 2023). Immigrant women ac-
tively developed informal coping strategies, often 
outside of institutional structures. These included 
turning to  family, friends, and members of their 
ethnic or cultural communities  for guidance and 
assistance with form-filling, translations, or ex-
planations of procedures. Social media platforms 
and online community groups also served as key 
resources for shared learning and troubleshoot-
ing. Furthermore, some participants received 
help through structured programs in workplaces 
or academic institutions, particularly universities 
that offered orientation sessions or multilingual 
materials. This reliance on co-ethnic and social 
networks is not unique to our participants but 
reflects a broader pattern found in migration re-
search globally. Studies consistently highlight how 
migrants turn to their own communities for so-
cial, linguistic, and bureaucratic support, particu-
larly when institutional assistance is limited (Ryan 
2011). Such practices are widely observed among 
diverse immigrant groups and even among Finns 
living abroad. Our findings therefore confirm this 
broader phenomenon while showing how it man-
ifests in migration and public healthcare services 
in Finland. However, while these forms of  peer-
to-peer and grassroots support helped bridge im-
mediate gaps, they also underscore the failures of 

institutional design. Relying on informal networks 
is not a long-term or equitable solution. It shifts 
responsibility from public institutions to individ-
uals and communities, reinforcing inequality and 
dependence rather than fostering autonomy and 
inclusion.

In moving towards solutions, a holistic ap-
proach is imperative. Policymakers and stake-
holders must consider implementing measures 
to streamline bureaucratic processes, relaxing 
stringent requirements that disproportionately af-
fect vulnerable populations. Additionally, targeted 
language acquisition and employment programs, 
coupled with anti-discrimination initiatives, can 
address the socio-economic barriers, fostering 
a more inclusive environment. By understanding 
and addressing each layer of this complex issue, a 
smoother integration process can be realized, ul-
timately benefiting both immigrants and the host 
society. 

Administrative burden is an onerous experi-
ence of individuals when interacting with the state 
which then leads to three types of costs: learn-
ing cost, psychological cost, and compliance cost 
(Moynihan et al. 2015). Immigrant women expe-
rienced multiple, interconnected barriers when 
interacting with digital public services. The lack of 
clear, step-by-step instructions emerged as a ma-
jor source of confusion. Many participants report-
ed feeling lost, uncertain about procedures, and 
unaware of where to begin when trying to access 
basic services. Additionally,  language barriers  re-
main a central issue. Despite living in Finland for 
several years, many women still lacked the Finn-
ish or Swedish proficiency which are required to 
understand official documents or websites (learn-
ing cost). English resources were often limited or 
missing, forcing women to rely on Google Trans-
late or informal help. The Finnish digital public 
service infrastructure often assumes prior knowl-
edge of how state systems work, knowledge that 
immigrants frequently do not have. This increased 
the risk of errors and deepened feelings of inse-
curity (psychological cost). Even when women 
possessed digital skills, structural and bureaucratic 
challenges related to system design, service nav-
igation, and rigid institutional requirements com-
plicated their access (compliance cost).

Coping mechanisms which rely on personal 
and community-based social networks, both of-
fline and online, have been a strategy in overcom-
ing the challenge of bureaucracy requirement. In 
practice, the digitalization process tends to favor 
native users while marginalizing those who are 
unfamiliar with the system’s norms, languages, or 
expectations.
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