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Introduction  

Today, information and communication technologies (ICT) are widespread. E-government is 

a broad concept including a wide range of administrative systems and services. In all 

governmental contexts, public values are guiding the administration and service, making 

public values and democratic institutions integrated into e-government (Heeks & Bailur 2007; 

Yildiz 2007; 2012). E-government, including back-office solutions and citizen e-services, are 

therefore the realization and practical consequences of public values. E-government, through 

technological solutions, has thus the potential to support as well as impede public values.  

Digitalisation provides openings for advanced and efficient services that are accessible 

through an increasing number of devices, and there are policy ambitions to further improve 

and automate more public digital services. Indeed, a current trend in e-government policies 

and practices is to automate standardized routine tasks as stated in policy documents on 

European level (European eGovernment Action Plan 2011-2015) as well as national policy 

documents (SOU 2014:75). The increasing use of automated systems for decision-making and 

decision support in public administration is therefore forming new practices and challenging 

public values in new ways. The new systems for automated public decision-making (APDM) 

are developing in many different ways from simple self-service systems for information to 
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more advanced decision-making systems. For example, the Swedish Social Insurance Agency 

has an automated payment of short term parental leave, that has been developed to include 

several challenges of the complexity of the parent’s working time (Inspektionen för 

socialförsäkringen, 2015). When e-government is automated it becomes even more important 

that public values like equality, accessibility and impartiality are on the agenda, since there 

are no human actors integrating these values into the decisions. These basic and important 

public values need to be included in the design, and embedded into the systems. However, as 

shown in research on e-government there is a main focus on efficiency and technology rather 

than public values, usability and the meaning of public services (Meijer & Thaens 2010; 

Heeks & Bailur 2007; Bannister and Connolly 2014). In this paper we will give an example of 

how these challenges even increase when e-government is automated. Public values have to 

be developed in line with the governmental system designed into policy making and public 

administration. In international comparisons three analytically distinct public values of ‘Good 

governance’ have been identified: impartiality, legitimacy and legal certainly/rule of law/“just 

procedure” (e.g., Rothstein 2008; Agnafors 2013). Values are translated through the way the 

public sector is controlled and decision-making is organized (Holmgren Caicedo et.al. 2013). 

Public values are also embedded in the socio-technical arrangement of public administration, 

as has been discussed for long (Winner, 1980) and it has been forming our understanding of 

technology in society. Therefore, it is vital that the realization of e-government and public 

values goes in hand with technological solutions since digitalization affects the political 

system including throughput as a support for a transformed and more efficient administration 

(Lips et al., 2009). This opens for new forms of interaction with citizens, and users of public 

services (Fountain 2001; Jansson & Erlingsson 2014). The research on good governance has 

identified impartiality as key public value for legitimacy (Rothstein & Teorell, 2008). 

Impartiality is not only a core virtue of just institutions and their exercise of public authority 

(Barry 1996), but also of legitimacy, which can be understood as a justificatory concept as it 

is expressed as trust and legality. In modern welfare states, legitimacy is mainly generated at 

the output side of the political system (Rothstein 2009; 2012). A successful translation of key 

public values in the automation of public decision-making would therefore have to be 

conducive to good governance.  

A well-designed system for APDM has a potential to act as a new guardian of democratic 

values, replacing the bureaucrat (to paraphrase Lundquist 1998). However, there are several 

challenges in the design of such systems and not at least how the professional human 



 3 

bureaucrat relates to such a co-worker (the automated system). There are professional 

practices as the ethics of care (Tronto, 1993) that is a conceptualisation of the capacity to 

make ethical considerations in relation to decision-making in public services and 

administrations. There are central tensions between the idea of the impartial administration 

and the often asked for ethics of care values in public services.  

Based on these arguments there is a need to further study how APDM as a form of e-

government is used to support public administration and enhance the services provided and its 

relation to partiality as key values of legitimacy building (Whilborg et al, 2016; Wihlborg & 

Gustavsson 2014; Heinelt, 2006; Saban, 2011; Heinelt 2006).  

Aim of the paper 

In this paper, we will therefore address impartiality as part of the construction of legitimacy in 

APDM and analyses the balancing of impartiality and ethics of care in a case study regarding 

APDM at the Swedish Transportation Agency. This case study focused on the case workers’ 

positions, competences and strategies in relation to make impartial decisions “together with” 

the system for APDM.  

The overall aim of the paper is to analyse how legitimacy for public decision and 

administrative processes are formed regarding impartiality and ethics of care. The paper is 

organized around three research questions that also guide the outline of the paper.  

RQ1: How can public values in general and the tension between impartiality and ethics of 

care in particular be conceptualized in relation to e-government and APDM?  

RQ2: How do case workers in a public agency manage the tension between impartiality and 

ethics of care when they work together with the system for APDM to meet citizens demands?  

RQ3: What general lessons can be learned regarding the conceptualisation of public values in 

relation APDM when it comes to system design implications, professional competences and 

policy implications?  

This study is conducted by researchers trained in different disciplines and thus it has an 

ambition to cross-over, if not really integrating, different academic disciplines. The common 

ground is the research design and the case study. It is mainly in the integrative analytical 

approach that we strive to combine our different perspectives.  
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Government and Automated Decision-making – A 
research overview forming a theoretical framework 

This section places the aim of this study in a context of public values for digital services and 

automation. We here focus on the first research question: how can public values in general 

and the tension between impartiality and ethics of care in particular be conceptualized in 

relation to e-government and APDM?  

The section starts in the research field of public values from a political science perspective 

and relates to the discussions on public ethics, which mainly has developed in academic areas 

like social work and feminist studies. Thereafter we give an overview of the how automation 

have been analysed in information system studies. Finally, we aim to develop an analytical 

framework based on and integrating the theoretical perspectives and aiming to guide the final 

analysis in the paper.  

Public values guiding forming legitimate government and good governance 

Legitimacy is a basic concept in political science and it has both normative and analytical 

implications. We focus on legitimacy, since it is considered as core virtues of just institutions 

and their exercise of public authority (Barry 1996) and it has to be integrated into our analyses 

of e-government. It is normative in the way that it something we strive to achieve. The 

concept is analytical since it also opens for analyses of how legitimacy can be gained through 

good governance. In order to make legitimacy more intellectually graspable Bekker and 

Edwards (2007) pointed out that it presupposes authority. In this way legitimacy must be 

related to an actor, institution or a system that exercise authority. One common interpretation 

is thus to understand legitimacy in terms of acceptance for this authority. Since governments, 

and thereby also e-government, is about authority there is a need for good governance to 

increase the acceptance of the government’s authority. The acceptance of a legitimate 

government relies on two main components; its legal grounds (ruling by the law) in 

combination with the trust of the state among the citizens and public as well private 

organisations (Bekker and Edwards 2007). 

The normative aspects of legitimacy is expressed in relation to the idea of “good governance”, 

or “quality of government”, is conceptualising how governments can govern to increase 

legitimacy through good structures, practices and performance. While the definitions of good 

governance have traditionally cantered upon performance and efficiency, particularly 
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economic efficiency (Adserà et.al. 2003; Rotberg 2014), more recent definitions have taken a 

more deontological approach (e.g., Rothstein and Teorell 2008; Rothstein 2011; Agnafors 

2013). Hereby are the interpretations of legitimacy extended beyond the meaning of the 

formal rule by the law and recourse efficiency, to also include normative ethical positions of 

how governance is made. Rothstein and Teorell (2008) argue that the quality of government 

operations is also central to building perceptions of public legitimacy. Government officials 

and case workers working in various administrations and authorities are therefore important in 

creating legitimacy, in particular when they meet the citizens and provide various public 

services such as education, or care (Rothstein, 2009).  

Public sector legitimacy, as the citizen’s acceptance of the government’s authority, is based 

on how governments live up to values such as democracy, accountability and efficiency 

(Easton, 1957, Scharpf, 2010). This reasoning follows Lundquist (1998) who states that the 

public ethos, as expressed in every activity by the professionals in bureaucracy and public 

services, is based on democratic values and efficient management of common resources. 

Through continuous interaction with citizens, the street-level case workers build trust in both 

personal relationships and towards the state system as such; thus, contributing to building 

citizens’ perceptions of public sector legitimacy and trust (Wihlborg et.al. 2016). This creates 

and re-creates citizens’ perceptions of public legitimacy and the trust in a continuous dialogue 

between citizens and authority. Citizens' trust in the public is thus affected by the organization 

of government services. Previous studies have shown how citizens' trust in the public services 

is developed and supported through improved interaction and how the dialogue with the 

government is perceived, which means that the process (i.e. improved interaction between 

citizens and government) is more central to citizen trust in the public than institutional factors 

(Tolbert and Mossberger, 2006).  

Citizen trust for public administration has been shown to rest on the perception of impartiality 

in public sector decision-making as well as citizens’ perception of being seen as an individual 

(i.e., partiality) (Saban, 2011). Here we will focus on the balance of legality and trust when 

the professionals in the agency are addressing single cases by adding an ethic of care into 

their decision-making.  

The legality aspect as rule of law is a many-facetted concept; its core characteristic is an 

adherence to publicly promulgated and known rules (e.g., Raz 1999). Legality, as an aspect of 

public administration legitimacy can be described as how the administrations as such is 
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excessing the authority in a legal way, and how single decisions are based on legal 

frameworks that enhances impartiality.  

Legitimacy is based on a balance between the faceless, impartial decision-making on the one 

hand, and the partial, relation-bound and more personal decision-making on the other hand. 

Saban (2011, p. 144) concludes that “Thus, public administration ethics should be constructed 

so as to give space for flexibility in strict (rational) professional judgment”. A key aspect of 

how to make professional judgements are to include an ethics of care, that we will further add 

to this discussion.  

Ethics of care as a way to enhance trust as a dimension of legitimacy  

The basic meaning of ethic of care in the context of public services is to see the citizen in use 

of public service as a human with personal needs and use of the services instead of a 

standardized service receiver. In a more theosophical meaning it is a way of adding a caring 

question on “what is the needs and demands” of the client instead of the basic questions like 

“what is her legal rights and duties?” Thus, this approach emerged from and is most 

frequently used in the caring sector with close interaction with clients like patients in health 

care, elderly in social services or children in pre-schools. But there are also more conceptual 

use of the theories applying the models to public services in general (Stensota, 2015).  

The term ethics of care as a moral and ethical approach was formed to go beyond its feminist 

normative standpoints. Thereby it refers to values and practices traditional associated with 

women (Tronto, 1993, p. 3), but focusing on the ethical concerns made by humans of any 

gender. Robinson (2011) argues that the meanings of care are so central that it has become an 

issue that is forming and framing security of the state, both as it is expressed on household 

levels as well on international and global levels. Stensöta (2010) showed that this 

understanding of the justice ethics and care ethics among street-level bureaucrats, as case 

workers, is relevant to all sub-dimensions of the concept, with the exception of the impartial-

engagement dimension. In this case they are rather addressing the clients/citizens in a more 

collaborative way rather than a standardized top-down approach. This is similar to what 

Saban (2011, p. 142) describes as “…the validity of adopting social justice as a criterion for 

evaluating ethical decision-making and that an appeal to partiality in public administration 

ethics is special pleading”. 

The focus on care has some essential implications, and deepens the deontological aspects of 

legitimacy, on how dependent the single individual can be on the state authority, when the 
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government is arranging the care facilities and activities. There are in the field of ethics of 

care discussions on what care actually is, and Bubeck (1995) has a very narrow definition of 

care focusing on personal interaction and dependency. Here care is an activity including “… 

the meeting of needs of one person by another where face-to-face interaction between care 

and cared for is a crucial element of overall activity, and where the need is of such a nature 

that it cannot possibly be met by the person in need herself” (p. 129). This definition is further 

separated from “service” in the way that “care” involves meeting the needs for others who 

cannot meet their needs themselves, whereas “service” involves meeting the needs of 

individuals who are capable of self-care. In the case we focus of APDM when the clients or 

citizens cannot make the decisions themselves and thus they are dependent on the case 

workers to get the licences, payments from public schemes or similar decisions in the same 

way as if they are cared for, and not just get a service. 

Since the ethics of care is building on a trust between the citizen, as user of public services, 

and the state’s ability to enhance and provide public services. Trust becomes a central but still 

turgid concept that has potential be more distinctly conceptualized. This is summarized 

through four central aspects: the impartial individualisation, the interpretations of the user and 

her needs and contextual factors, the work ethics of public servants, and finally how it 

contributes to the legitimacy of the welfare state.  

Automated public decision-making  

We see e-government as based on mutual interaction between technical and social 

arrangements, which, together, make up a socio-technical system (e.g., Bijker et.al. 1989; 

Latour 2005; Pollitt, 2012). Such a perspective indicates that socio-technical systems are 

constructed and given meaning in the interplay between its technical and social components 

(e.g., Heeks & Bailur 2007; Bannister & Connolly 2014).  

When considering e-government from a socio-technical perspective, legitimacy of public e-

services is critical social processes (Andreasson 2011; Jansson 2013; Wihlborg 2014). 

Automation of public e-services is rapidly increasing, but has largely been overlooked in the 

e-government literature. One notable expectation is a study by Smith et al. (2010), who 

highlighted the risks of automation, and pointed out the need for further research to examine 

the issues of balancing effectiveness and efficiency, when automation is seen as a tool. They 

also highlighted the potentially negative outcomes and new issues of legitimacy that might 

arise as a consequence. Alford and Hughes (2008:137) noted that new forms of automation 
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and other types of e-government might challenge the values and norms and Dunleavy et.al. 

(2005) argued that digital government is the next step after new public management (NPM). 

Whilst e-government has focused on the use of ICTs and their implications in the public 

sector, technology per se has not been prescribed a prevailing role in its development. Yildiz 

(2012) argued that a key issue in e-government research is a lack of theoretical basis and 

understanding of e-government initiatives as political processes, and not just socio-technical 

ones. Socio-technical e-government solutions include, as well as realize and embody political 

decisions. Thus, it is not possible to separate the technical, from the social or political. 

However, technology is often seen as a driving force for development and e-government 

practice, but there are also social, political and organizational intentions and interpretations 

involved in the development of e-government (Irani et.al. 2007; Lips & Schuppan 2009). This 

contextualization (Pollitt, 2013) of the public services is commonly based on, for example, 

people’s professional skills and behaviour.  

APDM takes the potential of digitalization one step further. It does so by designing systems 

that automatically process incoming data relating to legislative arrangements for taking 

decisions communicating a decision to an applicant – whether that applicant be a citizen, user, 

stakeholder or company. Here, the computerized system becomes the decision-maker 

(Whilborg et al, 2016) that has to be in line with the public core values not least impartiality, 

but still and when needed, provide room for partiality.  

Conclusions form the research overview – A tentative analytical model  

To summaries the above arguments in relation to the first research question of this paper we 

can conclude that the two core components of legitimacy are legality and trust, that in turn 

relates to impartial legal arrangements and that ethics of care can be way building trust in 

meetings between users of the services and case workers in public administration. These two 

components are used differently to gain legitimacy in the processes of forming public 

decisions and the final decision (see Table 1).   

 

 

Administrative phases:  

 

Components of legitimacy:  

 

Processes of case work 

 

Decision-making 

Legality – in form of   
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impartiality  

Trust – in form of the ethics of 
care  

  

Table 1: The principals of forming legitimacy in APDM 

 

This above model will be used in the final section to analyse the case study and discuss how 

legitimacy is formed in the interplay of legality and trust in different ways in the process of 

decision-making and in the final decision.  

Research Design and Methods 

This paper is based on an on-going research project on APDM and its implications on 

professional competences at the organisational unit of the driver licence department 

organisation at the Swedish Transportation Agency. The Swedish Transportation Agency has 

digitalised and implemented a system – Staffan – that administrates and takes decisions on 

driver license permits. Also, our case study site handles customer contacts as well as 

investigations concerning more complex cases. The site was chosen as we study the output 

side of legitimacy, where citizen-government contact is in focus, and through the large 

number of customer contacts that was handled, we could investigate how legitimacy was 

constructed in the interface between the government official and the citizen.  

Data collection  

Our data collection was mainly based on interviews. Informants were chosen based on their 

work role. We sought highly knowledgeable respondents with different experiences 

(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007) from interacting with the APDM system handling driver 

license permits.  

We interviewed seven experienced employees from the driver license department. These 

included informants working with customer support, investigations, IT, case handlers, and 

one manager. We stopped interviewing when we reached saturation in the descriptions of 

using the system for APDM. We also conducted one observation (2 hours) where we listened-

in during at customer support when citizens called in to ask about drivers permit, and one 

observation of using Staffan for handling driver license permits. Apart from that we also had 

access to power-point presentations describing how to use Staffan in daily management of the 

errands.  
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The analytical approach 

The following analysis has had an inductive approach as the tensions around different values 

did emerge as a discussion throughout the case study. As the case study emerged we also saw 

confirmations of our tentative analyses. There was a clear tension between ruling by the law 

and in particular to keep up an impartial treatment of clients, and on the other hand to show a 

more personal ethics of care. The empirical case study made clear that the case workers were 

balancing these aspects to strive for a legitimate decision-making by the automated system, as 

discussed from theoretical points as above. However, the more sophisticated theoretical 

framing of the study has been added in a later stage and was not guiding the case study. Thus, 

the case study as such had a quite open approach grasping and including much more than 

described here.  

The analysis of the case study has been made in three steps. First, we did an initial transcript 

and coding of each interview. Second, by categorising relevant statements around the 

automated work, the system as such, the professional case works interpretations and the types 

of errands they meet. Third, these categories found in the interviews have been related to and 

framed into the theoretical framework constructed as a response to the first research question 

and the literature review presented in the above section. We have selected quotes from 

respondents in order to illustrate our analysis.  

Managing Automation decisions – the case study   

In this section, we will first present the context for the case at the Swedish Transportation 

Agency. Thereafter we formulate the analysis based on the model in Table 1. 

Case Setting – The Driver license department at the Swedish Transportation Agency   

The case study took place in the organisational unit of the driver licence department at the 

Swedish Transportation Agency. The case organization is the driving license department, 

which is part of the Swedish Transportation Agency. The Swedish Transportation Agency is 

the governmental organization responsible for regulations and control of rail, air, sea and road 

transport. Our specific case organisation, which is part of the Agency, is the national driver 

license department where learner permits and driver licenses are issued. The national driver 

license department employs 370 people, at five different sites. They are responsible for 

handling and approving applications for driving permits, issuing driver licenses, exchange of 



 11 

foreign driving licenses, health declarations, warnings and revocations of drivers’ licenses and 

alco-locks. 

One of the core ideas is to have a unified way of working, with a high degree of automation in 

order to be as efficient as possible. The driver license department is an IT-intensive 

organisation, where IT is used for handling as well as decision-making in relation to drivers’ 

licenses’ – there is both an e-service for applying for learners’ permits as well as a number of 

different and integrated back-office IT-systems for case management. The driver license 

department handles a high number of cases where driving permits are the biggest part. In 

2012 the agency received 280 000 applications for driver licence permits, and 804 000 

incoming telephone calls about driver licenses. The Transportation Agency issued in 2012 a 

total of 1 062 000 drivers permits. The large number of cases raised a need for an efficient, 

yet legally correct process. This led the Transportation Agency to take the decision to 

automate the driver licence permit process together with supervision and extensions of the 

certified competence. This is today in use for the case handling as well as the decision-

making. The Agency had also developed e-services to be used by citizens at the time of 

application in order to make the whole process fully automated. Between January – October 

2016, were 54 % of all applications fully automated, 41% partly automated, and 5% handled 

only by a human case handler.  

The rights to get a driver’s license are regulated by the Driver License Law as well as 

specifications in the regulations –where the most important is the national Driving Ordinance. 

When a citizen applies for a driving permit, the Swedish Transport Agency examines the 

conditions (e.g., vision, health, criminal record) for getting a driver’s license, as well as, if 

needed, other circumstances that may be of importance for assessing an applicant’s suitability 

to hold a driver’s license. In the case of revocation of a driver’s licence the Swedish Transport 

Agency also assesses personal circumstances that have importance for the individual’s 

suitability to have a driver’s license. Also, in order to assess the severity of a revocation the 

Agency may also examine other personal circumstances such as type of job, living situation, 

etc.  

The process of managing in an automated arrangement – 
Analyses of decision-making processes  

This and the next section are structured in line with the analytical model outlined above. In 

this section, we will first present illustrations from the interviews and observations that show 
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how the case workers strive to manage legality. Secondly, we present discussions from the 

interviews that more relates to aspects of gaining trust in APDM in the decision-making 

process.  

Legitimacy by legality in APDM process at the Transportation Agency 

In a government agency such as the Transportation Agency it is crucial to follow the law and 

also to adhere to the common rules and regulations by an impartial treatment of single cases. 

In 2009 the Transportation Agency was formed and took over the management of driving 

licences from 21 regional agencies. In this process (Melin et al 2009) there was a lot of work 

standardising decision-making and work processes. As illustrated by our respondent: “We did 

this in our office, and in this office, we do it that way. Now it works better as we have 

common central documents, and regulations. Before we didn’t have that, each government 

site had its own”. Here has the automated decision-making system been important for 

standardisation and development of rule by the law in the processes.  

A similar discussion took place with another case worker when showing how the legal 

systems makes a structure for the decision-making, but it cannot lead to the formal decision.  

“- The rules that are implemented, they are just built on the law. How could 
you say. If the applicant marks everything as “ok”, then it is ok. /…/ We 
have actually just made a system based on the rules for the formal demands. 
The rest is made manually. 

Interviewer: Why is that so? 

- I do not have any very good answer. That is true. There are some things. 
Mmm… . There are some conditions and situations that could lead to a 
denial. That is why we [the human case workers] have to assess the 
application. In the beginning, it is more complicated and we feared to make 
a wrong negative decision, it is about trust.  That sounds strange, but I 
agree. It is more complicate to give a negative than a positive decision”. 

This shows how the legality is formed around the positive decision-making process. The 

normal way is to accept the correct application fulfilling all demands in the legislation. These 

are presented in a simple way since you have to make sure that all users of the systems 

understand and know what they agree to. This is how legitimacy is formed through the legal 

framework and such legality can quite simply be designed into the APDM, but there are 

processes demanding more of trust and have implications of ethics of care.  
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Legitimacy by trust and ethics of care in relation to APDM process at the 

Transportation Agency 

The case worker at the Transportation agency have professional competences and experiences 

from decision-making within the frames of the law. Hereby they can also see how far and 

when they can care a little bit extra about certain citizens. One respondent told us how she had 

felt sorry for a young man who had gotten his driver license withdrawn as he had driven too 

close to the care in front of him. So, he had to re-take his driver license test. Also, the young 

man had just moved to a new urban area and gotten a new job that required a driver license. 

He needed to be able to drive in this job. He also told the case worker that his dad had 

recently died. The case worker told us:  

“So here I was talking to an investigator, who just said … hello … we must 
fix this quickly. So, he can get a new driver license permit. He had to re-
take the driver license. We cannot do anything about the laws. But we made 
sure he got a new driver license permit quickly in order to get a new driver 
license and keep his job”.  

In this case the case worker showed how she included an ethics of care aspect into her 

decision by making the time for decision as short as possible. She used the action space the 

legal system gives for these decisions, and cared for the person without stepping outside the 

formal legal system. This line of argumentation shows how the human decision makers can 

add dimensions that Staffan – the APDM – cannot take into considerations.  

In the decision-making process the legal framework makes up a base for how the process 

have to be designed and this is forming the APDM. But in addition to this, the human case 

workers can manage to go further to meet individual needs and apply an ethics of care to 

enhance trust towards the system and legitimacy for the process. 

The decision-making situation – Analyses of the decisions  

This section focuses on the decision as such and is structured in line with the analytical model 

outlined above. As the above section, it is based in illustrations from the interviews and 

observations that shows how the case workers strive to manage legality and gain trust.  

Legitimacy by legality in decisions by the APDM at the Transportation Agency 

The use of Staffan, the APDM, increases the legality and makes the specific legislation more 

transparent when it is presented more or less as a checklist for the applicant. The legal 
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arrangements are embedded into the system. It is clear what criteria the decision is based on. 

This gave a very limited action space for the case workers in the decision-making, there are 

no room for interpretation, as they described when one of them said:  

“We try not to make any interpretation. But somehow there is always some 
personal judgments when it (a decision) ends up at a human being”.  

But when decision-making is made by a computer, the strict rule-following is even more 

reinforced by automated decision-making as voiced by one respondent:  

“The automated decision-making system follows how it is programmed. It 
only follows the given rules”.  

The decisions are mainly made based on the legislation and therefor legitimacy for the 

decision is based on the legislation as such not on how it is implemented in the administration 

at the agency. It is only the negative decisions that are made by human staff workers, and in 

these cases the legality has to be based on the formal competences and correct management 

by the staff. Here the informants highlighted the importance of impartial treatment of the 

applicants. In the APDM everyone is treated the same – the machine does not know who you 

are. The makes impartiality embedded into the design of the system. However, there are 

openings for a more personal treatment even in the decision.  

Legitimacy by trust and ethics of care in decisions by the APDM at the 

Transportation Agency 

The case handlers, as human professionals, can support and balance the negative decisions 

that fall out of the APDM by adding and adjusting in relation to individual situations and 

treatments. Our respondents gave many examples when they in addition to the automated 

systems, based on the driver license law, took personal circumstances into consideration when 

deciding on the length of suspension due to a driving ban. As one respondents said:  

“According the driver license law we have to take all circumstances into 
consideration. That makes it a bit more tricky. So, there are a lot of 
personal judgements in these case”. 

Another informant clarified what could influence the decision of how long a driver license 

could be suspended: “For instance if I will lose my job. If I work as a taxi driver and use the 

car in my profession”. These are all illustrations of situations where the personal competences 

and experiences are used to apply some sort of ethics of care in the decision.  
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To be a professional and competent case handler is more than just knowing the rules and 

regulations. It has also to do with how you meet the citizen and can be empathic. As one 

experienced case handler said:  

“I guess you learn. It is experience. And maturity. And what you have 
worked with before. And empathy. That you can place yourself in somebody 
else’s situation. Irrespectively if you can change the situation or not, you 
still have to be able to understand it. You need to understand that this is not 
fun for you right now. I really understand it.”  

They also discussed the limits of the APDM by describing his limits in this respect. One of 

them said:  

"There is a lot that he cannot handle. He might learn. But you have not 
come to teach him these things. 

/…/  

If this is going to happen ... then we want to look through and see what he is 
doing. Then we'll check if he's done right. And he usually does. But we still 
want the assurance that a human person is looking through the decision, in 
particular if there can be an appeal” 

The human professional is here again supporting and balancing the decision by adding an 

aspect of ethics of care into the decision. They make sure that the decision is correct and made 

in relation to all circumstances for the individual. It is also clear that the human professional 

do not fully trust the system for APDM, since they so often find reasons to add something to 

or even adjust Staffan’s decision. But still the major part of the decisions is automated.    

Concluding remarks so far 

Taken together this first analysis of the on-going case study indicates that the case handlers 

are adding ethics of care into the decision-making as an additional dimension to Staffan’s 

decisions. Hereby they are adding trust and ethics of care to the decisions. The analysis 

indicates how e-governmental systems can include several public values, in particular we 

have shown the importance of impartiality, but the analysis also indicates that there is still a 

need for additional human evaluations of negative decisions.  

Above we have shown how the ADPM Staffan increased the impartial treatment of the 

applicants in the decision-making process. The human case worker could add a caring aspect 

into the negative decisions by taking in more circumstances and aspects into the final decision 
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than what Staffan could do. By returning to the model above we can summaries our analysis 

like this: 

 

 

Administrative phases:  

 

Components of legitimacy:  

 

Processes of care work 

 

Decision-making 

Legality – in form of 
impartiality  

Legislation framed as a 
checklist to pass for everyone. 
The ADPM system supports 
the entire process.  

Communicated by the system 
and expresses only these 
aspects included in the 
legislation as a ground for 
legitimacy.  

Trust – in form of the ethics 
of care  

When there is a negative 
decision the human case 
worker can step in add care 
by including other 
circumstances than the ones 
implemented. 

Legitimacy in the decision 
includes a human evaluation 
of a situation for the single 
individual in relation to the 
law. A human aspect is added 
and increases the legitimacy.  

Table 1: The principals of forming legitimacy  

 

This case study opens up for a discussion on how ADPM can include ethical aspects and 

gives space for flexibility in strict (rational) professional judgment. This is in line with 

Saban’s (2011, p.114) argument that we have to design decisions to include ”… protection of 

those who are in need and on social conventions that assign responsibilities for the care of 

needy persons to others who stand in certain relationships to them”. This is about how we 

address and meet the single individual and can make room for her personal circumstances in 

the situation. But it is still complicated where to draw the line for such caring decisions in 

complement to an ADPM and it has to be related to the specific tasks of the specific agency 

and organisation. But still is made clear that the case handlers add an ethics of care by 

including more information on the individual and her situation as a form of ethics of care.  

There are openings for a caring case workers or bureaucrat and there is indeed space for 

further research in these fields. For example, we will highlight that there is a need to look for 

more international comparisons of case studies and adding more complex values and norms 

into the analysis. We also see a need to focus on accountability and cases when APDM as 

Staffan makes mistakes. These discussions can also be related to legitimacy of the welfare 

state in more general terms.  
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