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Digital technologies in welfare organizations frequently generate gaps, ambiguities, and 
misalignments that require professional intervention. Yet prior research has tended to portray 
frontline workers mainly as resistant or adaptive actors, leaving under-examined their active 
contributions to sustaining broader digital infrastructures. This article introduces the concept of 
digital compensatory work to capture how professionals intervene when specific digital 
technologies fall short of their own standards for professional service delivery. Drawing on an 
exploratory literature review, we identify three forms of such compensatory work: 
complementing digital technologies, rectifying their shortcomings, and dismissing them when 
they conflict with professional judgment. By theorizing these practices, the article expands 
existing understandings of professional discretion in digital welfare services, shifting attention 
from resistance and adaptation to value-driven interventions that actively uphold service quality 
within digital infrastructures. In doing so, it contributes to debates on digital welfare and 
highlights the essential role of professional agency in sustaining human service organizations 
under conditions of digital transformation.
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INTRODUCTION
Over the past two decades, digitalization has profoundly 
reshaped professional work in human service organiza
tions (Hasenfeld 2010), including social services, health
care, education, employment, and social insurance 
agencies (Bovens and Zouridis 2002; Buffat 2015; 
Gillingham 2015, 2019; Susskind and Susskind 2015; 
Goldkind et al. 2016; Lester 2020). Professionals in these 
settings engage directly with citizens and exercise discre
tion as they navigate individualized judgments shaped 

by multiple, sometimes competing, responsibilities, 
toward clients, organizational mandates, and legal 
frameworks. Their roles are characterized by close, per
sonalized interactions that require sensitivity to diverse 
and often complex human needs, while simultaneously 
operating within institutional and regulatory constraints 
(Abbott 1988; Hasenfeld 2010; Lipsky 2010). However, 
the introduction of digital technologies has challenged 
these established modes of professional judgment, em
bedding standardized procedures and automated 
decision-making processes that may reconfigure how 
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contextual, relational, and ethical considerations are tak
en into account in practice (Eubanks 2007; Parton 2009; 
McLoughlin et al. 2017; Pareliussen et al. 2022; Pugh 
2024).

A substantial body of research highlights the tensions 
and contradictions that arise when rigid digital systems in
tersect with the discretionary nature of professional prac
tice in human services (Wolf and Goldkind 2016; Pedersen 
2019; Devlieghere et al. 2022). Historically, these tensions 
have contributed to portrayals of professionals as resistant 
or slow to adopt new technologies, framed in early re
search as “computer phobia” (Neugeboren 1996), and 
more recently as a continued depiction of street-level 
bureaucrats as obstacles to digital transformation (cf. 
Evans and Harris 2004; Gillingham 2015; De Boer and 
Raaphorst 2023). In contrast, recent scholarship questions 
narratives that frame professionals primarily in terms of 
resistance, coping, or adaptation to digital constraints. 
Instead, this work shifts attention to the active, yet often 
invisible, contributions through which professionals 
make digital systems function in practice (Tummers and 
Rocco 2015). Studies show how professionals intervene 
in automated systems, adjust or bypass standardized 
workflows, and customize digitally mediated interactions 
to accommodate clients’ circumstances and uphold ethical 
standards (Pors 2015; De Witte et al. 2016; Devlieghere 
and Roose 2018; Jørgensen and Schou 2020).

From this perspective on the study of professions and 
digital technology, professional discretion is not framed 
as a “control problem.” Instead, it is highlighted as a 
crucial mechanism for enabling professional judgment 
and responsive client service in increasingly digitalized 
organizational environments. This includes the ability 
to act in line with core professional values, where ethics 
is understood not only as a formal code, but as a situated 
moral practice exercised in everyday encounters 
with clients (cf. Evans 2011, 2016; Maynard-Moody 
and Musheno 2012; Zacka 2017). This view is supported 
by research showing that reforms inspired by New 
Public Management and performance measurement sys
tems may reinforce, rather than reduce, the need for 
professional discretion (Brodkin 2011; Jacobsson et al. 
2020) because standardized systems and performance 
metrics often fail to capture the complexity, ambiguity, 
and relational aspects of frontline work. Similarly, stud
ies on digital governance demonstrate that standardized 
tools and processes often necessitate discretionary inter
ventions by frontline professionals to ensure effective 
and context-sensitive service delivery (Bovens and 
Zouridis 2002; Buffat 2015). Within this body of work, 
discretion is increasingly understood not merely as a 
space for rule deviation, but as a form of advocacy: 

an effort by professionals to interpret and apply rules 
in ways that protect and support clients facing 
complex and often conflicting institutional demands 
(Lipsky 2010).

Yet, despite their importance, these practices remain 
under-theorized in research on professions and digital
ization. While prior studies offer valuable empirical in
sights, no systematic effort has been made to synthesize 
them into a coherent, overarching framework that cap
tures the broader professional contribution to digital
ized human service organizations. Although many 
studies focus on professionals’ engagement with specific 
digital tools or systems, this article adopts a broader per
spective by conceptualizing these technologies as part 
of a wider digital infrastructure. We use the term digital 
infrastructure to refer to the multiple, interconnected 
systems that professionals must navigate in their every
day work, such as case management systems, communi
cation platforms, and assessment tools (cf. Henman 
2010). This infrastructure structures, mediates, and 
sometimes complicates core aspects of professional 
practice: client encounters, organizational routines, 
and decision-making processes increasingly built upon 
digital platforms, algorithms, and automated proce
dures. The lack of conceptual clarity around how profes
sionals contribute to these infrastructures limits our 
understanding of their active role in upholding profes
sional values in digitalized welfare settings. Against 
this backdrop, the article explores how frontline profes
sionals engage with digital technologies as components 
of this broader infrastructure, particularly when they 
perceive them to fall short of their standards for appro
priate service delivery.

Through a synthesis of twenty-six qualitative studies 
from digitalized welfare settings, we introduce and con
ceptualize the notion of “digital compensatory work.” 
This concept captures the discretionary practices through 
which professionals seek to align service delivery with 
core professional values. By doing so, the article advances 
the literature on professional discretion and digitaliza
tion by presenting a framework that conceptualizes front
line professionals’ engagement with digital technologies 
as value-driven compensatory work within broader digi
tal infrastructures. Against this background, the article 
addresses the following research question: How do front
line professionals in human service organizations compensate 
for the limitations of digital infrastructures in ways that up
hold their professional values of good public service delivery?

To investigate this phenomenon, we conducted an ex
ploratory literature review. Unlike systematic reviews 
that rely on predefined search terms and structured da
tabases, our approach followed a snowball sampling 
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strategy (Wohlin 2014), particularly suited to frag
mented or emerging fields where relevant insights are 
inconsistently indexed. This methodology aligns with 
our aim of tracing recurring patterns across studies situ
ated in various human service organizations allowing 
for a deeper understanding of how professionals work 
to uphold their own standards of what constitutes 
good and appropriate service in digitalized human serv
ice organizations.

The article continues with a description of the review 
method and analytical approach. This is followed by the 
findings, structured around three forms of digital com
pensatory work: complementing, rectifying, and dis
missing digital systems. We then develop the concept 
of digital compensatory work in dialogue with existing 
theories of discretion. The article concludes with future 
research and implications for policy.

METHOD AND ANALYTICAL APPROACH
This study is based on an exploratory literature review 
aimed at identifying and synthesizing conceptual pat
terns in how frontline professionals engage with digital 
technologies in human service organizations (cf. Gough 
et al. 2012). We used snowball sampling (Wohlin 2014) 
as the primary search method, supported by a constrained 
citation network strategy (Lecy and Beatty 2012). This 
approach enabled us to follow citation trails beyond the 
limits of keyword-based database searches, which is cru
cial given that many relevant studies do not frame their 
findings in terms of “compensatory work” or digital infra
structures in human service organizations. Instead, they 
often focus on professionals’ interactions with specific 
tools, systems, or platforms. Rather than striving for com
pleteness, we prioritized conceptual relevance and em
pirical richness across diverse welfare contexts.

Article selection and inclusion criteria
The review began with a start set of three empirical, 
peer-reviewed articles: 

• Pors (2015),
• Tummers and Rocco (2015), and
• De Witte et al. (2016).

These articles were selected for their clear focus on 
how frontline professionals compensate for shortcom
ings in digital technologies, and because they were 
among the earliest to highlight this phenomenon. 
Their insights provided a strong foundation for our 
snowballing review. Backward snowballing involved 

systematically screening the reference lists of the start 
articles, while forward snowballing was performed 
through Google Scholar (search date: 8 January 
2025), identifying newer publications citing the start ar
ticles. The search returned 120 citations for Pors (2015), 
126 for Tummers and Rocco (2015), and 110 for De 
Witte et al. (2016). Each citation was initially screened 
based on title, authorship, and source. Articles that ap
peared relevant were then reviewed at the abstract lev
el, and if relevant, in full text. To maintain conceptual 
focus and avoid the uncontrolled expansion typical of 
classical snowballing, we followed a constrained strat
egy as outlined by Lecy and Beatty (2012). This meant 
limiting inclusion at each iteration to studies deemed 
most relevant for addressing the aim and purpose of 
the review. Throughout the process, we documented de
cisions regarding inclusion and exclusion to ensure 
transparency and methodological rigor.

The snowballing process was continued until redun
dancy was reached, that is, when additional searches 
no longer contributed new theoretical perspectives, em
pirical insights, or conceptual variations relevant to the 
study’s focus. We interpreted this point as theoretical 
sufficiency rather than empirical saturation. As with 
all interpretive syntheses, our analysis is shaped by sub
jective judgments involved in selecting, interpreting, 
and comparing studies. Because the review relies on 
published qualitative research, the material may reflect 
publication biases and dominant conceptual framings in 
the field. We addressed these limitations through itera
tive team discussions, transparent inclusion criteria, 
and collective decisions about borderline cases in both 
backward and forward snowballing.

The review resulted in a set of empirical qualitative 
studies. This outcome reflects the focus of our study: 
to investigate how professionals act in relation to digital 
technologies in their everyday occupational practice. In 
the analytical phase, we conceptualized these technolo
gies as components of broader digital infrastructures. 
Because such questions are typically examined through 
qualitative designs, the studies that emerged as relevant 
were qualitative. Primary qualitative studies offer con
ceptually rich and detailed accounts that are particu
larly well suited to capturing the subtle, value-laden, 
and context-dependent dimensions of professional dis
cretion (Flemming and Noyes 2021). Consequently, 
the final sample consisted of only qualitative research, 
which provided the depth and contextualization neces
sary to explore compensatory practices, while also en
suring methodological coherence across the material. 
Table 1 presents the number of relevant articles 
identified.
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The final set of twenty-six articles covers diverse na
tional contexts, including Denmark, Norway, Belgium, 
the Netherlands, Sweden, and the United States. Yet all 
focus on human service organizations within broadly 
comparable welfare state regimes. A likely explanation 
for the predominance of Nordic and BENELUX cases is 
that these countries are widely recognized as frontrun
ners in digitalization. Indices such as DiGiX 2024 place 
Denmark and the Netherlands among the leading 
European countries (Cámara 2024), while the 
European Commission’s Digital Decade country re
ports (2025) indicate that Belgium, Denmark, and 
Sweden consistently perform above the EU average 
in terms of digital skills, infrastructure, and digital 
public services (European Commission 2025a, 2025b, 
2025c).

Inclusion criteria were as follows: (1) the article ex
amines frontline professionals’ interaction with digital 
infrastructures; (2) it demonstrates how professionals 
contribute to supporting the functioning of those digital 
infrastructures; (3) the article demonstrates that profes
sional practices reflect value-driven efforts to uphold 
professional service quality; and (4) the article is pub
lished in peer-reviewed academic journals. While the 
digital technologies studied vary, from e-government 
platforms to online applications and case records, they 
all form part of broader digital infrastructures that 
structure and mediate client-facing welfare service de
livery. These infrastructures not only include digital 
technologies, but also the embedded routines, work
flows, and logics that shape how services are organized, 
accessed, and experienced. For a full overview of the ar
ticles included, see Supplementary Appendix S1.

Although the articles include different terms, such as 
social workers, case handlers, welfare professionals, or 
frontline staff, we will throughout the article use the con
cept of frontline professionals to capture the shared char
acteristics of the groups studied. Drawing on Lipsky 
(2010) and Hasenfeld (2010), we understand frontline 
professionals as those who work in direct interaction 

with clients, exercise discretion, and navigate conflicting 
demands under conditions of organizational and techno
logical constraint. While the reviewed studies describe 
the motives behind professionals’ actions in varying 
ways, referring to ethical reasoning, professional norms, 
relational engagement, or client-centered care, we inter
pret these as expressions of a broader orientation toward 
professional values of good public service delivery. These 
values encompass commitments to fairness, dignity, re
sponsiveness, and procedural justice, reflecting an under
standing of professionalism that goes beyond compliance 
with rules or technical performance. Rather, they repre
sent a normative framework through which frontline pro
fessionals make sense of their work and justify their 
discretionary actions in the face of digital constraints.

Notably, several of the reviewed studies serve a dual 
purpose in this article: they inform both the theoretical 
discussion on discretion and the empirical analysis of 
professional practices. This reflects the interpretive 
and exploratory character of the review, in which con
ceptually rich studies are treated as both theoretical 
contributions and empirical material.

To summarize the review and selection process, Fig. 1
presents an overview of the steps undertaken, from the 
initial identification of start articles to the final set of 
studies included for analysis. This visual representation 
of the workflow clarifies the iterative and interpretive 
nature of the review strategy.

After selecting the relevant studies, we conducted a 
thematic, interpretive analysis of their content.

Analytical process
Following Ogawa and Malen (1991), we treated the litera
ture as a dataset to be analyzed and interpreted, rather than 
merely summarized. The analytical process was informed 
by hermeneutic reading strategies (Smythe and Spence 
2012), viewing the literature as a dialogical partner 
through which to explore how frontline professionals en
gage with and contribute to the functioning of digital infra
structures in human service organizations. Our 
interpretations were shaped by prior empirical and con
ceptual work, and emerging patterns guided subsequent 
sampling and analysis. The material offered a coherent ba
sis for identifying recurring conceptual patterns across di
verse contexts. Thus, we derived patterns from the 
literature itself rather than imposing predefined catego
ries. We approached the texts as sites of meaning-making, 
allowing themes to emerge through iterative engagement. 
As with all snowball sampling, some relevant studies may 
have been missed due to limitations in citation or indexing, 
but the approach yielded a rich and analytically useful 

Table 1 The number of relevant articles found via 
snowballing.

Start article Backward 
snowballing

Forward 
snowballing

Pors (2015) 1 5
Tummers and Rocco 
(2015)

0 5

De Witte et al. (2016) 1 14
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sample. The selected articles were systematically coded to 
identify recurring forms of professional engagement with 
digital infrastructures. The analysis examined how profes
sionals intervene to make specific digital technologies 
work in practice, according to their own professional judg
ments of what is required for appropriate service delivery. 
These interventions were synthesized into three overarch
ing modes, complementing, rectifying, and dismissing, 
which underpin the framework of digital compensatory 
work presented in the second half of the article.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: 
STREET-LEVEL BUREAUCRACY, 

PROFESSIONAL DISCRETION, AND 
DIGITALIZATION

Since Lipsky (2010, p. 3) introduced the concept of 
street-level bureaucracy, defining street-level bureau
crats (SLB) as “public service workers who interact di
rectly with citizens in the course of their jobs, and 
who have substantial discretion in their work,” the 
role of frontline professionals has attracted sustained 
scholarly attention. Street-level bureaucrats (SLBs) typ
ically work under demanding conditions. Their work is 
shaped by limited resources (Hupe and Buffat 2014), by 
complex and often unpredictable client situations that 
cannot be fully captured by standardized policies 
(Bovens and Zouridis 2002), and by direct, face-to-face 
interactions with citizens that make the consequences of 
decisions immediately visible (Maynard-Moody and 
Musheno 2000). Within these constraints, professionals 
must continuously balance organizational demands 
with clients’ needs. As Brodkin (1997, p. 24) observes, 
SLBs often “do what they can,” relying on discretion, 
ethical judgement, and practical improvisation to 
make their work feasible in everyday practice.

While rooted in the policy implementation tradition, 
the SLB framework resonates strongly with research 
on professions, particularly in its focus on discretion, sit
uated expertise, and responsibility (cf. Trappenburg 
et al. 2020). In this article, we adopt the term frontline 
professionals to emphasize their position not only as 
street-level implementers of policy, but also as skilled 
and ethically guided professionals.

Reframing discretion: from control problem 
to contribution

Professional discretion has long been characterized by a 
central tension: while it is often framed as a source of in
consistency, bias, and managerial concern, it is also indis
pensable for enabling responsive and context-sensitive 
service delivery. As Maynard-Moody et al. (2003) note, 
attempts to narrow or control street-level discretion are 
driven by concerns for transparency and legal certainty, 
yet a substantial body of research demonstrates that dis
cretion is necessary to address the complexity, uncer
tainty, and situational variability of human service work 
(Maynard-Moody and Musheno 2012; Evans 2016). 
Importantly, discretion does not operate in a normative 
vacuum. It may be shaped by managerial priorities, legal 
frameworks, and institutional norms (Evetts 2009), while 
simultaneously functioning as a site of ethical agency in 
which professionals actively interpret and balance com
peting responsibilities in specific situations. Tensions be
tween control and autonomy, system logic and client 
needs therefore constitute the practical conditions under 
which street-level professionals navigate their work.

A key concept in explaining how SLBs manage such 
tensions is coping. Originally introduced by Lipsky 
(2010), coping refers to the behavioral strategies profes
sionals use to “master, tolerate, or reduce external and 

Figure 1 An overview of the steps undertaken—from the initial identification of start articles to the final set of studies included 
for analysis.
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internal demands and conflicts they face on an everyday 
basis” (Tummers et al. 2015, p. 1100). Traditionally as
sociated with self-protective behavior and negative con
sequences for clients (Soss, Fording et al. 2011; Caswell 
and Høybye-Mortensen 2015), coping has been recon
ceptualized in more recent research as potentially 
client-oriented and ethically motivated. Tummers 
et al. (2015) propose a typology of coping strategies, 
distinguishing between moving away from, against, or 
toward clients. Of particular interest here is “moving to
wards clients,” which describes how SLBs adjust their 
actions pragmatically to better serve client needs, an 
orientation that reflects coping in the client’s benefit 
(Tummers et al. 2015, p. 1103).

This form of client-oriented coping resonates with 
other theoretical perspectives that similarly highlight 
ethical agency in frontline practice. For instance, 
Maynard-Moody and Musheno’s (2012) citizen-agent 
narrative offers an alternative to the state-agent model, 
depicting SLBs as moral actors who interpret and apply 
rules flexibly in light of clients’ needs. Likewise, the lit
erature on advocacy has explored how SLBs use their 
discretion to secure better outcomes for clients, particu
larly when standardized procedures or institutional 
shortcomings create barriers to adequate service 
(Lipsky 2010). In such cases, SLBs draw on their profes
sional judgment and authority to act within or around 
organizational constraints often informally or “under 
the radar” (Trappenburg et al. 2020).

Both the citizen-agent perspective and research on 
professional advocacy highlight that SLBs often engage 
in coping rooted in professional values. Rather than 
following externally imposed definitions of “good prac
tice,” decisions are guided by normative understandings 
of what clients need and deserve, shaped by professio
nal values. In this article, we understand professional 
values not as a fixed code, but as a situated practice 
grounded in the profession’s task, knowledge, and client 
relations (Maynard-Moody et al. 2003). Professional 
reasoning unfolds in everyday encounters and is closely 
tied to discretion: the practical judgment professionals 
exercise when navigating complex situations. We build 
on this view to explore how such value-driven discre
tion is reconfigured in digitalized settings, particularly 
when SLB professionals step in to compensate for the 
shortcomings of digital infrastructures.

Digitalization and its impact on discretion
As digital technology becomes embedded in human 
service organizations, SLBs must adapt their coping 
strategies to new forms of client interaction, 

institutional expectations, and technological con
straints. Breit et al. (2021) suggest that digitalization in
troduces additional pressures, prompting new types of 
coping strategies alongside existing dilemmas in front
line service work. While some scholars argue that digital 
systems constrain professional discretion and reshape 
the premises of frontline work (Bovens and Zouridis 
2002; Parton 2009), others highlight how discretion 
continues to operate, albeit in more informal or adap
tive ways, within digital environments (Jorna and 
Wagenaar 2007; Røhnebæk 2013).

In this context, the concept of “digital coping” high
lights how professionals use their discretion to move to
ward, away from, or against clients (Tummers and 
Rocco 2015; Breit et al. 2021). Particularly relevant 
are studies showing how professionals move toward cli
ents when they are disadvantaged by technological sys
tems, for example, by adapting rigid procedures, 
compensating for flawed outputs, or bypassing automa
tion (Tummers and Rocco 2015). In such situations, pro
fessionals may take on a reparative role, intervening 
when systems fail to safeguard clients’ rights and needs.

Pedersen and Pors (2023) examine discretionary 
practice in the context of increasing standardization 
and managerial control in Danish social services, where 
digital systems form an important part of these develop
ments. Drawing on ethnographic studies, they identify 
three modes through which frontline professionals re
spond to such conditions: adaptive handling, attentive 
compensation, and affective encouragement. These 
practices are not merely pragmatic adjustments to sys
tem constraints, but ethically grounded forms of discre
tion rooted in a Weberian ethics of office, expressing 
responsibility toward both organizational mandates 
and citizen needs. Together, the modes illustrate how 
discretion is not eroded by digitalization, but reoriented 
toward mediating between client needs, organizational 
standards, and digital infrastructures.

Taken together, these studies offer valuable empirical 
insights into how frontline professionals respond to dig
ital pressures and exercise discretion in ways that can be 
understood as an ethics of office. Yet these accounts re
main tied to specific contexts and conceptual framings, 
and tend to emphasize coping, adaptation, or adjust
ment to digital systems. As a result, the broader picture 
of how professionals actively intervene to make digital 
technologies function in practice remains less fully de
veloped. In this article, we take a wider perspective by 
synthesizing evidence across studies to conceptualize 
how professionals not only cope with digital constraints 
but actively intervene to uphold professional quality 
and secure workable service delivery. We capture this 
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interventionist dimension through the concept of digital 
compensatory work, which directs attention to practi
ces of complementing, rectifying, and dismissing digital 
infrastructures as part of professional discretion.

FINDINGS: DIGITAL COMPENSATORY 
WORK IN HUMAN SERVICE 

ORGANIZATIONS
While the studies included in our literature review did not 
have the primary aim of investigating how professionals 
compensate for digital technologies as part of broader dig
ital infrastructures, they nonetheless provide valuable in
sights into such practices. In some cases, professional 
interventions into digitally mediated routines are implic
itly acknowledged, yet these actions are rarely conceptual
ized in terms of infrastructural support or compensation. 
Instead, the practices observed are more commonly 
framed through other, but closely related, conceptual 
lenses, such as emotional labor (Løberg and Egeland 
2023), ethics-of-office (Pedersen and Pors 2023), or moral 
agency (Pors and Schou 2021). Others interpret them as 
subtle forms of resistance (Røhnebæk 2013), coping strat
egies in response to digital demands (Tummers and Rocco 
2015), or emergent signs of a redefined professional role 
(Pors 2015). Taken together, these perspectives suggest 
that while the enabling contributions of professionals to 
digital infrastructures remain under-theorized, they are 
nonetheless empirically evident and deserving of further 
conceptual development.

Drawing on Lipsky’s (2010) notion of discretion and 
subsequent work on coping as moving toward clients 
in digitalized environments (e.g., Tummers and Rocco 
2015), as well as Pedersen and Pors’s (2023) conceptu
alization of ethical discretion in standardized systems, 
we approached the empirical material by focusing on 
how professionals compensate for shortcomings in dig
ital infrastructures in order to safeguard standards of 
professional service delivery. Through our thematic 
coding, we identified recurring dimensions of what we 
call digital compensatory work, which we organized 
into three primary categories: complementing digital 
technologies, rectifying their limitations, and dismiss
ing digital technologies when necessary.

Table 2 provides an overview of the identified dimen
sions, structured around professional practices, catego
ries of work, and the forms of compensation that 
emerged from our synthesis of the literature. To illus
trate these dimensions, we use examples drawn from 
the selected studies.

The table illustrates how professional discretion is ex
ercised through a range of situated practices aimed at 

managing and adapting digital technologies in order 
to uphold professionals’ own standards of adequate 
service delivery. Although our empirical categories re
fer to specific tasks or decisions, they also reflect profes
sional responses to the broader digital infrastructure of 
welfare work, comprising case management systems, 
communication tools, and automated decision support 
systems. In the following sections, each dimension and 
its associated categories are described in more detail 
and illustrated with examples from the selected studies. 
While several articles could exemplify more than one di
mension, we have chosen to present the examples we 
find most analytically compelling for each category. 
For a full overview, see Supplementary Appendix S1.

Complementing digital technology
“Complementing work” refers to activities through 
which frontline professionals actively add to digital in
frastructures to ensure that systems and tools function 
in ways that are responsive to clients’ needs. This type 
of contribution became visible across several studies in
cluded in our review, where professionals engage in 
bridging gaps in digital access, humanizing digital interac
tion, and filtering complex cases for appropriate use.

One of the clearest expressions of complementing 
work is bridging gaps in digital access, where frontline 
professionals use their discretion to enhance digital 
services and support clients. This type of work involves 
assisting clients in navigating digital systems, a practice 
documented by Pors and Schou (2021), who investigate 
how frontline workers address moral tensions in digital
ized welfare contexts. They describe how professionals 
navigate the intersection of political expectations, pro
fessional standards, and clients’ lived realities by acting 
as moral mediators between these often conflicting de
mands. Particularly noteworthy is how their findings 
show that frontline workers provide not only technical 
assistance but also emotional support and reassurance 
to vulnerable citizens experiencing difficulties or anxi
ety related to digital technologies. In doing so, these 
professionals extend their roles beyond mere technical 
support, actively assisting some of the welfare state’s 
most vulnerable groups, individuals who might other
wise risk exclusion. For instance, they guide clients 
through government websites, offering encouragement 
and tailored support to those with limited literacy or 
digital confidence.

Similar patterns are evident in studies by Tummers 
and Rocco (2015); Jørgensen and Schou (2020); Pors 
(2015), and Höglund Rydén and Hofmann (2024). 
These studies show how frontline professionals are 
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both expected to and actively do guide citizens through 
self-service systems, support those who struggle with 
digital technologies, and complement digital infrastruc
tures, for example, by offering guidance, developing 
supportive resources, and arranging face-to-face meet
ings for citizens with lower digital literacy.

Another expression of complementing work is termed 
humanizing digital interaction. This practice concerns how 
professionals enhance system outputs, making them 

more accessible to clients. For example, Løberg and 
Egeland (2023), in their study of how digital interfaces 
affect frontline communication at NAV in Norway, find 
that professionals actively enhance client accessibility 
in system-generated output. They do this by adjusting 
their language, tone, and style, simplifying texts, using 
emojis, and expressing empathy to foster relationally at
tuned communication instead of relying solely on imper
sonal system-generated messages. Similarly, Thunman 

Table 2 Dimensions of digital compensatory work: practices through which frontline professionals complement, rectify, or dismiss 
digital technologies or infrastructures to uphold professional public service.

Practices Categories of work Dimensions of professional 
compensatory work

Providing digital instruction and 
encouragement so that clients can 
access welfare services. 
Adjusting language, tone, and format to 
make digital communication more 
empathetic and understandable. 
Using professional discretion to 
identify when a case is too complex, 
urgent, or sensitive to be handled 
through automated or standardized 
processes.

Bridging gaps in digital access 
Humanizing digital interaction 
Filtering complex cases for 
appropriate use

Complementing 
Adding to digital technology and 
infrastructures to enhance their 
function.

Take over and complete clients’ 
applications. 
Gathering relevant client data outside 
the automated workflow, through 
phone calls, meetings, and other data 
sources during or prior to meetings. 
Add information through hidden fields, 
marginal notes, or parallel 
documentation. 
Identifying and correcting errors 
generated by automated tools. 
Using strategic and anticipatory 
recordkeeping. 
Using parallel documentation if the 
system crashes.

Performing on behalf of the client 
Reviewing digital outputs 
Supplementing incomplete 
digital information 
Adapting documentation 
Maintaining analog safeguards

Rectifying 
Stepping in to fill gaps left by 
inadequate or failing technology or 
infrastructure.

Using analog documentation instead of 
digital. 
Reject algorithmic decisions or support 
—instead use professional judgment. 
Turning a blind eye or overshooting 
data. 
Delaying system use to establish trust 
or reflect with colleagues before 
entering case data.

Deprioritizing digital tools to 
preserve the relational core of 
professional practice 
Ignoring algorithmic 
recommendations 
Manipulating system inputs

Dismissing 
Rejecting or bypassing digital 
technology or infrastructure deemed 
unhelpful or counterproductive.
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et al. (2020) examine how digitalization affects relation
al aspects of frontline work at the Swedish Social 
Insurance Agency, showing that professionals make 
informal “offers of assistance” to support clients in nav
igating digital processes. This involves providing explan
atory support beyond standardized responses to help 
clients better understand rules and navigate require
ments. The study highlights how professionals offer di
rect personal contact via phone, provide additional 
clarifications to simplify complex rules, and outline 
available options for clients. Consequently, these practi
ces add to the functionality of digital systems by human
izing digital interactions.

A further dimension of complementing work involves 
filtering complex cases for appropriate use. Hofmann et al. 
(2024) analyze the challenges vulnerable citizens face 
when using digital self-services and how these chal
lenges are addressed at the NAV office. The study shows 
that professionals divert complex or urgent cases away 
from automated systems toward manual handling, 
thereby ensuring that vulnerable clients receive appro
priate and context-sensitive support. Similarly, 
Germundsson et al. (2024), in their study of Swedish 
municipal social services, explore whether and how 
the adoption of Robotic Process Automation (RPA) 
shapes the dynamics of social assistance casework. 
Their findings show that professionals intervene when 
they consider that the RPA system would fail to accom
modate unstable or nuanced client situations. One con
crete example is that frontline workers flag cases 
requiring manual oversight, thereby ensuring that the 
complexity of such cases is not lost or oversimplified.

Through several studies, our analysis identified prac
tices through which professionals complement digital 
technologies by adding effort to make them function 
in ways that support professional ideals of public serv
ice. These practices appear value-driven: professionals 
are not merely following prescribed procedures or man
aging workload, but actively working to uphold ethical 
standards of accessibility, care, and fairness, thereby 
sustaining the broader digital infrastructure within 
which welfare services are delivered.

Rectifying digital technology
“Rectifying work” refers to the professional practices 
through which professionals step in to fill the gaps left 
by malfunctioning, inadequate, or overly standardized 
digital systems. Thus, these examples show how front
line professionals engage in corrective actions to ensure 
that digital services do not fail the clients they are meant 
to support.

One form of rectifying work visible in our sample of 
studies is performing on behalf of the client when digital 
participation is not feasible. In such cases, professionals 
do not merely extend or support a functioning digital 
process but temporarily substitute for it because the sys
tem fails to accommodate the client’s situation. In the 
previously mentioned study by Jørgensen and Schou 
(2020), which examines how frontline–citizen interac
tions are affected by digital reforms, the authors find 
that although workers strive to promote independence, 
they frequently must complete digital forms and appli
cations directly for clients who are unable to manage 
them, thereby ensuring access to welfare services.

A second example of rectifying work is when profes
sionals review digital outputs to identify errors or ethi
cally questionable recommendations. Two studies 
from the Swedish context, show frontline professionals 
in financial assistance services routinely review and cor
rect automated decisions, adding supplementary infor
mation and evidence to ensure adequate outcomes 
(Ranerup and Henriksen 2022; Germundsson et al. 
2024). Similarly, Høybye-Mortensen and Ejbye-Ernst 
(2018), in their study of digital case management sys
tems at a Danish disability office, describe work per
formed by professionals in the process of transforming 
casework registrations into reliable information. They 
show how staff cross-check digital outputs, clarify anno
tations, and correct inaccuracies to safeguard the qual
ity of services. This includes ensuring that information 
in the case management system is accurate and correct, 
providing essential context, such as the “if, but, and 
maybe,” that digital systems often fail to capture.

A third rectifying practice found in the review is sup
plementing incomplete digital information. Løberg (2021)
shows how frontline staff at NAV manage intensified 
communication demands by prioritizing urgent cases 
and gathering additional client information through 
multiple channels. In a later study, she describes this 
as “disobedient text consumption,” where professionals 
actively seek information beyond system outputs to con
struct richer and more nuanced client narratives 
(Løberg 2023). In a study by Pedersen and Pors 
(2023), professional practices such as filling gaps left 
by standardized systems, often through manual notes, 
hidden fields, or parallel documentation outside formal 
ICT (Information and Communication Technology) 
channels, are called “attentive compensation.” 
Pedersen and Pors reflect on how discretion becomes a 
necessary buffer against reductive digital categoriza
tions. In studies by Røhnebæk (2013), Kersing et al. 
(2022), and Jørring (2025), we also see how professio
nals take on the task of enriching or verifying digital 
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data, by scheduling additional meetings, collecting case 
material, or supplementing system outputs, ensuring 
that automated representations of clients are meaning
ful and ethically defensible in practice.

A fourth example of rectifying work is the strategic 
adaptation of documentation. Erisman et al. (2024), 
studying Dutch child protection services, examine how 
professionals interact with digital tools while remaining 
acutely aware that their records will be read not only by 
families but also by evaluators and performance moni
toring systems. They argue that professionals must ac
tively ensure that these instruments support practice 
and promote client well-being. Introducing the notion 
of “traveling meanings,” the authors show how profes
sionals strategically formulate digital records to avoid 
misinterpretation across diverse audiences. Rather 
than merely ticking binary boxes (e.g., “child abuse: 
yes/no”), they use narrative fields or informal notes to 
retain relational and ethical nuance. Similar practices 
are reported by Gillingham (2013) and Schmidt 
(2024). Gillingham shows how child protection workers 
in the UK and Australia craft extended narrative sum
maries to justify difficult decisions or preserve space 
for relational judgment, while Schmidt demonstrates 
how social workers in Danish job centers strategically 
delay digital documentation, using handwritten notes 
or collegial discussions, to ensure that final records cap
ture essential relational and contextual nuances.

Finally, some workers resort to maintaining analog 
safeguards to protect service continuity during technical 
failures. Røhnebæk (2013), in her study of NAV, inves
tigates how digitalization and standardization affect 
practitioners’ ability to provide individualized support 
in welfare services. She introduces the concept of “tin
kering” to describe how employees actively navigate 
and adjust to the system’s limitations while maintaining 
a client-oriented approach. One such strategy involves 
bypassing system failures: when the digital infrastruc
ture crashes or becomes unresponsive, frontline profes
sionals temporarily revert to analog methods, such as 
using pen and paper, to ensure that critical services 
are not disrupted and that client information is still re
corded. Likewise, the earlier mentioned study by 
Høybye-Mortensen and Ejbye-Ernst (2018) reveals a 
similar pattern, as the authors document how staff in 
Danish disability offices maintain Excel backups along
side official systems to safeguard data integrity.

These empirical examples collectively demonstrate 
how rectifying work is not merely a matter of technical 
troubleshooting, but a value-driven professional re
sponse to the limitations, errors, or failures in digital in
frastructures. Frontline professionals engage in these 

practices not because they are asked to, but because dig
ital tools or systems often fall short in supporting the 
nuanced, ethical, and relational dimensions of a profes
sional service.

Dismissing digital technology
“Dismissing” refers to practices in which digital technolo
gies are actively bypassed or rejected because professionals 
judge them to be unhelpful, counterproductive, or even 
harmful to client welfare provision. In these cases, technol
ogy is not seen as a viable tool for improving service deliv
ery. Instead, professionals rely on their own expertise and 
judgment to uphold service quality, even when this means 
working in direct contradiction to digital procedures.

A clear form of dismissing involves deprioritizing digi
tal tools to preserve the relational core of professional prac
tice. De Witte et al. (2016), in their study of child 
welfare, show how professionals develop strategies to 
protect the relational dimension of their work when us
ing ICT. Rather than completing every field in the digi
tal system, social workers focus on home visits and 
direct client engagement. In some cases, they abandon 
the official digital system altogether, opting for person
al, paper-based records, which they argue better cap
ture the complexity of clients’ lives. A similar pattern 
is found in Schmidt’s (2024) study of Danish job centers, 
where social workers consciously reorder their work
flows to prioritize face-to-face interaction before engag
ing with digital documentation. Rather than starting 
client meetings with system-based checklists or form- 
filling, professionals first focus on building relationships 
and understanding clients’ situations. Some even take 
handwritten notes or discuss cases informally with col
leagues before recording them in digital systems. These 
behaviors represent an intentional rejection of 
system-led routines, emphasizing instead the value of 
professional judgment and human connection.

A second example of dismissing, ignoring algorithmic 
recommendations, is found in Busch et al. (2018) study 
of how frontline professionals respond to digitized dis
cretionary practices in Norway’s court and tax adminis
trations. Their research highlights how professionals 
engage in what the authors term “micro-level agency,” 
which includes appropriating, resisting, or entirely de
fying digital tools. For instance, professionals may inter
pret outputs from decision-support systems in ways that 
preserve professional judgment or dismiss recommen
dations outright when they conflict with contextual 
knowledge or ethical standards. Overall, the study dem
onstrates how professionals act as watchdogs for profes
sional values in the face of increasing digitalization. 
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The same pattern of ignoring system recommendations 
is found in studies by Ranerup and Henriksen (2022), 
Germundsson et al. (2024), and Delpierre et al. (2024).

A third example of dismissing involves the manipula
tion of system inputs to circumvent rigid digital logics. 
This form of digital compensation includes practices 
such as “turning a blind eye” to certain data points or in
tentionally exaggerating entries in order to secure sup
port for clients. Such behavior is, for example, 
illustrated in Devlieghere and Roose’s (2018) study of 
Belgium’s social service sector, where social workers de
velop strategies to reintroduce relational dimensions 
into digitized social work. The study highlights how 
professionals deliberately ignore or overshoot system- 
generated data to ensure that clients receive adequate 
assistance. A similar pattern is described in 
Devlieghere et al. (2018), where child protection work
ers manipulate or downplay digital records to protect 
clients or ensure just outcomes. Likewise, Busch’s 
(2020) study of how digital technology affects decision- 
making in Norwegian courts and tax administration of
fices shows how professionals engage in “crafting” by 
adjusting decision-support system recommendations 
to better align with clients’ individual needs.

In sum, dismissing digital technology refers to delib
erate professional actions in which digital technologies 
are actively rejected or bypassed because they are 
judged to offer no meaningful benefit, or even to pose 
risks, to clients. This is not passive neglect but a con
scious and ethically grounded decision to opt out of 
the digital pathway when it is seen as misaligned with 
professional standards or the best interests of the client.

Discussion: toward a synthesis of digital 
compensatory work

The analysis shows that when digital infrastructures in 
human service organizations fall short, frontline profes
sionals do not merely adapt or endure; they actively in
tervene to ensure that service delivery aligns with their 
understanding of what constitutes professional practice. 
Across diverse welfare settings, we identify recurring 
practices in which professionals compensate for short
comings in digital infrastructures in ways that reflect 
and protect their profession-specific conceptions of 
quality.

Discretionary practices in digitalized human 
service organizations

First, the reviewed literature supports and expands earlier 
research suggesting that digitalization does not simply 

reduce discretion but rather reshapes how it is enacted 
in practice (Jorna and Wagenaar 2007; Burton and Van 
den Broek 2009; Buffat 2015; Pors and Schou 2021; 
Pedersen and Pors 2023). While earlier accounts warn 
that automation and standardization might constrain or 
eliminate discretion (e.g., Bovens and Zouridis 2002; 
Busch et al. 2018), more recent scholarship has challenged 
this “curtailment thesis.” Instead, digital infrastructures 
appear to transform discretion in context-dependent 
ways. This reframing becomes particularly evident when 
we attend to micro-practices through which professionals 
engage with digital technologies and infrastructures, not 
as passive users or rule-followers, but as active mediators. 
Discretion emerges in new locations: making automated 
outputs available, deciding when to override digital work
flows, or determining whether and how technologies 
should be used at all.

While studies in our review describe similar practices 
under labels such as client support (Hofmann et al. 
2024), mediation (Höglund Rydén & Hofmann, 2024), 
adaptive discretion (Løberg 2021), or coping strategies 
(Jørring 2025), we bring these strands together under 
the broader concept of digital compensatory work.

“Digital compensatory work refers to discretionary 
practices in which professionals actively intervene when 
digital technologies or infrastructures fail to support serv
ice delivery in line with their professional standards.”

We organize these practices into three overarching 
forms: complementing, rectifying, and dismissing. 
Complementing refers to situations where digital sys
tems function as intended but require human enhance
ment, for example, by adding relational, contextual, or 
clarifying elements. Rectifying captures practices where 
systems malfunction or provide incomplete, misleading, 
or ethically problematic outputs, prompting professio
nals to correct, supplement, or safeguard against errors. 
Dismissing applies when systems technically function 
but are judged misaligned with professional standards, 
leading practitioners to bypass, override, or work out
side the digital environment. These distinctions capture 
different ways in which the functionality of digital sys
tems, professionals’ use of discretion, and their inten
tions to uphold good service delivery intersect, and 
they form the analytical basis for the categories pre
sented above.

The three forms differ in terms of (1) the functionality 
of the system being compensated for, (2) the compensa
tory actions performed by professionals, and (3) the 
purpose behind their interventions in relation to the dig
ital infrastructure. To clarify these distinctions, Table 3
summarizes the conditions that differentiate comple
menting, rectifying, and dismissing.
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EXTENDING THEORIES OF DISCRETION 
AND DIGITAL COPING

What, then, does the concept of digital compensatory 
work offer analytically? We argue that it builds on but 
also extends existing frameworks such as digital coping 
(Tummers and Rocco 2015) and Pedersen and Pors’s 
(2023) typology of discretion as ethics-of-office. While 
these perspectives are valuable for highlighting how 
professionals act in the client’s interest when digital 
technology falls short, we argue that they remain 
limited in their ability to conceptualize the full scope 
of this work.

The existing concept of digital coping (Tummers and 
Rocco 2015) is instructive but remains conceptually 
limited. While the empirical examples they describe res
onate with our findings, they are framed primarily as re
active strategies through which frontline professionals 
manage stressful work situations marked by contradic
tory demands from organizational, professional, and cli
ent perspectives, often at the cost of self-sacrifice. By 
contrast, several of the practices identified in our review 
go beyond such reactive coping. They include not only 
reactive adjustments but also proactive and interven
tionist actions, where professionals deliberately reshape 
or override digital systems to ensure ethically adequate 
service delivery. In this sense, the empirical examples 
from our synthesis extend beyond what is typically cap
tured under the notion of digital coping.

Moreover, while our analysis builds on the typology 
offered by Pedersen and Pors (2023), important differ
ences remain. In their account, discretion is conceptual
ized through the categories of adaptive, attentive, and 
affective responses, framed primarily as reactions to 
existing system pressures. Also, their framework is 

grounded in an ethics-of-office, that is, the role-specific 
ethical responsibilities and institutional obligations tied 
to holding public office. From this perspective, discre
tionary judgment is duty-bound and shaped by the insti
tutional context, rather than by professional values as 
such. In contrast, our analysis suggests that many of 
the practices identified in the reviewed studies cannot 
be fully captured within this framing. While we recog
nize similar empirical examples, we interpret them 
less as duties tied to office and more as expressions of 
professional ethics, anchored in the values and knowl
edge traditions of professions (cf. Abbott 1988; Evetts 
2009). This highlights the need for a broader concept 
that accounts for how professionals act not only out of 
institutional obligation, but also on the basis of their 
profession-based ethical commitments.

Furthermore, our concept is broader in another sense: 
by taking digital infrastructures as our point of depar
ture (Henman 2010), we highlight that professionals 
do not merely compensate for shortcomings in isolated 
tools, but for the interconnected processes created by 
multiple digital systems. In contemporary welfare serv
ices, it is difficult to restrict analysis to single applica
tions; instead, professionals navigate a landscape of 
overlapping and sometimes poorly integrated technolo
gies. This observation echoes insights from STS and re
search on digital work, which emphasize the invisible 
labor required to sustain and repair sociotechnical infra
structures (Star and Strauss 1999; Møller 2025). Digital 
compensatory work thus accounts not only for how pro
fessionals relate to clients, but also for how they engage 
with and intervene in infrastructures, that is, the tech
nological platforms, automated processes, and em
bedded routines that together shape the conditions of 
welfare service delivery (cf. Henman 2010). For 

Table 3 Defining features of complementing, rectifying, and dismissing practices.

Forms of 
compensatory 
work

The functionality of digital 
technologies and 
infrastructures

Professional action Purpose

Complement Functions as intended but 
require human enhancement.

Adding relational, ethical, or 
contextual elements (e.g., adapting 
communication, guiding clients).

Adding value

Rectify Malfunctions or is incomplete. Correcting errors, supplementing 
missing information, and creating 
safeguards.

Repairing failures

Dismiss Functions technically (but is 
misaligned with professional 
standards).

Bypassing, rejecting, or overriding the 
system in favor of professional 
judgment

Bypassing 
incompatible 
systems
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instance, consider how a malfunction in a digital scan
ner may disrupt the functioning of the case management 
system, require manual workarounds, and at the same 
time raise concerns about confidentiality when staff 
are forced to use less secure channels. Compensatory 
practices, in this sense, arise from the inability of multi
ple, interlinked digital tools to support professional 
standards of service delivery.

Taken together, these arguments point to the need for 
a broader analytical lens. With the concept of digital 
compensatory work, we shift the focus to a wider reper
toire of professional practices, where professionals com
plement, rectify, or dismiss digital systems in both 
reactive and proactive ways. Unlike approaches cen
tered on duty to office or individual coping, our analysis 
highlights practices grounded in professional values 
and oriented toward entire digital infrastructures rather 
than isolated tools. In this way, digital compensatory 
work not only integrates but also extends previous per
spectives, filling a conceptual gap by showing how pro
fessionals actively sustain and uphold the functioning of 
digitalized human service organizations.

A critical reflection concerns the heterogeneity of the 
material included in our review. While we analyzed studies 
from different welfare settings and involving a range of dig
ital tools, this variation does not undermine the analytical 
contribution. Rather, the recurrence of similar discretion
ary practices across diverse contexts suggests that digital 
compensatory work reflects a broader pattern in client- 
facing, relational professional work. At the same time, 
compensatory practices are shaped by profession-specific 
mandates, organizational routines, and technological in
frastructures, which place limits on the generality of our 
claims. The framework should therefore be understood as 
an analytical lens for identifying how professionals inter
vene when digital systems fall short, rather than as a fixed 
typology tied to a specific organization or tool.

Importantly, context dependence does not preclude 
transferability; rather, it clarifies the conditions under 
which the framework is likely to travel. We suggest that 
digital compensatory work is most immediately relevant 
in relational, client-facing professions, where digital sys
tems increasingly structure core tasks while professionals 
remain responsible for interpreting individual circumstan
ces and safeguarding situational judgement. In such set
tings, including healthcare, education, policing, and 
psychological services, professionals routinely work at 
the intersection of standardized digital procedures and in
dividualized assessments. This creates recurring situations 
in which professionals must intervene when digital ar
rangements prove insufficiently sensitive to contextual, 
relational, or ethical aspects of practice. Under these 

conditions, the framework offers an analytical lens for 
identifying compensatory dynamics, even though the spe
cific forms such work takes are likely to vary across 
professions.

At the same time, the framework may also offer ana
lytical leverage beyond human service organizations, 
wherever professional work involves mediating be
tween standardized digital procedures and situated pro
fessional judgment. Compensatory practices may arise 
when digital systems shape professional work, across 
decisions, workflows, interactions, and accountability 
arrangements, in ways that professionals judge to be 
misaligned with their responsibilities. The extent and 
form of such practices are likely to vary depending on 
professional mandates, accountability regimes, and 
the relational intensity of the work. Rather than assum
ing direct transferability, future research could there
fore examine how compensatory work is configured, 
constrained, or transformed across different occupa
tional contexts, helping to clarify the conditions under 
which similar dynamics emerge beyond welfare 
settings.

Finally, although we analytically distinguish between 
complementing, rectifying, and dismissing digital tech
nologies, these modes should not be understood as fixed 
or mutually exclusive. Rather, they may shift over time 
as professionals reassess what is required to make digi
tal systems workable in practice. Attending to such dy
namics offers a promising avenue for future research. 
Future studies should also examine how this often invis
ible labor shapes professionals’ experiences of responsi
bility, workload, and legitimacy, as well as its 
implications for occupational well-being, including 
stress and risks of burnout.

Practical implications
Our findings underscore that discretion is not a residual 
feature of digitalized human service organizations, but 
a vital condition for sustaining professional practice 
and values. Professionals view discretionary space as es
sential not only in client encounters but also in the de
velopment, implementation, and adaptation of digital 
systems. In their accounts, digital infrastructures must 
allow for context-sensitive and ethically informed 
work if welfare services are to remain responsive and 
trustworthy. The concern, however, is that compensa
tory practices often remain invisible or undervalued. If 
such interventions are ignored, future digital reforms 
risk constraining the professional agency that is indis
pensable for upholding the relational, ethical, and con
textual dimensions of public service.
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CONCLUSION
This study contributes to the literature on the digitaliza
tion of human service organizations by offering a more 
comprehensive framework for understanding how front
line professionals sustain service delivery when digital 
systems fall short. We introduce the concept of digital 
compensatory work to capture recurring discretionary 
practices through which professionals intervene in digital 
infrastructures. Organized into the categories of 
complementing, rectifying, and dismissing, the frame
work provides an integrative vocabulary that synthesizes 
previously fragmented accounts of professional action in 
digitalized welfare settings.

In advancing this model, the study reframes these prac
tices not as incidental coping or isolated acts of resist
ance, but as a repertoire of professional work grounded 
in ethics, situated judgment, and responsibility toward 
clients. By conceptualizing digital compensatory work, 
we shift the analytical focus from digital tools to digital 
infrastructures, and from reactive adaptation to both re
active and proactive interventions. In doing so, the ar
ticle highlights how professional discretion remains a 
critical resource for making digital welfare function in 
ways that align with professional values and ideals.
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